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FINANCIAL & ECONOMIC NEWS

NEWS

Polish mission to Afghanistan needs more support from ministries – Commander Gen. Biziewski

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's 1,200 troop mission to Afghanistan lacks supports from the country's ministries, Gen. Jerzy Biziewski, who commands the Polish contingent, said Friday.

"I would ask for more assistance on the civilian side," Biziewski told reporters in Brussels in an event broadcast by news channel TVN24. "I'm lacking, as commander, support from the side of different ministries in my country. I'm thinking of the economy ministry, the health care ministry, the agriculture ministry. If experts from those ministries came here, their knowledge could be very useful."

Under the NATO-led International Assistance Force in Afghanistan, Poland's 1,200-strong contingent serves as part of the Combined Task Force Fury, 82nd Airborne Division.

The Polish government intends to boost this number by up to 400 servicemen at the turn of April and May. It also plans to focus its troops in one area, as Polish troops are currently spread over several cities in the Eastern and Southern Regions. The move, currently being discussed with the U.S., is expected to provide the country with leadership over its own contingent and increase its impact in decision-making.

Poland's mission was launched in March 2002 with some 300 servicemen and was boosted to the current level of 1,200 in early 2007, with an annual budget of PLN 461 mln, including PLN 273 mln allocated for equipment purchases.

Polish support for euro drops to 49% – opinion poll

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish support for membership of the European single currency zone dropped to 49% from 54% previously, according to an opinion poll conducted for the EU mission to Poland.

"Between spring and autumn of 2007, the support of Poles for the European Monetary Union dropped," the report released Thursday reads. "At present, less than half of Poles opt for the euro against 54% a half year ago and nearly two-thirds (65%) three years ago."

In line with Poland's EU accession treaty, the country is obliged to adopt the euro provided it meets fiscal and monetary criteria, although no deadlines were set. With the government deficit for the first time falling below 3% of GDP in 2007, according to preliminary Finance Ministry data, the country would theoretically be able to enter ERM-II, a two-year waiting pen aimed to stabilize exchange rate, provided the political will is present.

The current government, led by the pro-business Civic Platform (PO), repeatedly said euro adoption could happen around 2013.

Nearly 75% of Poles back EU membership – opinion poll

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – An overwhelming majority of Poles, 71%, support the European Union against a European average of 58%, according to an opinion poll released Thursday by the EU mission to Poland.

"The support of Polish society for its membership in the European Union continued growing," the report reads. "Nearly three-quarters (71%) of respondents see it as a good thing. Simultaneously, the percentage of Poles who are indifferent towards membership is falling systematically (now 21%), and the percentage of those against it remains at a stable, low level."

The European Commission enjoyed the confidence of some 61% of Poles, while the European Parliament was backed by some 60% of respondents, the report showed. The European Central Bank had a confidence rate of 45%.

A majority of Poles is optimistic about the future of the European Union, with 64% of respondents believing things are going in the right direction within the EU from 55% in the prior report. Some 8% said the EU was headed in the wrong direction, down from 15% previously.

Poland able to complete Euro 2012 soccer infrastructure within required deadlines – Polish PM

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland will be able to complete the construction of soccer stadiums and other infrastructure related to the Euro 2012 soccer tournament within the deadlines required by the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA), Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk said Thursday.

"I would like to give assurances that the work on the project has radically accelerated over the past weeks," Tusk told a press conference. "Stadiums will be built in the tournament host cities within deadlines, even if there are delays at this point."

UEFA sent a letter to Poland and Ukraine, which are organizing the Euro 2012 tournament, to make up for the current delays in the construction of stadiums. UEFA's president Michel Platini commented on Wednesday that the next four-six months will be decisive in the evaluation of the organizers' credibility.

Tusk commented Thursday that UEFA continued to be supportive of the Polish/Ukrainian efforts to organize the tournament.

"What we've heard from UEFA are also words of encouragement," Tusk said. "None of the conversations we've held or UEFA reports disqualify our actions. When it comes to Euro 2012, UEFA's critical opinion and conclusions are substantiated. We are dealing with months of delays and we've lost those months unnecessarily.

"But it is not my task to point fingers at those personally responsible for it. Euro 2012 is the joint responsibility of those who have something to say about it," Tusk added.

The Polish prime minister also said the government would present full information on the project's progress on Wednesday, February 6.

Polish government, striking customs officers reach settlement – PM Tusk

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The Polish government has reached a deal with customs officers protesting against low wages, which has resulted in traffic tailbacks at Poland's eastern borders, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said on Thursday.

"The offer prepared by the government was accepted by the customs officers," Tusk said.

According to Tusk, the customs officers accepted a PLN 500 gross monthly pay rise as well as the government's proposal of increased legal protection of their profession.

Tusk also said that everyone who has suffered financial losses during the week-long protests and is able to prove it, has the right to expect "honest proceedings on the government's side".

The customs officers have been protesting against low wages and an unjust law governing their profession since October. Last week they radicalized their protest by refusing to work, which led to long tailbacks on Poland's eastern borders.

Poland and Ukraine need to speed up progress in preparations for Euro 2012 – UEFA official

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The European football body UEFA is concerned about the course of preparations in Poland and Ukraine for the Euro 2012 football championships scheduled to take place in the two countries, UEFA General Secretary David Taylor was quoted as saying on UEFA's website.

"It's fair to say that the political situation in both countries - in the latter half of 2007 both had changes of government - has made it a little bit more difficult than we anticipated to make significant progress with the preparations," Taylor was quoted as saying. "There has been progress but it needs to be accelerated."

Poland and Ukraine, which were awarded the tournament in April 2007, have been criticized by private-sector interest groups for their slow progress on infrastructure works ahead of the tournament. UEFA President Michel Platini said in a statement Wednesday that the next four to six months would be "crucial."

"I have the distinct feeling that the next four to six months will be crucial in order to avoid any critical slippage in sports and public infrastructure projects and to protect the global credibility of the EURO project itself," Platini said.

According to Taylor, a joint plan has been agreed upon to help preparations get back on track 

"We have agreed a joint plan with the two associations setting out the steps that we need to take over the next five to six months to put us into the position where we feel we will be back on the track for the delivery of the tournament," Taylor said.

Polish customs officers walk away from Finance Ministry negotiations, protest to continue

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – A trade union of Polish customs officers suspended negotiations with the Polish Finance Ministry over higher wages and better work conditions, the Finance Ministry's spokesperson Jakub Lutyk said Wednesday, according to the news channel TVN24.

The customs officers' protests have resulted in long tailbacks on Poland's eastern borders as a large number of customs officers has refused to work in protest at pay levels and what they see as unjust laws governing their profession.

In order to end the action, the government agreed to raise the officers' monthly pay checks by PLN 500 gross and introduce legal changes to bring their employment conditions in line with that of other uniformed services. The officers want a raise of PLN 1,500, according to earlier reports.

Poland's PM Tusk says striking customs officers cannot be forced to return to work

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Prime Minister Donald Tusk said Monday that striking customs officers at Poland's eastern borders cannot be forced to return to work.

"The problem is that we are not dealing with a strike [...] this protest is spontaneous and uncoordinated – functionaries took holidays and other forms of leave and I have no possibility to force anyone to work," Tusk said at a press conference after meeting the heads of customs offices. "I hope, however, that today's meeting [...] will bring [positive] results."

The customs officers' protests have resulted in long tailbacks on Poland's eastern borders as a large number of customs officers has refused to work in protest at pay levels and what they see as unjust laws governing their profession.

In order to end the action, the government agreed to raise the officers' monthly pay checks by PLN 500 gross and introduce legal changes to bring their employment conditions in line with that of other uniformed services.

"I would like to say that, firstly, we will work with customs officers on a new law [modernizing the customs service] that should be ready by the end of January at the latest; secondly, I decided to change an executive order by the Finance Ministry so that overtime could be paid out, not only gotten back as free time [...], " Tusk said.

A protesting committee of international freight carriers has threatened to start a blockade on roads to the capital city of Warsaw and the south-eastern city of Przemysl, at the Polish-Ukrainian border, in the near future if the government fails to resolve the problem.

According to Poland's Association of International Road Transportation Carriers (ZMPD), losses were at EUR 1 bln daily in places were queues were 20 km long. At the Polish-Belarusian border in Kukuryki, queues are currently at some 44 km.

Tusk said Monday that all compensation will be paid if the courts rule in favor of claimants.

"This is the right of each carrier," Tusk said.

Negotiations planned to alleviate congestion at Belarusian-Polish border - Belarusian official

Minsk, January 28 (Interfax) – Polish authorities are ready to negotiate the admission of Belarusian and Russian citizens into Poland after 60-kilometer vehicle tailbacks developed following a strike by Polish customs officers, Belarusian State Border Committee spokesman Alexander Tishchenko told Interfax. 

"The situation has not improved," Tishchenko said. "The Kozlovichi [checkpoint with Belarus] is jammed, and no particular steps have been taken."

At the same time, the Polish Border Service "has responded to a suggestion by the head of Belarusian State Border Committee, Igor Rachkovsky, to permit Russian and Belarusian citizens to cross the border, as a matter of urgency." 

The place and the time of the meeting of the chiefs of the two border services will be set later.

Polish customs officers on Friday started unofficial protests over pay and conditions which have affected traffic at Poland's borders with Ukraine, Belarus and the Russian enclave of Kaliningrad.

Polish truckers delay planned blockade to give gov't time to end customs strike

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – A protesting committee of international freight carriers has decided to postpone planned blockades of roads to the capital city of Warsaw and the south-eastern city of Przemysl, at the Polish-Ukrainian border, by one day in order to give the government more time to end protests by custom officers, Boleslaw Milewski, head of the committee, said Monday.

"[...] There is a willingness on the side of the government, the premier and [Interior and Administration Affairs] Minister [Grzegorz] Schetyna to solve [the crisis at Poland's eastern borders] - that is why we have decided to temporarily suspend our action," Milewski said at a press conference, televised by news channel TVN24.

The blockades, in protest at long delays at Poland's borders caused by striking customs officers, had originally been planned to start at noon Monday. Customs officers have been on strike over pay since last week, resulting in long tailbacks at Poland's eastern borders. 

According to Poland's Association of International Road Transport Carriers (ZMPD), losses were at EUR 1 bln daily in places where queues were 20 km long. At the Polish-Belarusian border in Kukuryki, queues are currently at some 44 km.

In order to end the queues, the government has agreed to raise the officers' monthly pay checks by PLN 500 gross and introduce legal changes in order to level their pay with that of policemen and firemen. The strikers are reportedly demanding a PLN 1,500 monthly pay rise.

Average net monthly wages for customs officials start at PLN 1,200 to PLN 1,800 for a young official, with more experienced officers receiving between PLN 2,200 and PLN 2,500, a transport ministry source told Interfax earlier.

Schetyna expects some three days will be needed to deal with the backlog.

"We believe that this evening we will see 100% service at the most critical points," Schetyna said at a Monday press conference. "We need some 2-3 days to discharge queues.

"Since Sunday morning, we saw a 20% increase [in the number of customs officers ready to return to work] and we hope that at the evening shift even more officers will appear," he added.

Polish customs officers' strike may be over in two or three days - customs service source

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Protests by Polish customs officers on the Polish-Ukrainian border may end in two or three days, a source told Interfax Central Europe Monday. 

"I think it will end in the next few days," a customs officer, who wished to remain anonymous, told Interfax Central Europe. "[It will end] within two or three days. […] even though there is a strike, we have a sense of responsibility." 

Protesters may agree on lower pay rises than the PLN 1,500 a month they are reported to be demanding, the officer said.

The customs officers' protests, which began last week, have resulted in long tailbacks at Polish-Ukrainian border crossings, as large numbers of customs officers have refused to work, in protest at pay levels and what they see as unjust laws governing their profession. 

In order to end the queues, the government agreed to raise the officers' monthly pay by PLN 500, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said, as cited in the Gazeta Wyborcza daily on Monday. Meanwhile, the strikers are reported to be demanding PLN 1,500. 

Average net monthly wages for customs officials start at PLN 1,200 to PLN 1,800 for a young official, with more experienced officers receiving between PLN 2,200 and PLN 2,500, the source said. The protest is spontaneous, he said, adding that various unions represent different groups of customs officers, though their actions are not closely coordinated.

Customs officers have the right to take four days' call-in sick leave and have used this right in their protest, the source said.

The failure of talks earlier today between customs officers' unions and the government may result in blockades at selected access roads around Warsaw and Przemysl by road transport unions, the TVN24 news website reported. 

A blockade has already been announced, though it may be avoided if an agreement is reached between the government and striking customs officers.

MONETARY POLICY

Polish Central Bank chief asks Cabinet to set euro adoption date

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The Polish government should adopt a firm date for the adoption of the euro, said Slawomir Skrzypek, the president of the National Bank of Poland (NBP).

"I agree that this decision should be clear for all market participants," Skrzypek told a press conference Friday. "The authority, which is the government, should provide a clear date of euro adoption so that it is clear for everybody."

In line with Poland's EU accession treaty, the country is obliged to adopt the euro provided it meets fiscal and monetary criteria, although no deadlines were set. With the government deficit for the first time falling below 3% of GDP in 2007, according to preliminary Finance Ministry data, the country would theoretically be able to enter ERM-II, a two-year waiting pen aimed to stabilize exchange rate, provided the political will is present.

The current government, led by the pro-business Civic Platform (PO), repeatedly said euro adoption could happen around 2013, but has refused to officially set any dates. The previous conservative administration led by the Law and Justice (PiS) party, whose leaders nominated Skrzypek to the Central Bank, refused to provide any specific dates for the adoption of the euro.

Skrzypek said Poland could enter ERM-II after the government sets the expected euro adoption date.

"ERM-II is a very dangerous moment for any currency," Skrzypek said. "Entry to ERM-II should take place when we know about the scheduled adoption date. The entry should take place when there's stabilization. This is especially true in the case of countries where growing economic fundamentals in a natural way stimulate the appreciation of the local currency."

The Polish zloty has for the past five years been in a strong appreciating trend versus the euro and the U.S. dollar. In 2003, the currency stood at nearly PLN 4.1 against the USD, with the current exchange rate at around PLN 2.6. In the case of the euro, the Polish currency was the weakest in early 2004 at PLN 4.9 against the euro, while the current exchange rate is around PLN 3.6 to the euro.

Polish headline inflation seen at 4% y/y in January – Finance Ministry. 

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish inflation is expected to stand at 4% year-on-year (y/y) for January, thus remaining for the fourth consecutive month above the Monetary Policy Council (MPC)'s target of 2.5%, according to estimates by the Finance Ministry, out Friday.

"The Finance Ministry estimates that the consumer price index in January 2008 (where the prior month level is 100) measured 100.4," the ministerial release reads. "This implies that the annual pace of growth in retail prices in that month could come in at 104.0."

Polish inflation moved above the MPC's 2.5% plus or minus one percentage point target in November, when the consumer price index (CPI) came in at 3.6%. 

Looking ahead to 2008, Polish rate-setters said after their monthly rate-sitting meeting last Wednesday that inflationary pressures could rise further on still increasing wages, particularly in the public sector, and continued global prices increase for food and energy.

The MPC also pointed to "the expected increased growth of regulated prices" and "a procyclical impact of fiscal policy" as other inflation building factors.

The market currently expects rate setters to continue monetary policy tightening with another quarter percentage point hike to 5.5% in the key reference rate most likely in March. However, this scenario could change further in the year due to an expected deceleration in the country's economy and increasing interest-rate disparity, according to some economists.

Polish Central Bank operating effectively despite resignation of two deputy presidents

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The National Bank of Poland (NBP) is operating effectively despite two recent resignations by deputy presidents, NBP President Slawomir Skrzypek said Thursday.

"The situation in the National Bank of Poland is stable," Skrzypek told the Parliamentary Finance Committee. "In spite of staff changes, the Management of the National Bank of Poland is acting effectively."

The parliamentary hearing was convened Thursday in response to the resignations by deputy president Krzysztof Rybinski at the beginning of January and that of first deputy president Jerzy Skrzypek last week in protest over Skrzypek's policies.

In his resignation letter, Pruski accused the NBP president of persistent marginalization of his "importance and role" and of destroying the "personal independence" of the bank's directorship. Pruski argued that decisions undertaken under the leadership of Skrzypek were contradictory to the Central Bank's interests. As examples he named the restriction of capabilities to communicate with the media, the "drastically limiting" of the competencies of deputy presidents and the publishing of economic projections that underestimated inflation developments in the country.

At his hearing, Skrzypek referred chiefly to the accusations regarding inflation.

"The credibility of inflation projections by the National Bank of Poland is of great importance," Skrzypek said. "Undermining it publicly could have a great impact on financial markets."

Skrzypek also said that one candidate deputy president will be presented next Tuesday at the latest.

"At the beginning of next week, [the name of a candidate] will be unveiled publicly," Skrzypek said. "This is a person linked to the banking sector for 15 years."

Poland's MPC sees economy decelerating in 2008 as domestic demand slows

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's unexpectedly-low rise in domestic demand, as seen in  preliminary data published Wednesday by the Polish statistical office, is a confirmation of expectations that the country's economy will slow in 2008, National Bank of Poland (NBP) President Slawomir Szypek told a press conference following the Monetary Policy Council's (MPC) two-day rate-setting meeting.

"It [the domestic demand] was lower than expected [...] which confirms that in the year 2008 we will see the economy still growing but at a lower rate than in 2007," Skrzypek said.

According to the preliminary statistical office data, domestic demand increased at an annual rate of 7.3% in 2007 with gross domestic product rising 6.5%. In 2006 domestic demand rose 7.3% and GDP growth stood at 6.2%.

In its release after the sitting, the MPC pointed to the risk posed by a projected worldwide economic slowdown and recent turmoil on financial markets but did not assess their potential negative impact.

"Since the last meeting of the Council the risk of a substantial slowdown in the world economy increased, though it is currently difficult to assess this risk or its impact on economic growth in Poland," the release reads. "An additional factor increasing the uncertainty as to the prospects of the global and consequently Polish economy growth is the increased volatility in the financial markets that has been observed over the recent period."

The MPC decided Wednesday to hike its key policy rate by a quarter percentage point to 5.25% as it said there was a risk medium-term inflation would run above the central bank's target of 2.5% on the back of still-rising wages and prices for food and energy.

Polish rate setters also pointed to "the expected increased growth of regulated prices" and "a procyclical impact of fiscal policy" as other inflation building factors.

The market broadly expects another 25 basis points (bp) hike in March.

Poland's MPC raises rates as mid-term inflation seen likely above 2.5% target

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Monetary Policy Council (MPC) decided Wednesday to hike its key interest rate by a quarter percentage point to 5.25% as it considered the probability of medium-term inflation running above the central bank's target of 2.5% to be higher than that it will be below the target, the MPC said in a release after its two-day sitting.

"The Council assessed the probability of inflation overshooting the inflation target in the medium term to be higher than the probability of inflation running below the target and decided to raise the NBP's [National Bank of Poland's] interest rates," the release reads.

Polish inflation rose at an annual rate of 4% in December, largely in line with expectations, and thus remains above the central bank's target of 2.5% plus or minus one percentage point for the second straight month, largely on the back of "strong annual growth in food and fuel prices," according to the MPC.

Poland's rate setters said that inflationary pressures could rise further in the year on still increasing wages, particularly in the public finance sector, and the continued global increase in prices for food and energy.

The MPC also pointed to "the expected increased growth of regulated prices" and "a procyclical impact of fiscal policy" as other inflation building factors.

At present, the market broadly expects the MPC to continue policy tightening in the first quarter of the year with a similar quarter percentage point hike most likely in March. However, this scenario could change further in the year due to an expected deceleration in the country's economy and increasing interest-rate disparity.

"Looking into Q2/Q3 the NBP is likely to pause in the tightening cycle and will most likely remain on hold in the second half of the year," Lars Christensen, senior analyst for Danske Bank, wrote in a comment to the MPC's rate decision.

"First, it is likely that Polish growth – especially domestic demand – is likely to slow down somewhat during the first half of the year." he continued. "Secondly, with the Federal Reserve cutting interest rates aggressively and the ECB likely to also starting cutting interest rates later in the year, the need for further monetary tightening in Poland will be reduced."

A slowdown in domestic demand has become visible. According to preliminary data by the Polish statistics office, out earlier on Wednesday, the country's gross domestic product (GDP) expanded to a 10-year high of 6.5% year-on-year (y/y) but domestic demand surprised on the downside with 7.3% y/y growth.

"The real puzzle came from consumption (especially private consumption), which grew much less than expected [...]," Mateusz Szczurek, chief economist for ING Banking, wrote in a comment to the GDP release. "If durable (and if confirmed by the final figures by the end of February), this shift could prove dangerous for 2008 growth."

In addition to the projected economic slowdown, the MPC said in the Wednesday release that mid-term inflation could be curbed by the still-encouraging results of enterprises, high investment outlays, external competition related to the effects of the globalization process as well as the relative stability of the zloty's exchange rate.

"Nevertheless, the Council assessed that the impact of those factors may prove insufficient to keep inflation at the target over the monetary policy transmission horizon," the MPC said in the release. 

Poland's MPC raises key rate 25 percentage points to 5.25% - official documentation

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The Polish central bank's Monetary Policy Council (MPC) Wednesday raised the country's official interest rates by 0.25 percentage points, bringing the key reference rate up to 5.25%, in line with expectations.

The following is the official, unedited National Bank of Poland's English-language translation of the decision of the Monetary Policy Council, published Wednesday.

INFORMATION FROM THE MEETING OF THE MONETARY POLICY COUNCIL

held on 29-30 January 2008

The Council decided to increase the NBP interest rates by 0.25 percentage point to the level:

- reference rate 5.25% on an annual basis;

- lombard rate 6.75% on an annual basis;

- deposit rate 3.75% on an annual basis;

- rediscount rate 5.50% on an annual basis.

===================================================================

The Polish economy is still in the period of strong growth encompassing all its sectors. Macroeconomic data released since the last meeting of the Council indicate that economic growth in 2007 Q4 was higher than expected in the October projection and close to that observed in 2007 Q3. It may, however, be expected that GDP growth in 2008 will be lower than in 2007. Since the last meeting of the Council the risk of a substantial slowdown in the world economy increased, though it is currently difficult to assess this risk or its impact on economic growth in Poland. An additional factor increasing the uncertainty as to the prospects of the global and consequently Polish economy growth is the increased volatility in the financial markets that has been observed over the recent period.

In December, in line with expectations, the annual growth of consumer prices in Poland reached 4.0% thus remaining above the NBP's inflation target of 2.5% and also above the upper limit for deviations from the target set at 3.5%. As in many other countries, increased inflation has been largely sustained by strong annual growth in food and fuel prices. In the Council's assessment, in the near future inflation will remain above the upper limit for deviations from the inflation target, which may also, to a large extent, be the result of the expected increased growth of regulated prices.

In the Council's assessment, in the coming quarters economic growth will most probably continue to exceed the growth of potential GDP. The information on labour market developments in December 2007 points to a decline in the strong wage growth and an improvement in unfavourable relation between wage and labour productivity growth. However, a further build-up in wage pressure, particularly in the public finance sector and, consequently, inflationary pressure is quite probable. The risk of continuing high inflation is also raised by the food price growth observed in the world economy and affecting the Polish market and also by prices of oil being higher than assumed in the October projection. Moreover, in line with the 2008 Budget Act passed by the Parliament, a procyclical impact of fiscal policy on the economy can be expected this year.

In the mid-term inflation may be curbed by the continuing very good financial results of enterprises and high investment growth conducive to productivity growth. Inflation may also be constrained by globalisation and the ensuing increased competition in the market of internationally traded goods and services as well as to the relative stability of the zloty exchange rate. The inflationary pressure may also be reduced by a slowdown of the global economy. Nevertheless, the Council assessed that the impact of those factors may prove insufficient to keep inflation at the target over the monetary policy transmission horizon. Considering the above factors and the risk of second-round effects of the increase in current inflation, the Council assessed the probability of inflation overshooting the inflation target in the medium term to be higher than the probability of inflation running below the target and decided to raise the NBP's interest rates. The Council will strive to bring inflation down to the level consistent with the inflation target in the medium term.

The Council will be closely monitoring the growth and structure of domestic demand, including the degree of the expansionary fiscal policy stance, the relation between wage and labour productivity growth in the enterprise sector and wage growth in the public finance sector, zloty exchange rate, developments of the current account balance and the impact of globalisation on the economy and on food prices. The Council will also analyse the direct and indirect implications of turbulences in international financial markets for the Polish economy.

Poland's MPC raises key interest rate quarter percentage point to 5.25%, as broadly expected

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Monetary Policy Council (MPC) has decided to hike its key reference interest rate by a quarter percentage point to 5.25%, in line with market expectations, the MPC said in a communiqué following its two-day sitting.

"The Council decided to raise the National Bank of Poland's interest rates by 0.25 percentage point," the communiqué posted on the NBP's website reads.

At present, the market broadly expects rate setters to continue monetary policy tightening with another 25 basis point hike in March.

"We still expect rates to be increased to 5.50% in Q1'08 and the next rate hike will take place in March," Ryszard Petru, chief economist for Bank BPH, wrote in a comment. 

Petru expects the policy tightening will eventually contribute to a further strengthening of the Polish zloty as a result of the deepening spread between Polish interest rates and those of the European Central Bank.

"In our view risk of the recession in the U.S. as well as deep rate cuts by the Fed [will lead the market to expect a] rate reduction in the euro-zone," Petru wrote. "And this will at the end [increase] the spread between expected Polish and European rates, supporting [a] zloty appreciation trend."

Following Wednesday's decision, the lombard rate stands at 6.75%, the deposit rate at 3.75% and the rediscount rate at 5.50%.

STATISTICS

Poland's GDP expands to 10-year high of 6.5% y/y in 2007 – preliminary data 

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's gross domestic product (GDP) expanded at an annual rate of 6.5% in 2007 chiefly on the back of higher investment outlays and construction sector, according to preliminary estimates released by the Central Statistical Office (GUS) on Thursday.

While the headline 2007 GDP failed to surprise the market, its structure did, especially in regard to much lower then expected domestic demand, which is seen as the key driver of the country's economy.

"The real puzzle came from consumption (especially private consumption), which grew much less than expected, and from net exports, which contributed by 0.6% points to the Q4 growth (compared with the average of -1.2 points in the first three quarters of the year," Mateusz Szczurek, chief economist for ING Banking wrote in a comment.

The industry sector gained 7.7% year-on-year (y/y) against 10% y/y increase reported for 2006, according to the release. Growth in the construction sector accelerated to 15.6% y/y from 12.5% y/y the prior year. Value-added in the service sector increased by 6.9% y/y versus a 5.3% y/y increase for 2006.

Gross fixed capital formation advanced on an annual basis by 20.4% compared to a 15.6% increase reported for 2006.

Domestic demand gained 7.3% (with the private consumption growth of 5.2%) against 7.3% in 2006, when the GDP stood at 6.2%.

In the wake of expected deceleration globally, low consumption could be a threat for the country's economic growth in 2008, according to some economists.

"If durable (and if confirmed by the final figures by the end of February), this shift could prove dangerous for 2008 growth," Szczurek wrote. "If domestic demand fails to replace at least part of the global slowdown/induced net export problems, overall GDP deceleration could be more rapid than we had been assuming so far."

The country's statistics office did not disclose the fourth quarter data yet, but with annual figure economists see it at the level of 6.0%.

"[...] GDP dynamics in Q4'07 were the lowest in 2007 and came to 6.0% y/y, where fixed investments accelerated to about 18.4%y/y and private consumption increased by only 3.6%y/y – this is the lowest dynamics since Q4'05," Monika Kurtek, an economist for Bank BPH, wrote in a comment. 

POLITICS

Russia's military threats against Poland "credible" – Polish foreign minister

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland believes that Russian military threats voiced toward Poland are credible, Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski said late Thursday.

"Russia continues to oppose the deployment of the missile shield in Poland, not only verbally, but also by saying what it would do in the military sense if we agreed to host the base," Sikorski told reporters in Washington D.C., as quoted by the Polish Press Agency (PAP). "I believe that what they are saying they will do is credible."

Sikorski is holding talks in the United States on the possible deployment of the U.S. missile shield in Poland. The U.S. wants to deploy 10 interceptor missiles in Poland and a radar site in the Czech Republic. Russia vehemently opposes the plan, seeing it as directed against its own military potential.

During an academic conference in Moscow in January, Russian armed forces chief of staff Gen. Yury Baluyevsky said that to protect its national security, Russia feels entitled to use any methods, including nuclear weapons. In December 2007 Baluyevsky also said that the Russian missile warning system could classify an anti-ballistic missile (ABM) launched from Poland as an intercontinental ballistic missile.

Sikorski said Thursday that Russia's threats pose an additional danger to Poland.

"Poland has been subjected to political pressure and is even blackmailed by some of its neighbors," Sikorski said. "We are thus facing an additional risk."

Poland is demanding additional security guarantees from the United States after the deployment of the missile shield, which, according to the U.S., is supposed to guard America and Europe from a possible missile attack coming from countries such as Iran. 

Polish-Ukrainian relations should not depend on relations with Russia – PM Tusk

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish-Ukrainian relations should not depend on bilateral relations between Warsaw and Moscow, Prime Minister Donald Tusk told a press conference Thursday, adding that his government intends to further strengthen cooperation with Kiev.

"Both Ukrainian authorities and the Polish government know that Polish-Ukrainian relations should not be a function of Polish-Russian relations," said Tusk. "Our relations with Ukraine are friendly, on a very high level and contacts with Ukraine will not deteriorate; on the contrary – the intention of my government is for their further strengthening [...] To that purpose, I will have a whole package of proposals with me in Kiev."

Tusk is due to visit Moscow on February 8. He is expected to visit Kiev at a later date.

Russia wants to determine "philosophy of relations" with Poland during PM's visit to Moscow

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Russia expects the February 8 visit of Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk in Moscow to help determine the nature of relations between the countries for the future, said Russian ambassador to Warsaw Vladimir Grinin.

"PM Tusk's visit to Russia on February 8 will be important," Grinin told a conference Thursday. "What we expect is to determine the philosophy of our relations for the future [...]. Either Poland, like it did before, will continue to expect a threat from Russia in the energy and military areas, or we will say to ourselves that we're good neighbors, partners.

"If we say that, the optic will change instantly and many of the problems that have existed so far will cease to exist," he added.

Polish-Russian relations have improved since the center-right Civic Platform (PO) won snap elections in October 2007. Prime Minister Tusk unblocked Russia's membership negotiations with the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) soon after entering office, while Moscow started gradually lifting barriers on imports of Polish agricultural products.

Tusk is scheduled to go to Moscow on February 8 for a one-day visit, during which he is set to meet Russian President Vladimir Putin and other Russian leaders.

Grinin said Thursday that Russia wants to improve bilateral relations and revive the economic cooperation commission, created in 2004 and left dormant after the opening meeting in 2006.

"Firstly, Russia wants to change the way the countries look at each other and wants to improve Russian-Polish relations. Secondly, Russia is aimed at resolving a number of economic problems," Grinin said. "What is mostly needed is the renewal of the Polish-Russian intergovernmental commission in charge of economic cooperation. It is unacceptable for the commission not to meet twice a year, like it was supposed to."

The commission held its first meeting in 2006 with the participation of Poland's then-Economy Minister Piotr Wozniak and Russian Transport Minister Igor Levitin. One of the issues on the agenda was the meat and plant products embargo Russia imposed in the months preceding the meeting. The commission has not met for a second time, with Grinin remarking Thursday that a second meeting was being prepared for later this year.

Polish customs officers temporarily suspend protest to take load off eastern border

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The trade union of Polish customers officers decided to temporarily suspend its protest in order to reduce the lines of trucks waiting to cross the Polish and EU eastern border to Russia, Ukraine and Belarus, said Iwona Folta of the Federation of Customs Trade Unions.

"The protest in its most radical form is temporarily suspended because we want to show our good will and to get out of the trap with the eastern border situation that the government has put us in," Folta told Interfax Central Europe on Thursday. "But we continue to wait for negotiations with the government about concrete solutions."

The customs officers' protests have resulted in long lines on Poland's eastern borders, as a large number of customs officers have refused to work in protest of low pay levels and what they see as unjust laws governing their profession.

In order to end the protests, the government agreed to raise customs officers' monthly pay checks by PLN 500 gross and to gradually introduce legal changes to bring their employment conditions in line with those of other uniformed services, with a special bill for the customs service to be drafted and implemented starting next year.

Folta said the wage increase had already been put into the budget bill for this year, while the trade unions expect to talk about higher salary hikes and legal changes that would be introduced sooner than the dates planned by the government.

"We will want to talk to the government about concrete things, including wages higher than the PLN 500 per month that has been already guaranteed in the budget bill for this year and another PLN 500 for next year," Folta told Interfax.

Folta also said the government has taken measures aimed at disciplining the customs service and temporarily shifting the responsibility for customs clearance to the border guards. Folta's organization sees those moves as illegal and impossible to implement.

"Customs officers from inside the country are being ordered to temporarily relocate to the border," Folta said." Some officers have been threatened that if they do not stop protesting, the customs service will be liquidated and take over by the border guard service."

"An element of such intimidation was an executive order of the Finance Ministry, which temporarily gives the functions of customs officers to border guards, which is incompliant with the European Union legislation, and also quite virtual, since much training and expertise is required to perform the customs clearance job," Folta said.

Folta refused to say when the trade union would restart its protest, which could again aggravate the situation on Poland's eastern borders.

"Today is the first day of the suspension [of the protest] - e want to see when the government decides to talk to us," Folta said. "But the negotiating team is still in Warsaw and we expect the government to start negotiations this week."

PRESS: U.S. missile shield, NATO system could become "politically united" – Polish foreign min.

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish Foreign Affairs Minister Radoslaw Sikorski believes the proposed U.S. missile-defense assets in Central Europe and a prospective NATO missile-defense system could "form an entirety in the political sense" with common rules of engagement, the Rzeczpospolita daily reported Thursday.

" NATO should have its own anti-missile defense system and I see here a possibility of division of labor [...]," Sikorski said in an interview for the newspaper. "They could form an entirety in the political sense and could even operate on common rules of engagement."

At present, the U.S. is negotiating the deployment in Poland of up to 10 silo-based long-range interceptor missiles, similar to those installed in Alaska and California, as well as a mid-range tracking radar system to the Czech Republic.

Poland is expected to make a political decision on whether or not to host the proposed defense components at a meeting planned between Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk and President George W. Bush in Washington D.C., although a date for the meeting has not yet been set.

Poland's centre-right Civic Platform (PO)-led government, which came into power in mid-November and which has been less enthusiastic than its predecessors about the U.S. plans, has said it may agree only if the United States provides Poland with extra security guarantees as well as Patriot batteries or a Theater High-Altitude Area Defense (THAAD) system.

PRESS: Russian embargo on Polish meat not lifted in practice – Polish president's chief of staff

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE –Russian embargo on Polish meat was not lifted in practice, as only selected meat producers received the right to export meat to Russia, Polish President Lech Kaczynski's chief of staff, former Foreign Minister Anna Fotyga, said in Polish daily Dziennik interview Thursday.

"The [Russian] embargo was not lifted in practice," Fotyga said. "It was imposed on all Polish meat products and lifted only for selected producers [..] We want Polish companies to profit from regulations all EU companies are submitted to. It is not well when foreign country's services choose which companies will produce to their market."

Under the document agreed upon between Poland's Agriculture Minister Marek Sawicki and his Russian counterpart, Alexei Gordeyev, on December 12 2007, Russia reopened its market for Polish raw meat, although not without restrictions. These include a strict information policy on the origin of shipped products and Russian inspections of Polish production facilities. The latter matter was questioned by Sawicki, as he believes that domestic veterinary services should carry out all inspections in Polish production units.

Russia should lift the embargo in full and later begin controls of Polish meat producing units, Fotyga said. Russia decided to select meat producers that would be allowed to sell meat to their country and later promised to lift embargo on their products, contrary to Russian practices in other European Union countries, she added.

Ahead of taking the post at the President's chancellery, Fotyga was Poland's Foreign Minister at previous conservative government led by Law and Justice (PiS).

PRESS: Polish government to take decisive steps to resolve strike by customs officers – PM rep

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The Polish government is to take "decisive steps" with the aim of solving the difficult situation on the country's eastern borders, State Secretary at the Prime Minister's Chancellery Rafal Grupinski said, Polish daily Rzeczpospolita reported Thursday.

"The government will have to take decisive steps," Grupinski said in a TOK FM radio interview, the newspaper wrote.

A customs officers' trade union suspended negotiations with the Finance Ministry over wages and working conditions, Finance Ministry's Spokesman Jakub Lutyk said Wednesday. As a result, the officers' border protest continues, the newspaper wrote.

To resolve the situation, the government may want to sack all customs officers, according to Iwona Folta of Porozumienie Bialostockie, an assembly representing customs officers' interests, Rzeczpospolita wrote.

"We have received signals that the government wants to sack all protesting customs officers, dismiss the Customs Service and replace it with the Border Guard," Folta said.

Government spokeswoman Agnieszka Liszka said the state administration is seeking a solution to blockages at the border.

The customs officers' protests have resulted in long tailbacks on Poland's eastern borders as a large number of customs officers have refused to work in protest at pay levels and what they see as unjust laws governing their profession.

In order to end the protests, the government agreed to raise customs officers' monthly pay checks by PLN 500 gross and to introduce legal changes to bring their employment conditions in line with those of other uniformed services. The officers want a raise of PLN 1,000 in 2008 and another PLN 500 in 2009, Folta said, as cited by Rzeczpospolita. 

The transport situation may be further aggravated by international freight carriers mulling a blockade of certain Polish roads in order to voice their disapproval of the government's handling of the protests and the resultant tailbacks.

Poland would like to see European defense policy strengthened – PM Tusk

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland would like to see a strengthening of the European Union's defense policy, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said at a meeting with foreign diplomats on Wednesday.

"We would very much like the European security and defense policy to strengthen," said Tusk. "We would like the strength of the European Union to be expressed also by effective actions via peacekeeping missions and other actions that require a fast reaction."

The European Union has a so-called European Security and Defense Policy (ESDP), which it sees a major element of the Common Foreign and Security Policy pillar of the bloc.

In late 2006, President Lech Kaczynski said in an interview with the Financial Times that the EU should create a rapid-reaction force of some 100,000 troops under NATO auspices. According to the interview, the force could be used for peace-keeping missions, as well as for conflict resolution, around the world.

Poland supports EU enlargement with Balkan States, Turkey – PM Tusk

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland supports further enlargement of the European Union with the Balkan States and Turkey, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said at a meeting with foreign diplomats on Wednesday.

"Poland consistently opts for an opening of the European Union and as a result for a progress in negotiations with Croatia and Turkey," Tusk said. "We care very much about a good solution to the Balkans' problems, especially the Western Balkans, and about an honest and as clear as possible European perspective for Bosnia, Serbia and Kosovo."

Tusk also reiterated the country's full support for Ukraine's ambition to join the European Union.

Poland convinced that Ukraine's future is in EU – PM Tusk

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland maintains its full support for Ukraine's aspirations to join the European Union, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said at a meeting with foreign diplomats on Wednesday.

"This [Ukraine's attempts to join the EU] is the issue of the Polish government today and will be of tomorrow; I am convinced that the future of Ukraine is in the European Union," Tusk said. "[In this aspect] The Polish side will not run short of patience and determination."

Poland has long supported Ukraine's aspirations to join the  EU and NATO.

Poland's PM Tusk says convinced talks with U.S. over missile defense will end "successfully"

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Prime Minister Donald Tusk said he is convinced that negotiations with the United States over the proposed deployment of missile-defense elements will end successfully.

"We will continue our negotiations over the missile shield [deployment] and I am convinced that there will be enough imagination and determination so that those negotiations will end successfully," Tusk said at a meeting with foreign diplomats, broadcast by news channel TVN24.

Under the proposal submitted by the U.S. government in January 2007, the Bush administration intends to deploy up to 10 silo-based interceptors, similar to those installed in Alaska and California, most likely in the years 2011-2013. 

The political decision on whether to host the U.S. missile-defense assets is likely to be undertaken at a bilateral meeting between Tusk and U.S. President George W. Bush in Washington, D.C., according to Poland's Foreign Affairs Minister Radoslaw Sikorski. No official date has been set for Tusk to meet Bush, although the Polish premier has repeatedly said he will visit Washington, D.C., in the near future.

Poland wants Russia as closer partner in economic, political and security matters – Polish PM

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland wants Russia to become a closer partner in bilateral relations, Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk told a meeting with foreign diplomats on Wednesday.

"We want Russia to be an important partner, an even more important partner than before, for Poland, in the economic context, but also on political and security matters," Tusk said. "I believe that signals and events that have happened over the past two months indicate that this plan is real."

Polish-Russian relations have improved since the center-right Civic Platform (PO) won snap elections in October 2007. Prime Minister Tusk unblocked Russia's membership negotiations with the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) soon after entering office, while Moscow started gradually lifting barriers on imports of Polish agricultural products.

Poland's Cabinet approves legal changes to help resolve customs officers protest

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Cabinet on Tuesday approved a package of legal changes to help resolve the customs officers' dispute that has effectively blocked the country's eastern border crossings. 

"First and foremost is that the Cabinet today approved a draft amendment to the law on the customs service - and its most important point is the cancellation of the regulation that requires mandatory removal from the job of any officer against whom a penal process has been initiated or [who] is temporarily arrested," Finance Minister Jacek Rostowski told reporters at a press conference.

A large number of customs officers have taken leave or applied for sick-leave, effectively leaving posts understaffed, in a mass protest at pay levels and what they claim are unjust laws governing their profession. The action has resulted in tailbacks stretching up to 40 km on Poland's eastern borders.

The transport situation may be further aggravated with international freight carriers mulling a blockade of targeted Polish roads in order to voice their disapproval over how the government is dealing with the customs protests and the resulting border queues.

Rostowski said other proposals by the Finance Ministry - which is responsible for the country's customs service - and agreed by the Cabinet include an average PLN 500 gross monthly pay increase, which is likely to be implemented after the protest ends, and paid overtime.

The minister said there would be no budget issues with regards to covering overtime payments.

The Finance Ministry is now expected to work on a new draft law - the so-called modernization law - aimed to raise the customs service's status to that of other uniformed services.

"The draft law will be prepared by the end of April and will be presented to the Cabinet at the first sitting in May," Rostowski said.

Poland's Prime Minister Donald Tusk talked with protesting customs officers on Monday but failed to get any guarantees that the protest will be ended shortly.

"The problem is that we are not dealing with a strike [...] this protest is spontaneous and uncoordinated – functionaries took holidays and other forms of leave and I have no possibility to force anyone to work," Tusk said in answer to a question about whether the protesters had agreed to end their action.

Baltic States, Polish economy ministers to meet in Vilnius on February 4 to discuss energy policies

RIGA. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE/BNS – Latvian Economy Minister Kaspars Gerhards will go to Vilnius on February 4 to discuss energy issues with his Lithuanian, Estonian and Polish counterparts, said the Economy Ministry's spokeswoman Linda Pastare, as quoted by the Baltic News Service (BNS).

"The ministers plan to speak about energy policies in their countries and discuss development of the energy sector," the agency said.

During the meeting, representatives of Lithuanian energy utility Lietuvos Energija will present the firm's position on the expansion of the Ignalina nuclear power plant, Lithuania's connection to the Polish power grid and other infrastructure projects in the region, said Pastare.

Lithuania currently operates a Soviet-era nuclear power plant in Ignalina, which is scheduled to be disconnected by the end of 2009. The country, together with Latvia, Estonia and Poland, is planning to build a new nuclear power plant, supposed to come online in 2015.

Baltic energy companies Lietuvos Energija, Latvenergo and Eesti Energia agreed in 2006 to build a nuclear power plant in Lithuania. The plan was to complete the plant by 2015, although the completion of the plant may be delayed to 2018. It is planned to involve Poland in the implementation of the project, but Poland demands 1,000-1,200 MW power output reservation and wants revisions of the ownership structure of the Lithuanian national investment firm that is supposed to coordinate the project on the part of Lithuania.

Poland backs Ukraine's NATO aspirations – Foreign Minister Sikorski

KIEV. Jan 29 (Interfax-AVN) - Poland fully backs Ukraine's aspiration to join NATO, Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski said Tuesday.

"I would like to confirm that Poland constantly upholds Ukraine's Euroatlantic aspirations," Sikorski told a news conference after meeting Ukrainian Foreign Minister Volodymyr Ohryzko in Kiev.

Ohryzko thanked his Polish counterpart for the support Poland has offered Ukraine for its European and Euroatlantic aspirations.

The possibility of a visit by Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk to Ukraine in the near future was also discussed at the meeting, Ohryzko said.

"We would like such a visit to take place in the next few days," he said.

Poland's foreign minister says relations with Ukraine unaffected by customs strike

KIEV. Jan 29 (Interfax) - Polish Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski said Tuesday that a strike by Polish customs officer on the country's eastern borders will not affect bilateral relations with Ukraine.

"The fact that customs officers are on strike in Poland will in no way mean any changes in Ukrainian-Polish relations," Sikorski told a news conference after meeting Ukrainian Foreign Minister Volodymyr Ohryzko in Kiev.

A strike by Polish customs officers has led to long tailbacks at Poland's eastern borders. Both Ukraine and Poland will search for various ways to improve the situation at the border between the two countries, the Polish minister said.

Sikorski also thanked the Ukrainian authorities for attending to drivers that were affected by the strike of Polish customs officers.

Ohryzko noted that particular attention was paid to the issue of signing a Ukrainian-Polish agreement on border movement, which has become more complicated since Poland joined the Schengen zone on December 21.

"We agreed that the accord will be signed soon and we will think about how it can be best implemented," Ohryzko said.

Poland will be crushed by Russia, Germany if U.S. missile base is not built – opposition MP

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - If Poland does not ensure the construction of a U.S. missile shield, then it is likely to be crushed by Russia and Germany, former Counterintelligence Service Chief Antoni Macierewicz said on a morning radio show Tuesday.

"If we do not ensure this [the missile shield] and if we do not stabilize it then Poland will be crushed by Russia and Germany," Macierewicz, who is a member of the opposition Law and Justice (PiS) party, said on the Radio 1 Sygnaly Dnia program.

The U.S. has proposed installment of up to 10 long-range interceptor missiles in Poland as well as a mid-course tracking radar in the neighboring Czech Republic, to protect the U.S. and the majority of European countries against a potential missile attack from Iran. Russia is strongly opposed to the project.

The most important issue for Polish foreign policy at the moment is its relations with the United States, Macierewicz commented.

"This is key because Poland's international situation will depend on two issues - its internal force and its relations with the United States," Macierewicz said.

Polish president summons foreign minister for talks ahead of Ukraine visit

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's President Lech Kaczynski, in an unconventional move, called on Foreign Affairs Minister Radoslaw Sikorski to meet in order to discuss the latter's visit to Ukraine on Tuesday, the President's Chancellery said in a communiqué late Monday. 

"We announce that President of Poland Lech Kaczynski has asked Foreign Affairs Minister Radoslaw Sikorski for a meeting in relation to the Minister's diplomatic visit to Ukraine, scheduled for January 29," the communiqué reads. "The President asked for a meeting today, but taking into account the Minister's daily schedule, did not specify the time of the meeting."

Sikorski had been participating in a meeting of EU foreign ministers in Brussels when summoned by the president 

"I was called to Warsaw for a meeting with the president," Sikorski said at a press conference late Monday afternoon, televised from Brussels by news channel TVN24. "The presidential palace did not exercise the option of a telephone conversation. As I understand, the request is a result of the president's talks with Ukrainian President Viktor Yuschenko."

Poland's president summons foreign minister back to Warsaw to discuss border situation

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish President Lech Kaczynski has called on Foreign Minister Radoslaw Sikorski to immediately return to Poland in order to discuss the situation on the country's eastern border, Sikorski said in Brussels on Monday.

"I was called to Warsaw for a meeting with the president," Sikorski told the news channel TVN24. "The presidential palace did not exercise the option of a telephone conversation. As I understand, the request is a result of the president's talks with Ukrainian President Viktor Yushchenko."

TVN24 said Sikorski suggested that the president would discuss the current situation on Poland's eastern border, where truck drivers have been queuing for days to cross to Ukraine and Belarus due to a mass protest by Polish customs officers over pay and staffing levels.

Sikorski is set to visit Kiev on Tuesday.

"I will be in Kiev tomorrow and I will hold talks personally with the president of Ukraine and my Ukrainian counterpart," Sikorski said.

Russian exhibition at Auschwitz could be re-opened – Polish ambassador

MOSCOW. Jan 28 (Interfax) – The Russian exhibition at the Auschwitz-Birkenau Nazi German Concentration and Extermination Camp museum in Poland could be re-opened, Polish Ambassador to Russia Jerzy Bahr said Monday. 

"I think that this exhibit will be re-opened in the new political season, so to speak. I am absolutely sure that both sides have such intensions," Bahr told Interfax. "We must reach agreement on the details.

Earlier reports said that disagreements had emerged between Russia and Poland over the Russian exhibition at the Auschwitz former concentration camp, which was closed in 2005.

Bahr described the differences as a technical rather than political

"It is a technical problem. I don't see any political problems here," the Polish ambassador said.

It remains closed to this day by decision of the International Auschwitz Council.

The museum management has reportedly agreed to re-open it only if the Russian side recognizes what the management called "occupation" of Polish territories by the Soviet Union.

Meanwhile, International Auschwitz Council head Wladyslaw Bartoszewski said the Council did not insist on the word "occupation" in defining the Soviet military presence in Poland.

He said that the exhibit featuring the plight of prisoners from the Soviet Union at the Auschwitz concentration camp remained closed over the words "Soviet citizens," which the organizers of the exhibit used to describe Auschwitz victims from territories controlled by the Red Army in 1930 to 1941.

PRESS: Polish PM Tusk to offer alternative to Nord Stream gas pipeline during Russian visit

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE –Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk will propose a gas pipeline via Poland and the Baltic States as an alternative to the planned Russo-German Baltic Sea Nord Stream pipeline during a planned visit to Moscow February 8. 

"During the meeting at the Kremlin on February 8, Donald Tusk will propose to [Russian President] Vladimir Putin that a pipeline should be laid through the Baltic States and Poland – at half the price than the one along the Baltic Sea," the  Polish daily Dziennik said Monday, citing an anonymous source. 

"The Economy Ministry is finishing a report on the investment."

Agreed in 2005, the Nord Stream pipeline will pump some 55 bilion cubic meters of natural gas annually via the Baltic Sea bed directly to Germany and further on to Western Europe, thus bypassing the current transit countries of Poland and Ukraine.

While Germany says the pipeline will improve its energy security and therefore that of the whole of Europe, some countries, including Poland, have protested the project fearing it could be used by Russia as an instrument to exert political pressure on gas-dependent countries. 

Costs and transit guarantees are main arguments supporting the Polish offer.

"[...] Contrary to Belarus or Ukraine, those countries [Poland and Baltic States] will not raise to high transit fees and suspend gas transit because they must respect European energy law," Dziennik wrote, quoting officials at the Economy Ministry.

Polish experts calculated that Tusk's proposal guarantees gas at half the price compared to transits via the Nord Stream pipeline. 

According to Russian Gazprom, which has a 51% stake in the venture, the overall costs of the project, including the onshore pipelines on Russian and German soils, could come to some EUR 12 bln. However, further upward revision is expected later in 2008.

Despite the EU declaration that the Nord Stream pipeline is part of Trans-European Network Energy (TENE) and involvement of Duch gas infrastructure and transportation company Gasunie with a 9% stake, Tusk still believes the project could be canceled.

"It is not necessary," Tusk said in an interview for the weekly Przekroj last week, commenting the statement that the Nord Stream pipeline will be constructed one way or another. "And not because I have a secret plan, which will hamper the construction of the Nord Stream pipeline. Our abilities to counteract this are, objectively speaking, small. 

"We may explain, hamper, persuade, disapprove – and we do so. But if Russia and Germany will insist, the gas pipeline will be constructed," he added. "We are persuading one and the other side that an alternative that will satisfy Russia, Germany and Poland is possible." 

Polish road transport union to protest border queues with roadblocks around Warsaw

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The Association of International Road Transport Carriers in Poland (ZMPD) announced it has decided to block access roads around Warsaw and Przemysl, a city in southeastern Poland, to protest extremely long queues at the Polish Ukrainian border, the head of ZMPD, Jan Buczek said Monday, according to the Polish TVN24 news website.

"Today we will block the mail access roads to Warsaw and Przemysl," Buczek told news channel TVN 24, the website reported.

The ZMPD declared the blockade may be called off if the government and customs officers reach agreement, the website reported. Internal Affairs and Administration Minister Grzegorz Schetyna will meet with road transport representatives Monday at 11:00 CET, the website reported.

Customs officers protesting at the Polish-Ukrainian border are demanding PLN 1,500 monthly pay increases, while the government has moved to offer them a PLN 500 raise, the Polish daily, Gazeta Wyborcza, wrote Monday. 

Representatives of customs' officers unions and the government will negotiate conditions of ending the strike at Finance Ministry Monday.

The Polish customs officers strike, which began last week, resulted in extremely long queues at Polish Ukrainian checkpoints, as large number of customs officers refused to work to protest low salaries and laws regulating their work. In order to end the queues the government agreed to up the customs officers' monthly pay by PLN 500, Prime Minister Donald Tusk said, according to the newspaper. 

Tusk also criticized the mass protest saying that the initiative to take days off claiming to be sick was indecent, the newspaper wrote.

On January 22, a Polish driver in the queue on the Polish side died of a heart attack. On Friday morning a Ukrainian driver on the Ukrainian side was reported to have been killed inside his vehicle when the truck caught on fire. Despite police monitoring the vehicles in waiting in queues, the drivers fear incidents, according to Gazeta Wyborcza. 

COMPANY NEWS

CHEMICALS

Polish chemical firm ZCh Police unlikely to improve financial results in 2008, analysts

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish chemical firm ZCh Police IS unlikely to post better results in 2008 than the PLN 168 mln forecast due to decreased margins and lower net profits, analysts say, questioning forecasts by company CEO Ryszard Siwiec that revenues would be up 11-19% this year.

"We do not share the CEO's optimism, as price growth for almost all production materials used by ZCh Police will cause reduced margins and a decrease in net profits," BDP PKO BP brokerage house analyst Ludomir Zalewski wrote in a daily comment on Monday. 

Siwiec said that "it is almost certain that revenues will be 11-19% higher." The company would also like to see net profits up by a similar amount. ZCh Police forecasts net profits of PLN 126 mln in 2007.

Analysts forecast that ZCh Police will post net profits of PLN 168 mln in 2007 and PLN 131 mln in 2008.

RETAIL & CONSUMER GOODS

Vast majority of Poles support common European defense policy, EU enlargement – opinion poll

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – An overwhelming majority of Poles support the common European defense and security policy (EDSP) as well as further enlargement of the now 27 member-state club, according to an opinion poll carried out for the EU mission to Poland.

"Since last autumn, support for the common defense and security policy of the EU remains at a very high level," the report out Thursday reads. "Currently, 84% of respondents were for such a policy."

The figure is higher than the European average of 70%.

The report also showed that Poland maintained its position as the most enthusiastic nation regarding EU enlargement, with some 76% of Poles saying they support the idea against a European average of 46%.

An overwhelming majority of Poles, 79%, is also for a common European foreign policy.

"The percentage of respondents who support this idea [of common European foreign policy] did not change considerably since the last survey (81%)," the report reads.

EU to investigate Polish law on large retailers

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - The European Commission will send an official request to the Polish government for information on a Polish law, the WHO, which limits retail activity for projects over 400 square meters (sqm), to verify if the law does not infringe on EU free trade laws, the EC announced Thursday.

"The European Commission has decided to send an official request for information on the Polish legislation restricting the establishment of retail facilities in Poland," the commission wrote in a communiqué. "The Commission wishes to verify whether the measures in question are compatible with Article 43 of the EC Treaty which guarantees the freedom of establishment."

The WHO law, which came into force in mid-September, stipulated that developers wishing to build retail real-estate projects with an area exceeding 400 sqm must attain extra local council approval. Retail projects of more than 2,000 sqm in area are required to gain extra approval from the local council and from the regional authority, the "Sejmik." The law was designed to help protect small businesses from competition by shopping malls.

The decision to launch the enquiry was based on complaints from retail companies, according to the EC, as well as the possibility that the law could be discriminatory against some retailers.

The letter of formal notice sent to Poland is the first step in an infringement procedure by the EC.

Polish press distributor Ruch's real estate valued at PLN 397.75 mln

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Real-estate owned by Polish press distributor Ruch was valued at PLN 397.75 mln by public consulting company Doradztwo Gospodarcze DGA, Ruch announced late Tuesday.

"At the beginning of 2006, when the valuation of all the real-estate as of September 30, 2005 was carried out the market value of the real estate was nearly two times higher than its balance sheet value (market value approximately PLN 397.75 mln versus approximately PLN 199.7 mln in the net balance sheet value)," Ruch wrote in a statement.

DGA gave the 337 real-estate objects, which cover a total floor space of 1.45 mln square meters (sqm), a net book value of PLN 299.71 mln.

Ruch also ordered a valuation of its 18 most attractive real-estate properties from international real-estate consultant Cushman & Wakefield. The valuation was carried out at the start of 2007 under a premise that properties would be contributed in kind to a company created for the realization of potential real-estate projects.

Cushman & Wakefield valued the real estate at approximately PLN 330 mln. After realization of the potential projects the real estate could create a gross profit of some PLN 400 mln. 

"This is good information," DM PKO BP analyst Hanna Kedziora wrote Wednesday. "The company has, for the first time, passed information about the potential profits on investments and the value of its real estate to the market. The company share prices have, up till now, been listed taking into account its real-estate portfolio. It is now known how much it is worth and in our opinion today's share prices will fully take into account the above information."

Ruch traded at PLN 22.10, down 1.34% at 14:04 CET Wednesday.

Poland's light commercial truck sales soar to record 53,563 units in 2007, up 35% y/y 

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's sales of light commercial vehicles (LCV) - trucks with a maximum allowed mass of 3.5 tonnes - rose 35% year-on-year (y/y) to a record 53,563 units in 2007, market research firm Samar stated Tuesday.

November was the year's best month with combined sales from producers and importers at 6,033 vehicles, while the lowest month for sales was January, with 2,953 units.

Among the top 20 models only two suffered sales declines in 2007, according to Samar.

The weighted average price of a sold truck in 2007 advanced to PLN 90,500, up 14% y/y. 

On the top 20 list, Italian Fiat Ducato took the first spot with 3,678 customers throughout the year, up 124.1% y/y. The popularity of the Ducato allowed Fiat to secure the market lead, with nearly 30% y/y higher sales at 10,482 units, Samar stated.

"Fiat become the leader of the market as only one producer managed to sell more than 10,000 units in Poland," the release reads.

The second largest seller was French Renault, which was ahead of German Volkswagen. Renault noted 30% y/y sales growth to 6,978 vehicles, while Volkswagen's sales increased by 33% compared to 2006, to reach 6,714 units.

Despite the record sales figures the market share of LCVs declined on an annual basis in terms of total truck sales to some 32.7% from 40.2% perviously.

REAL ESTATE

IPO WATCH: UK-based developer Atlas Estates issue prospectus approved by Polish regulator

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Atlas Estates Limited, a UK-based property investment and development firm listed on the London Stock Exchange's Alternative Investment Market (AIM), had its issue prospectus approved by the Polish Financial Supervision Authority (KNF), the company announced Friday.

"Atlas Estates Limited, the Central and Eastern European property investment and development company, announces that [...] a Prospectus relating to the proposed listing of its shares on the Warsaw Stock exchange has been approved by the Polish Financial Supervision Authority (KNF)," the statement reads.

Atlas Estates will be the first company with a dual listing on AIM and the WSE, the company said.

The company hopes its business will grow due to the dual listing.

"We believe firmly that through this additional listing, we will be able to accelerate the growth of the business and unlock further opportunities to create and deliver shareholder value," Atlas Estate Chairman Quentin Spicer was quoted as saying.

Atlas Estates currently invests in four countries in Central and Eastern Europe. It opened the first Hilton Hotel in Poland in March this year. The company is also leasing a residential tower in central Warsaw, as well as investing in two separate projects in the Baltic coastal city of Gdansk.

Atlas Estates booked a gross profit of EUR 27.7 mln in the first six months 2007. In 2006 it posted gross losses of EUR 9.5 mln.

IPO WATCH: Polish developer SGI Baltis plans Warsaw debut in H2 2008

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Polish developer SGI Baltis is planning to debut on the Warsaw Stock Exchange in the second half of 2008, the company announced Wednesday. 

"We are currently in the stage of preparing the group for entry onto the stock exchange [...]," the company wrote in the press release. "A debut is planned for the second half of 2008."

SGI Baltis plans to use the funds raised from the debut on its real-estate and construction activities. The company announced that it aims to build 11 residential complexes in 2008 with a total floor space of at least 100,000 square meters.

"This year SGI Baltis plans the realization of 11 high class residential complexes in eight Polish cities including Warsaw, [western] Lodz, Szczecin, Poznan, Gorzow Wielkopolski, [central] Plock, [northern] Slupsk and Miedzyzdroje," the company wrote.

The developer has a portfolio of 125,000 square meters (sqm) worth some PLN 750 mln. It is responsible for the Baltic Sea based Sea Towers, which at 40 storeys constitute the highest buildings of their type in the country.

SGI Baltis concentrates 80% of its activity on the residential sector and 20% on the commercial and office sectors.

Dutch leisure developer Roompot plans Polish investments of at least EUR 50 mln in 2008

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Dutch leisure and real-estate group Roompot plans to invest at least EUR 50 mln on the Polish market in 2008, the company announced at a Friday press conference.

"As a group we want to invest at least EUR 50 mln in 2008, if we find good opportunities," Roompot's CEO H.J. van Koeveringe said at the press conference.

Roompot is a leisure park and residential developer which designs, builds and furnishes holiday home complexes. The group's Polish investments will be geared toward increasing its rental capacity through land-banking of areas with at least 20 hectares where the company can build leisure complexes of some 250 holiday homes. The group is also interested in developing its residential activities in Poland.

"We would like to develop on the market through acquisitions and investment," Koeveringe said.

Roompot is currently developing the Baltic Park Swinemunde leisure complex on the Baltic coast. It is also building two residential complexes in the western located Poznan area where it plans to build a total of 136 houses. The investments are being developed through Dupoin Property, the company's Polish subsidiary.

The Roompot group encompasses Arcus, which is a large recreational real-estate developer active mainly on the German market, Forum Real-Estate, which is active in the residential and commercial sectors, and a few over companies, which help provide turnkey investments.

Arcus and Forum Real-Estate will each invest at least EUR 25 mln in Poland this year.

The group employs some 1,800 people and has turnover of EUR 180-200 mln.

PRESS: Polish government to propose easing building restrictions by autumn 2008 

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - The Polish government promised to file a set of proposals to the Lower House of Parliament (Sejm) by the autumn, which would ease building procedures, according to business daily, Puls Biznesu. 

"The government is promising that in the autumn it will file a proposal to the Sejm for a law making building investments easier," Puls Biznesu wrote Friday.

Sector experts have submitted a list of legal quirks that block building investments to a Sejm committee. The potential changes are expected to limit the bureaucracy involved in the building sector and to unblock spatial planning in cities.

"The most significant problem is the lack of areas [zoned] for construction," Polish Union of Developers expert Jacek Bielecki said, as cited by the paper. "This is a result of a lack of spatial planning projects, exceedingly lengthy procedures in allocating construction conditions and the unregulated legal state of a lot of real-estate."

Warsaw has only zoned 12% of the city. Southern Krakow has 8% zoned and western-located Poznan has 10%, according to Bielecki.

Polish gas monopolist PGNiG may acquire Warsaw real-estate for PLN 41.51 mln

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Polish natural gas monopolist PGNiG's shareholders approved the acquisition of the right to perpetual usufruct on land in Warsaw for some PLN 41.51 mln, the company announced late Thursday.

"The extraordinary [shareholders] meeting approves the acquisition by PGNiG from [electronic equipment company] Euro-Net [...] of the right to perpetual usufruct of land [...] in Warsaw," PGNiG wrote in a communiqué. "The price will not be higher than PLN 41.51 mln." 

The land has a total area of approximately 11,159-square-meters (sqm) and is located in western Warsaw. The acquisition would include the right to perpetual usufruct of buildings located on the land. PGNiG may build an office building on the area to compliment its Warsaw HQ located on a neighboring plot.

"It is true that we are thinking of building an office building," PGNiG's Press Spokesperson Joanna Zakrzewska told Interfax Friday. "Our employees are a little spread out and it would be more convenient and cost effective to have them all in one place."

PGNiG does not yet know how much the project is expected to cost and when construction could be launched.

"This is just a project for now and we do not yet know when it will be launched," Zakrzewska said.

Polish capital's real average office rental rates below EUR 30 per sqm - expert

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Real office rental rates in the Polish capital, while rising rapidly, are actually below the EUR 30-per-square-meter (sqm) average cited in many reports, Dorota Latkowska, head of Capital Markets at international real estate consulting agency Knight Frank, told Interfax Tuesday.

"I have heard about some of these deals that were made at a monthly rate of EUR 30 [per sqm], and I have even heard about it being EUR 40 [...] [per sqm for small additional spaces]," Latkowska said. "People are making a huge sensation out of this. However when a company initially paid some EUR 20 per sqm per month and is now taking additional space at a much higher rent, then the average rent in the contract still comes out as, for example, EUR 25-27 [per sqm].

"Many people take that chunk and call it the highest figure market evidence, which is not fully right," she added. "Facts show however that market rents went up significantly in the last 3-6 months."

Office rents in Warsaw have seen a steady increase in 2007 as a result of decreasing vacancy rates. Rents in the capital increased to more than EUR 30 per sqm for prime office locations, up 50% from the end of 2006, according to an end-January report by Knight Frank.

The hustle for space...

Meanwhile, Mateusz Polkowski, senior research analyst for international real estate consultants Jones Lang LaSalle, noted that large companies are hustling to sign leases on unfinished projects, citing the example of 14,500-sqm of office space leased by a large company in a building in central Warsaw due to come online in mid-2009.

"A lot of companies are looking to pre-let spaces long before the projects are due for completion," Polkowski said. "The most significant pre-let in Q4 2007 was [for consulting and audit group] Deloitte (14,500 m2) in Atrium City (Skanska) office building, which is expected to be completed in mid-2009."

However, Polkowski said he did not expect a huge price jump, as a number of office projects are due to come online by 2010.

"A lot of building is going on," Polkowski told Interfax. "Between 370,000 sqm and 380,000 sqm [of office space] is expected to be given up for use mainly in non-central areas compared to 211,000 last year."

"[Office rental] prices will slightly increase in the center, whereas they are expected to stabilize on its outskirts at between EUR 15-16-sqm," he added.

This is not to say that companies looking for large offices will not have problems finding space in the Warsaw city center, say experts. Like Polkowski, Latkowska noted that some 17-18 office projects are in different stages of advancement in Warsaw city center, but work on the larger projects is not expected to be launched until the end of 2008. Construction will thus be completed in two or three years.

"As a result, we will have a somewhat paranoiac situation in the center - which took place a few years ago - that again we will have no space," Latkowska said. "Prices diversified, for example, between Mokotow (upper-southern Warsaw) and the center at a difference of about EUR 10-12 [per-sqm], and now a large company which plans to expand has to decide whether to move its administrative activity to a different location [...] beyond the center.

"However, of course not every company is able to divide in such a way," she added.

No time for panic...

Yet Latkowska also said she does not expect a large jump in rents, although a slight upward correction in rental levels is still likely. Companies may feel squeezed to pay more for prime space, but they are also starting to look at reducing costs and are slightly less aggressive when it comes to expansion strategies, in the light of bleak news about a possible U.S. recession.

"I think there may be a slight upward correction," Latkowska said. "Companies are beginning to count costs because when we are talking about taking up 150 sqm then it is obvious that if someone is paying EUR 20 [per sqm] with an old contract, then they can now pay even EUR 30 [per-sqm] [...].

"If we are talking about moving to completely new buildings then a lot of companies will definitely say that EUR 30 [per-sqm] is too much for 5,000 meters in central locations," she added.

IPO WATCH: Polish developer Dantex plans Warsaw debut in Q2; sees PLN 100 mln proceeds

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish developer Dantex hopes to debut on the Warsaw Stock Exchange in the second quarter of 2008 and expects to raise around PLN 100 mln from the bourse debut, Dantex President Marek Refler said during a conference at the WSE on Thursday..

"We want to spend around PLN 500 mln on our current investment projects, we would like around 20% of it to come from the stock exchange," Refler said. "This would be around PLN 100 mln."

Dantex, which focuses on the Warsaw metropolitan area, is a development company specializing in building commercial and office buildings, which the company also leases and manages.

Dantex currently has 40,000 square meters (sqm) of usable space in its portfolio. The company is currently completing the 11,000 sqm Cybernetyki 19B office building in southern Warsaw.

The company has recently moved to the residential sector with the construction of the three-building Dobrolin residential complex in the center of Warsaw, where around 800 apartments will be built by 2011.

In Konstancin-Jeziorna, south of Warsaw, Dantex plans to build a 24-house residential estate on the bank of the Jeziorka river.

Dantex is also active on the health care market through its subsidiary Dantex Med – a private healthcare clinic.

In 2006 the company's revenues stood at PLN 21.98 mln with net profits reaching PLN 35.45 mln. In the first half of 2007 revenues stood at PLN 12.5 mln while net profits came to PLN 18.65 mln.

Hungary-based developer Ablon enters Polish market with purchase of Warsaw residential plot

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Hungary-based real estate development company Ablon group has entered the Polish market through the acquisition of a 5,290 square-meter (sqm) residential plot in central Warsaw, the company stated Wednesday.

'We are delighted to have secured a deal for our first development in Poland and are confident that this new development in Warsaw will add substantial value to our portfolio," Ablon CEO Uri Heller was quoted as saying.

The plot is located in central Warsaw. Ablon plans to build up to 13 floors of residential space on the site, occupying approximately 17,000 square metres for a total development cost of EUR 40 mln. Construction will commence in the third quarter of 2008 and is expected to last 2 years. Total revenues from the project are expected to be between EUR 70 and EUR 85 mln.

Polish developer Warbud-led consortium inks EUR 500 mln waterworks development deal

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - A consortium of construction companies led by Polish developer Warbud, majority-owned by French construction group Vinci, has signed a deal worth EUR 500 mln for the development of a waterworks near Warsaw, Vinci announced Wednesday.

"The consortium led by Warbud (Vinci Construction Filiales Internationales) has signed the contract for the modernization and extension of the Czajka water treatment plant to the north of Warsaw by the Warsaw water and wastewater authorities," Vinci wrote in a press release. "This design-construction contract, for EUR 500 mln, will increase the plant's current capacity [...]."

The construction will make Czajka Poland's largest sewage works. The investment will be 40% funded by the EU and 60% funded by local authorities. Building is expected to begin in autumn 2008 and may be completed at the end of 2010.

Warbud has a 55% stake in the consortium. Other companies include Danish water technology specialist Kruger, French water treatment specialist OTV, Veolia Water System Poland, the Polish subsidiary of international sewage works specialist Veolia, and German water technology company WTE Wassertechnik.

Average apartment prices in Poland's capital reach PLN 8,847 per sqm in January, up 2.18% m/m 

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - The average price of apartments in the Polish capital, Warsaw, increased to PLN 8,847 per square meter (sqm) in January 2008, up 2.18% month-on-month (m/m), according to a market report by real-estate group redNet published Thursday.

"Warsaw saw a delicate upward correction," redNet wrote in the report. "January brought with it an increase in the average price per square meter of 2.18%. Now we are likely to pay PLN 8,847 per sqm (PLN 188.5 more than in December 2007)."

The Warsaw price increase was most substantially influenced by the central-western Wola district, which saw prices increase to PLN 10,277 per sqm, up 9.33% from December 2007. 

The city center, Srodmiescie, continued its reign as the most expensive district with January prices reaching PLN 14,556-per-sqm, up 0.79% m/m while the largest decrease was noted in the north-central Zoloborz district, with prices decreasing to PLN 10,227-per-sqm, down 4.91% m/m.

Polish real estate investment fund BBI Development inks deal on PLN 28 mln land purchase

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Polish real-estate investment fund BBI Development signed a preliminary contract to acquire real estate in the Polish coastal town of Dziwnow for PLN 28 mln, the company announced Thursday.

"The management announces that on January 30, 2008, it signed a preliminary contract in the form of a notary act for the sale of real estate to be undertaken between [subsidiary] Reality Management [...] based in Warsaw (as the buyer) and physical persons (as the seller)," the company announced. "The joint sale price stipulated in the contract will be PLN 28 mln."

The real estate constitutes perpetual usufruct right to three neighboring plots of land with a joint area of 14,091 square meters (sqm).

Polish-listed developer Orco Property Group revenues reach EUR 275.5 mln in 2007, up 59% Y/Y

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Warsaw-listed Czech developer Orco Property Group posted total 2007 revenues of EUR 275.5 mln, up 59% year-on-year (y/y), the company announced late Wednesday.

"The non-audit annual turnover for 2007 was EUR 275.5 mln," Orco wrote in a report. "[This constitutes] a sharp increase of 59% over the EUR 172.9 mln achieved in 2006."

Orco saw revenues on developer activity reach EUR 172.4 mln in 2007, up 39% y/y. 

"For 2008, the backlog of 894 signed future purchase contracts gives Orco Property Group's management a high level of confidence in meeting its full year target of EUR 197 mln in revenues from development activities," the company wrote in the report.

The company saw revenues from property leasing in 2007 reach EUR 51.5 mln, up 150% from 2006. Revenues from residential and hotel activity reached PLN 36.2 mln, up 18% y/y.

Orco, which is also listed on the Budapest, Prague and European Euronext bourses, bases 45.4% of its activity in the Czech Republic, 30.1% in Germany and 5.8% in Poland.

Orco currently has joint assets worth EUR 2.4 bln. The bulk of the company's profits (63.7%) come from its development activities, 19% from leasing real-estate, 13.4% from the hospitality industry and 4% from property management.

PRESS: EC to reportedly launch proceedings against Poland over retail law Wednesday 

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - The European Commission is reportedly due to launch proceedings against Poland Wednesday in protest against a law which stipulates the need for extra permits to build large retail projects (the WHO), nationwide daily Rzeczpospolita wrote Wednesday. 

"The European Commission will launch proceedings today over an infringement of EU law by Poland," Rzeczpospolita wrote.

The WHO law, which came into force in mid-September, stipulated that developers wishing to build retail real-estate projects with an area exceeding 400-square-meters (sqm) must attain extra local council approval. Retail projects of more than 2,000 sqm in area are required to gain extra approval from the local council and from the regional authority, the "Sejmik."

The law was designed to help protect small businesses from competition by shopping malls.

Poland is accused of limiting entrepreneurial enterprise. The EC will send a formal query to the authorities and if the law is not changed in due course then the EC will announce its verdict on the issue. Should the government's response not be satisfactory then the EC is likely to bring the case before the European Justice Tribunal, according to Rzeczpospolita.

Poland may be obliged to change the law. It may also face financial penalties. Brussels has already dealt with similar laws in Holland and Spain.

Complaints against the law have already been taken to the Constitutional Tribunal, Rzeczpospolita wrote.

Warsaw office vacancy drops to record-low 1.3% at end-2007

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The office vacancy rate in Polish capital Warsaw dropped to a record low of 1.3% at the end of 2007, according to a report by the Warsaw Research Forum released Monday afternoon.

"The vacancy rate at the end of 2007 dropped to 1.3%, which is the lowest value ever recorded on the Warsaw office market," the report stated.

Analysts expect the vacancy rate to stay at a similar level in 2008 but increase in 2009 due to a large number of office buildings due to be completed in the next two years.

"The [vacancy rate] indicator will increase toward the end of 2009 when a lot of office buildings are due to be given up for use," real-estate consulting company DTZ analyst Katarzyna Lipka told Interfax Tuesday.

Office rents in Warsaw have seen a steady increase in 2007 as a result of the decreasing vacancy rates. Rents in the capital increased to more than EUR 30 per square meter (sqm) for prime office locations, up 50% from the end of 2006, according to an end-January report by real-estate consulting company Knight Frank.

However, the new office space currently under construction could lead to a slight fall in rents from 2009.

"It is possible, especially in the center [of Warsaw], that rents decrease a little between 2009/2010," Lipka said. "Rents are very high at the moment but after the completion of many office projects they may decrease."

Office take in Warsaw city center was at 157,350 sqm in 2007 with a vacancy rate of 3.4%. Office stock for the city center was at approximately 1.08 mln sqm in 2007. Some 491,570 sqm of office space was taken up outside of the city center in 2007. Vacancy rates reached 2.9% with a total stock of some 1.6 mln sqm.

The Warsaw Research Forum (WRF) consists of international real-estate consulting companies CB Richard Ellis, Cushman & Wakefield, DTZ, Jones Lang LaSalle, King Sturge and Colliers International.

US logistics firm ProLogis' Polish industrial portfolio increases by 102,000 sqm in Q4 2007

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - US logistics firm ProLogis signed new deals for industrial space in Poland totaling 102,000 square meters (sqm) of usable space in the fourth quarter of 2007, the company announced Monday.

"ProLogis [...] announced today that it signed new agreements during the fourth quarter of 2007 to develop and lease more than 102,000 square meters of industrial space in Poland," the company wrote in a press release. 

The largest ProLogis deals included the construction of 17,200 sqm of warehouse space in ProLogis Park Piotrkow in central Poland, built for digital equipment retailer Vobis. The company also built 14,600 sqm of space at ProLogis Park Dabrowa for logistics company Fiege in south-western Poland.

ProLogis currently has a portfolio of 1.72 mln sqm in Poland. It is the world's largest owner and developer of distribution facilities, operating in 20 countries worldwide, and is traded on the New York Stock Exchange. It has 45 mln sqm of property owned, managed or under development.

Polish construction firm Budimex terminates contract to reconstruct historical building in Warsaw 

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Polish construction group Budimex terminated a contract to rebuild a historical palace in the center of Warsaw following the discovery of archeological remains on the construction site, the company announced late Friday. 

"During archeological and architectural work relicts from 17th-19th century were found," Budimex wrote in a communiqué. "[...] The circumstances have resulted in a change to the underlining assumptions of the planned investment a significant change in the contract will follow. 

"This constitutes a fundamental and immovable impossibility of realizing the contract as well as the necessity of choosing a new developer."  

Budimex and the Warsaw city authority reached an agreement to end their cooperation, with no legal implications, after the archeological remains found on the Saski palace reconstruction site were officially added to the national relic register. 

The agreement does not mean that the reconstruction project is being totally abandoned although the conditions under which a new developer is chosen will be changed.

The contract was worth PLN 164.98 mln, according to Polish newswire PAP.

Polish developer LC Corp acquires site for Gdansk residential development in PLN 43.6 mln deal

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Warszawa Projekt V,  a subsidiary of Polish developer LC Corp, has acquired land for PLN 43.6 mln with a view to building a residential complex in the northern city Gdansk, the developer announced late Friday. 

"LC Corp management announces that [...] on January 25, 2008, its subsidiary Warszawa Projekt V signed a contract with an unrelated Warsaw-based company, Gips-Blok, to acquire real-estate [...] for the joint net value of PLN 43.6 mln."

The acquired land has a total area of 10.62 hectares.

LC Corp posted a cumulative net profit of PLN 101.5 mln for the period between January and September 2007 on Q1-3 revenues of PLN 23.8 mln. 

The developer currently has a land bank of more than 2 mln sqm.

CONSTRUCTION

Polish developer Gant Development's 2.5 mln issue suspension will not affect share price - analyst

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Polish developer Gant Development's decision to withhold the issue of 2.5 mln shares worth PLN 250 mln was expected by investors and should not significantly affect its share price, according to DM PKO BP analyst Michal Sztabler Monday.

"We think that the cancellation of the issue has been accounted for by investors for some time (differences in [share] price too large in the last few months), so this information should not have a large bearing on the current share price," Sztabler wrote.

The 2.5 mln shares were due to be issued at PLN 100 per share. According to Sztabler, the developer halted negotiations with potential investors after recent fluctuations in the firm's share price indicated that the price it wanted was unrealistic.

The funds raised from the issue were due to be spent on land banking and new projects, which would have been added to the company's results in 2009 at the earliest.

"According to the Deputy Chief Executive [Henryk] Feliks, the lack of PLN 250 mln will not affect this year's guidance or Gant's liquidity," Sztabler wrote. "It should not be ruled out that the potential investor will become Gant's partner in the realization of consecutive investments."

Gant Development aims to make a net profit of PLN 172 mln in 2008, on revenues of PLN 2.4 bln.

The developer traded at PLN 49.50, down 4.99% at CET 12:44 Monday

ENERGY NEWS

OIL & PETROCHEMICALS

Top Polish refiners PKN Orlen seen raising wholesale fuel prices Saturday; Grupa Lotos may cut

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Top Polish refiner PKN Orlen and No. 2 Grupa Lotos are expected to slightly correct their wholesale gasoline and diesel prices for Saturday, according to a report out on Friday by energy market research website e-petrol.

"In PKN Orlen upward price corrections are possible, by some PLN 1-4," e-petrol analyst Szymon Araszkiewicz wrote in the report. "Grupa Lotos may decrease their gasoline price by PLN 7, diesel by PLN 9."

PKN Orlen is expected to increase the price of unleaded Pb95 gasoline by some PLN 1-4 per 1,000 liters, from PLN 3,225.00 per 1,000 liters on Friday. Grupa Lotos is also likely to decrease gasoline prices by approximately PLN 7 per 1,000 liters on Saturday, from PLN 3,240.00 per 1,000 liters.

PKN Orlen's diesel price is expected to be increased by approximately PLN 1-4, from PLN 2,959.00 per 1,000 liters on Friday. Grupa Lotos is also likely to decrease diesel prices by some PLN 9 on Saturday from PLN 2,974.00 per 1,000 liters.

Further decreases in fuel prices on the Polish market are possible starting Tuesday, e-petrol analysts wrote.

PKN Orlen and Grupa Lotos price change and forecast (in PLN per 1,000 liters)

	Company
	PKN Orlen
	PKN Orlen
	Grupa Lotos
	Grupa Lotos

	Product 
	Pb95 
	Diesel 
	Pb95
	Diesel

	January 30
	3,215.00
	2,989.00
	3,230.00
	2,964.00

	January 31
	3,225.00
	2,959.00
	3,240.00
	2,974.00

	February 1, forecast:
	                 Up by PLN 1-4
	                 Up by PLN 1-4
	                Down by PLN 7
	Down by PLN 9 


Source: Interfax reports as of 01-02-2008

Polish top fuel firm PKN Orlen's Lithuanian unit signs fuel sales deal for total PLN 2.32 bln

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish top fuel firm PKN Orlen's Lithuanian unit Mazeikiu Nafta signed annul agreements on fuel sales in 2008 for an estimated PLN 2.32 bln, PKN Orlen stated on Thursday evening.

"PKN Orlen announces that on January 31, 2008 AB Mazeikiu Nafta finished the negotiations process and signed annual agreements for sales of gasoline, diesel and heating oil by sea," reads the statement. "As part of this process two agreements have been signed with GT Trading OY, headquartered in Espoo, Finland."

Under the terms of the agreements AB Mazeikiu Nafta will sell gasoline and diesel to GT Trading OY in 2008.

The total estimated net value of the above mentioned agreements amounts to approximately PLN 2.32 bln (USD 950 mln). 

PKN Orlen holds nearly 90% shares in AB Mazeikiu Nafta.

EU warns Poland over access to oil and gas resources

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The European Commission Wednesday warned Poland that Polish legislation may discriminate competition in the oil and gas exploration and production sector, the EC wrote in a statement on Thursday.

"Community legislation seeks to ensure non-discriminatory access to prospection, exploration and production of hydrocarbons," reads the statement." The Commission has noted a number of shortcomings regarding the conformity of the implementing measures adopted by the Republic of Poland. It is feared these will have adverse effects on competition in this sector."

The European Commission has now decided to send a reasoned opinion to Poland regarding the non-conformity of some of Poland's laws and regulations with European legislation. A letter of formal notice setting out a number of objections raised by the Commission was sent to the Polish authorities back in March 2007. As Poland has not provided a satisfactory reply, the Commission has decided to initiate infringement proceedings.

Community legislation in particular requires that all interested parties must be able to apply to be granted rights, that the final choice of applicant must be based on objective, non-discriminatory criteria and that the conditions and requirements regarding the performance or termination of the activity must be defined and made available at any time to interested parties.

The Commission said that Poland's procedures do not seem to meet all these requirements. 

"For example, Polish legislation requires interested parties to be registered," reads the statement. "Furthermore, the manner in which the conditions and requirements regarding the performance or termination of the activity are laid down and made available cannot be considered to be in conformity with the Directive."

Poland will have two months to respond to the reasoned opinion. The Commission will then decide whether the matter should be referred to the Court of Justice.

Polish refiner PKN Orlen's Lithuanian unit Mazeikiu Nafta gets USD 40 mln insurance payout

VILNIUS. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE/BNS – Lithuanian oil refinery Mazeikiu Nafta, held by Poland's top refiner PKN Orlen, has received an insurance payout of USD 40 mln for losses caused by a major fire in October 2006, the Baltic News Service (BNS) reported Wednesday.

The payment follows the first insurance payout of USD 70 mln made in September 2007.

The 2006 fire at the refinery caused damage originally estimated at LTL 130 mln, or nearly EUR 38 mln. A district prosecutor in Lithuania said in January that a pre-trial investigation established that losses stood at more than EUR 111 mln.

PKN Orlen became the main Mazeikiu Nafta shareholder in December 2006, having bought 30.66% and 53.7% from the Lithuanian government and Yukos International, respectively, for USD 2.344 bln. The company later launched a squeeze-out of minority shareholders and currently controls 90.02% of Mazeikiu Nafta shares. The Lithuanian government owns the remaining 9.98%.

Top Polish fuel firm PKN Orlen's German unit signs EUR1.2 bln fuel purchase deal

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Top Polish fuel firm PKN Orlen's German subsidiary Orlen Deutschland AG has signed a wholesale agreement with Deutsche BP Aktiengesellschaft for the sale of fuels to Orlen Deutschland for nearly EUR 1,2 bln, PKN Orlen announced on Tuesday evening.

"PKN Orlen announces that on January 29, 2008, Orlen Deutschland AG signed a wholesale agreement with Deutsche BP Aktiengesellschaft for the sale of fuels to Orlen Deutschland AG," the statement reads. "The estimated value of the transaction amounts to approximately EUR 1,200 mln."

The agreement is binding for the period from January 1, 2008, until December 31, 2008.

GAS

PRESS: Baltic Sea Nord Stream pipeline project beneficial for Europe – European Commissioner

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The planned Baltic Sea Nord Stream pipeline will satisfy European Union members states' energy needs, European Energy Commissioner Andris Piebalgs said Monday, according to the Polish daily Rzeczpospolita.

"The pipeline, envisaged to be built on the seabed of the Baltic Sea will satisfy – according to [Environment] Commissioner - all needs of the [European] Union," the newspaper wrote. 

The pipeline will increase employment within the EU and help limit the emission of carbon dioxide (CO2) aside from delivering gas, Piebalgs said. From the political and economic point of view the Russo-German Nord Stream pipeline project has full support of the Brussels and majority of the EU members states, with Piebalgs noting that the only problem is the potential pipeline's impact on the natural environment.

The pros and cons of the Russian-German Nord Stream pipeline project were presented to the European Parliament Tuesday. Following the discussion, Marcin Libicki, Polish MEP, head of European Parliament's Committee on Petitions will supervise the preparations of the report on the Nord Stream project. The report will be ready by April 2008, and the document will list possible environmental threats posed by the construction of the pipeline may, the newspaper wrote.

The Nord Stream pipeline will directly link Russia and Germany, but it has faced opposition  from  Poland  and other Baltic States, such as Estonia and Lithuania, as the pipeline has been called both a threat to the environment and a threat to Polish energy security.

Russian Gazprom owns a 51% stake in the Nord Stream project. Germany's Wintershall and E.ON Ruhrgas hold 20% each, while Dutch Gasunie holds 9%. According to the initial plan, in 2010 Russia should start supplying 27.5 billion cubic meters of gas to Germany per year. In 2013, the system's capacity is to be increased to 55 billion cubic meters per year.

COAL

Miners' strike ends at Polish Budryk coal mine

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – After 46 days of protests, striking miners at the Budryk coal mine in southern Poland reached an agreement on Thursday night with the management of mother company Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa (JSW), putting an end to the strike, JSW announced in a statement late Thursday.

"Today [On January 31], around 10 p.m., the striking committee of KWK Budryk, the social side and the management board of the Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa signed an agreement ending the 46 day-long protest," the statement reads.

The agreement establishes a commission, made up of three members of JSW's management board and six representatives of the company's trade unions, which will start operations today and will work on the details of aligning the wages in JSW's mines. The process is to be completed by 2010. 

According to the agreement, Budryk miners will get a retroactive pay raise of PLN 5 per day for the period starting August 1, 2007. As a result of the retroactive pay rise, their traditional end-of-year miner's bonus will also be adjusted. 

The striking miners will also get a retroactive "fourteenth" monthly wage in addition to their usual "thirteenth" monthly wage bonus.

As for 2008 wages, JSW spokeswoman Katarzyna Bajer-Jablonska said that, "the average wage will increase by 10% as was agreed in December with other JSW mines." 

Budryk was incorporated into JSW on January 4.

However, it will take a few days before coal starts to be extracted from the mine again.

"We want to start extraction as soon as possible, but the conditions underground need to be inspected by the State Mining Authority," Bajer-Jablonska said. "We also have to inspect the mining equipment, which has stood idle for a month and half."

The miners' strike at Budryk started in mid-December. In the final days before the agreement there were 30 miners on a hunger strike with 150 miners occupying the mine underground. There were also about 200 miners striking on the surface.

Bajer-Jablonska said that the lost revenues resulting from the strike probably exceeded PLN 80 mln.

Polish coal firm Kompania Weglowa to give Gibson Group one month to present tender documents

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Kompania Weglowa (KW), Europe's largest coal miner, has given British firm Gibson Group International until the end of February to submit additional financial documents in a tender to buy KW's Silesia coal mine, KW spokesperson Zbigniew Madej told Interfax Thursday.

"Showing good will we are giving them time [to submit the documents KW asked for] until the end of February," Madej said. "If they fail [to meet the deadline], the tender will be annulled."

British firm Gibson Group International submitted the only offer for the tender to buy KW's Silesia coal mine in mid-December. After analyzing the company's offer, KW asked for additional documents, which included banking guarantees.

The details of the British company's offer were not revealed, but the asking price for the coal mine was PLN 111.5 mln. Gibson Group said that it plans to invest USD 100-150 mln in the mine, which has coal resources of around 500 mln tonnes.

However, media reports have cast doubt on the Gibson Group's ability to  carry out the investments, as the firm posted a loss of GBP 85,800 in 2006 and has share capital of just GBP 100. According to media speculation, Russian capital could be behind the British company.

Striking miners at Polish coal mine Budryk prevent other miners from resuming work

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The miners occupying the Budryk coal mine used force to prevent non-striking miners from resuming work at the coal mine, coal firm Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa (JSW), which owns Budryk, said in a statement on Wednesday.

"Today at 5:30 a.m. the representatives of the striking part of Budryk's staff used force to prevent 300 miners from entering the mine," JSW statement reads. "This signals a return to the occupation of the mine and prevents the continuation of work that commenced yesterday, which was aimed at restarting coal extraction."

JSW writes that the striking committee presented their new proposals of a deal on Wednesday morning. The striking miners demand not punishing the organizers of the strike and they want the wage standardization in JSW to be completed by 2009, not the 2010 deadline proposal earlier.

"Its stipulations increase the demands of the striking miners," JSW said in the statement. 

JSW is offering the striking miners at Budryk, which was incorporated into JSW on January 4, a retroactive monthly pay raise  of PLN 760 for 2007 and a PLN 490 monthly pay increase this year. The miners have demanded 700 PLN per month wage increase in 2008, which is the same level of wages paid in JSW's Krupinski mine. On Tuesday they rejected the proposals of a wage analysis committee.

The miners in the Budryk mine have been on strike since mid-December. Currently there are 30 miners on a hunger strike with 150 miners occupying the mine underground. There are also about 200 miners striking on the surface.

JSW estimates Budryk has lost more than PLN 70 mln in revenues, thanks to the strike.

Polish coal mine strike may lead to changes in trade union law – trade union official

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – An ongoing strike at the Budryk coalmine in southern Poland could lead to modifications in the trade union law, which would be detrimental to trade unions, the head of the mining section of the Solidarnosc trade union Dominik Kolorz told Interfax Central Europe Wednesday.

"We have received unofficial information from a number of coalition deputies that changes to the law on trade unions are being considered," Kolorz said.

Kolorz went on to say that the Budryk strike could hurt trade unions.

"The situation can hurt the position of smaller trade unions," Kolorz said. "Politicians see that a small trade union can effectively block the mine and prevent other workers from working." 

Kolorz said that he is worried the changes in legislature could go toward the Anglo-Saxon trade union model which effectively means "throwing the trade unions out of the working place's premises and reducing the rights of the trade unions." Currently every mine in Poland must provide trade unions with office space.

The strike at Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa's (JSW) Budryk mine has been running since mid-December and is organized by four of the nine trade unions operating at the mine. The lost revenue resulting from the strike is estimated at over PLN 70 mln.

The Solidarnosc representative also beleives that unions in Poland should move toward forming larger confederations of trade unions.

"A unification of trade unions should take place in Poland; the current situation is not healthy for workers," Kolorz said.

Kolorz said that that today small unions can be formed to discredit larger ones, and can block signing deals or even block the whole work place, as in the case of the Budryk mine.

Restarting operations at Poland's strike-hit Budryk mine could face delays on fire safety measures 

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The owners of Poland's strike hit Budryk mine said Tuesday the resumption of full mining operations could face significant delays if they are forced seal off areas in order to reduce the potential fire risks that have increased as a result of the mine's temporary shutdown 

"Isolating the corridors' walls with air tight walls would make their exploitation impossible for up several months," said Katarzyna Bajer-Jablonska, spokeswoman for Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa (JSW), which took over Budryk on January 4.

Additional costs of isolating the endangered zones would include the lost use of the machinery, worth several dozen million zlotys, which would be isolated behind the fire-tight seals, Bajer-Jablonska said.

When the mine is not used - and Budryk has been on strike since mid-December - the danger of endogenous fire increases. Last week experts said that there is no direct danger of fire in the mine yet, as the fire threat remains at a stable level, but recommended that the mine gets prepared to tackle increased fire risks.

"There is a growing danger of a fire in the mine and the threat of isolating two walls with air tight walls," said the JSW spokesperson. "Right now there is no direct threat yet, but we are ready to isolate the zones with air tight walls," she added.

The miners in the Budryk mine have been on strike since mid-December. Currently there are 30 miners on a hunger strike with 150 miners occupying the mine underground. There are also around 200 miners striking on the surface.

JSW estimates Budryk's lost revenues from the ongoing strike at more than PLN 70 mln.

Polish coal company JSW criticizes striking Budryk miners after demands changed

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish coal company Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa (JSW), hit by mass industrial action at its Budryk mine, has criticized the miners' strike committee for returning to original pay demands despite extensive negotiations on a compromise, JSW said in a statement

"The action of the striking committee, in the opinion of the management board of JSW, disregards the efforts of all those who have contributed to the creation of the project, including the Silesian Voivode and the social side (trades unions)," JSW statement reads. "The demand to aligning Budryk wages to the average wage in JSW is, contrary to declarations, not weakening of the demands but a strengthening," it added.

The striking miners returned to their original November demands which envision that their wages are to be increased to the average level in JSW, into which Budryk was incorporated on January 4. 

The strike committee claims that they have returned to their original demands in order to clarify the tangles created by JSW board.

The miners in the Budryk mine have been on strike since mid-December. Currently there are 30 miners on a hunger strike in Budryk with 150 miners occupying the mine underground. There are also around 200 miners striking on the surface.

After weeks of negotiations, JSW offered the striking miners at Budryk a retroactive monthly pay rise of PLN 760 for 2007 and a PLN 490 monthly pay rise this year. The PLN 490 would represent a 10% salary increase. JSW states that it is still ready to sign an agreement based on these terms.

The striking miners moved from demanding that their wages be increased to average JSW levels, then moved to the proposal that their wages should be increased to the level of the Krupinski mine, which has the lowest wages in the JSW group. JSW claimed that this would mean a monthly salary increase of PLN 700 in 2008.

Now the miners have returned to their original demands.

JSW estimates the lost revenues from the ongoing strike at PLN 70 mln.

JSW's so-called social side, which includes 13 trade unions operating in the coal company, also criticized the striking committee's stance.

"The actions of the striking committee are resulting in delaying the start of the works on aligning of the wages [in JSW]," the social side's statement reads. 

The statement says that "as a result of the strike committee's actions, the social side of JSW is concerned about the [possible] liquidation of Budryk and consequently the loss of jobs of miners and employees of mining firms working in the [Budryk] mine". 

PRESS: Polish Economy Ministry and Treasury differ on mining firms' bourse debuts

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Economy Ministry is at odds with the Treasury over which coal companies should list first on the Warsaw Stock Exchange (WSE), believing Katowicki Holding Weglowy (KHW) and Jastrzebska Spolka Weglowa (JSW) are ripe for debut - rather than the Treasury's choice of the Bogdanka mining operation, according to Monday's Rzeczpospolita paper.

"Neither JSW, nor KHW can be found on the Treasury Minister's list of companies to be privatized first. Bogdanka and coke producers are on it [... ]. On the other hand, the Economy Ministry claims that JSW and KHW are best prepared for the bourse debut," the daily wrote.

The paper states that the Treasury has not even penciled in potential flotation of KHW and JSW during 2008.

The daily quotes Deputy Treasury Minister Krzysztof Zuk's claims that the strike in JSW's Budryk mine could hurt the coal firm's chances of debuting this year. 

"2009 is a realistic date," Zuk was quoted as saying. 

Zuk also said that Bogdanka seems to be most determined in pursuing a bourse debut and therefore has the best chance of entering the WSE in late 2008 or early 2009.

The Treasury Ministry also has plans of listing coke producers on the bourse, while mining firms expected them to be incorporated into the coal producers. 

Deputy Economy Minister Pawel Poncyljusz claims that KHW is best prepared for the bourse debut, while JSW will probably wait another two-to-three years, but the issue of incorporating coke producers into it should be considered. However, the Deputy Minister acknowledged that it is the Treasury that makes the final decision on which companies will debut and when.

Zuk did not rule out that KHW could debut this year along with Bogdanka.

"If it turns out that KHW is really advanced in preparing for a bourse debut it would be good news for the State Treasury as we will have a chance for two public offers in mining in 2008," Zuk was quoted as saying. 

HEAT, POWER & SEWAGE

Polish electrical firm Elektrobudowa inks PLN 121.3 mln nuclear power plant deal in Finland

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish electrical firm Elektrobudowa signed an agreement to assemble electrical installations and take part in the launch of a reactor in a nuclear power plant under construction in Finland, the company said in a statement Tuesday.

The value of the agreement is PLN 121.3 mln.

The company will begin the work in March 2008 and complete it in 2011.

Polish Cabinet expected to consider energy efficiency bill in April

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Poland's Cabinet is expected to consider a bill aimed at increasing the country's energy efficiency in April, Zbigniew Kamienski, deputy director in the Ministry of Economy's energy department told an industry seminar on Monday.

"At the end of March the bill on energy efficiency will be submitted to the Ministry council's economic committee KERM and the Cabinet is expected to consider it in April," Kamienski said. "I hope we'll meet the schedules."

Kamienski said that the bill is aimed at securing conditions to improve energy efficiency throughout the Polish economy.

"We want to achieve this through three areas - a decrease in energy use, efficiency improvements in energy production and a reduction of energy losses during transmission," he said.

IT & TELECOMMUNICATIONS

LANDLINE/MOBILE TELECOMS

Polish telecom Netia to sell mobile operator P4 stake for EUR 130 mln

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish telecom operator Netia signed a letter of intent with two fellow shareholders of mobile operator P4 to sell its 23.4% stake in the mobile operator for EUR 130 mln, Netia stated Thursday.

"As a result of initial negotiations the company [Netia], Tollerton [Investments Limited] and Novator [Telecom Poland] signed a term sheet today [...] in which they agreed on the initial terms of the potential deal, among others: the price of EUR 130 mln paid in cash at the end of the transaction, [...] the acquisition of stakes in P4 is to take place indirectly, through the takeover from Netia of 100% of the shares in Netia Mobile, the only asset of which is a 23.4% stake in P4," the statement reads.

The letter of intent also stipulates that Netia will receive additional payment if the shares of P4 change hands again within 12 months following the closing of the deal.

The agreement also said that changes will be made to the service provider agreement between Netia and P4, which will "reflect the fact, that as a result of the transaction, Netia will cease to be a P4 shareholder."

Netia will use the money from the transaction to expand its broadband internet operations, according to Netia President Miroslaw Godlewski.

"The acquired financial resources will be a strong boost in the further development of our broadband services on the Polish market," Godlewski was quoted as saying in the statement. 

He added that Netia and P4 will continue to cooperate in the field of providing convergent and mobile services for business clients under Netia's own brand.

France Telecom's Polish TP posts PLN 8.06 bln in FY 2007 revenues on mobile operations

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – France Telecom's Polish incumbent Telekomunikacja Polska (TP) made PLN 8.04 bln in revenues on mobile phone operations in full-year 2007, up 7.1% from 2006, the company said in a statement Wednesday.

"Among the factors behind the growth of the revenues was the growing number of customers and higher traffic, up by 9.1%," the company said. "Despite a significant cut of mobile termination rates, the average revenue per user (ARPU) dropped only 10%."

The company added that its revenues on retail mobile operations rose 12.4%.

The group's operating profit in the mobile segment rose to PLN 1.91 bln in full-year 2007, up 19% from PLN 1.6 bln a year earlier, with the gross operating margin at PLN 3.155 bln, up 18.2% from PLN 2.669 bln a year earlier.

The gross operating margin was at 39.1% of the revenues at the end of the fourth quarter of 2007, up by 3.7 percentage points from end-2006.

TP had 14.16 mln customers for its mobile services at the end of the year, up 13.1% from a year earlier. The company said the growth of the mobile market last year was slower due to the reduction of the mobile termination rates and the high market penetration, at 109% at the end of the year.

TELECOMS SERVICES

France Telecom's Polish TP posts PLN 616 mln in Q4 net, up 62% y/y

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – France Telecom's Polish incumbent Telekomunikacja Polska (TP) made PLN 616 mln in consolidated net profits in the fourth quarter of 2007, up nearly 62% from PLN 381 mln in the corresponding period of 2006, the company said in its quarterly report Wednesday.

The market consensus according to the Polish Press Agency (PAP) was PLN 516 mln.

The group's revenues in the fourth quarter dropped to PLN 4.65 bln, down 0.8% from PLN 4.69 bln a year earlier. TP''s operating profits rose to PLN 848 mln from PLN 684 mln.

In full-year 2007 the group's net profits rose 8.5% to PLN 2.273 bln, its revenues dropped 2% to PLN 18.244 bln, and its operating profit dropped 2.52% to PLN 3.282 bln.

TP plans to pay out PLN 2.75 bln in dividends and share buyback, or PLN 2.01 per share, the company added in the quarterly report. The figure will include PLN 700 mln for the share buyback and the growth of the dividend from PLN 1.4 per share last year to PLN 1.5 this year.

BANKING & FINANCE NEWS

BANKING

Polish BRE Bank's mBank wins over 45,000 Czech, Slovak customers in two months since launch

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - German Commerzbank's Polish unit BRE Bank attracted more than 45,000 customers in the Czech Republic and Slovakia in the two months since the launch of its internet bank mBank, the company said in a statement Thursday.

"In November 26, 2007 [BRE bank internet bank] mBank launched its services in the Czech Republic and Slovakia," the release reads. "At present it services over 45,000 clients in both countries. The clients opened over 65,000 accounts and the value of deposits exceeded PLN 250 mln."

BRE Bank aims to attract more than 250,000 customers in the Czech Republic and Slovakia by the end of 2010, the company said in an earlier statement. The bank expects to reach the level of EUR 1.2 bln in loans and EUR 300 mln in deposits in the Czech Republic and Slovakia by end-2010.

At present, BRE's mBank has also opened a financial center in London. 

BRE expects to invest EUR 29 mln in the development of its retail banking operations in the two countries and expects the project to break even by the end of 2012.

The bank will open 12 finance centers in the Czech Republic and 18 mKiosk outlets in shopping malls there, as well as six centers and eight mKiosks in Slovakia. mBank has 15 centers and 60 mKiosks in Poland, where most of its operations are based online.

BRE's mBank also plans further expansion in other European Union countries, BRE Bank's CEO Slawomir Lachowski said at a press conference Wednesday. mBank's services will be offered in three new EU countries by end-2008, including England and possibly Ireland, Germany or Hungary. The cost of expanding onto new markets will be comparable to the investment in launching mBank's services in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, Lachowski said.

German Commerzbank's Polish bank BRE Bank ups net profit in Q4 by 23.17% y/y 

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish bank's BRE Bank had a net profit of PLN 141.9 mln in the fourth quarter of 2007, growing year-on-year by 23.17%, the company announced in a statement on Thursday. 

The bank's net profit was lower than the market expectations of PLN 156 mln.

The result on interest in Q4 came to PLN 291.1 mln, while the result from commissions stood at PLN 135.7 mln at the end of the fourth quarter.

The group's net profit for the whole year came to PLN 710 mln, an increase of more than 68% y/y. 

CAPITAL MARKETS

Warsaw exchange plans to set up ethics council to standardize market analysts' commentaries

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Warsaw Stock Exchange (WSE) is to sponsor an ethics council, likely to be established by the end of March, in order to standardize commentaries by stock market analysts, WSE Chief Executive Ludwik Sobolewski said during the Central and Eastern European Market Forum late Thursday.

"The first purpose is to devise and create guidelines for good practice on commentaries by market analysts," Sobolewski said. "Secondly, to work out a mechanism that will promote a certain type of commentary."

The initiative appeared as the Warsaw stock market found itself under strong sell-off pressures reflecting global worries that the credit crisis initiated last summer in the United States will drag the world's largest economy into recession.

The scale of declines in Warsaw compared to other exchanges, including the U.S. and Asian major indices, surprised, however, the market provided strong economic fundamentals of the country's economy.

Ludwik Sobolewski said late January that the Polish market has fallen victim to worried, inexperienced individual investors who have been pulling out en masse from investment funds. Some of the blame for the situation fell on market analysts accused of igniting anxieties.

"One should not just state that there will be a crash or a catastrophe without providing a reason as to why he or she thinks so, because [then] we do not have a free market of analysis but a market of hysterics," Sobolewski said.  

"I am not interested in whether a scenario is dark or optimistic […] but I am interested in the structure of public statements. I want analysts to say, even in a few words, why he or she thinks [something]," he said. 

Under the project, no fines or other punishments are expected; the council is being considered as a body that "promotes and rewards," according to Sobolewski.

According to plans, the council will be established by the end of the first quarter.

"This body will be set up in March at the latest […]," said Sobolewski. "The end of March is the deadline."

Polish deputy treasury minister confirms intention to privatize Warsaw bourse

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Polish Deputy Treasury Minister Michal Chyczewski Thursday confirmed that the Ministry intends to privatize the Warsaw Stock Exchange.

"In the first stage we will leave 51% [of the WSE's shares] for the Treasury Ministry," Chyczewski said during a Central and Eastern European Market Forum at the Warsaw Stock Exchange. "That will be the first step - we will seek further privatization within two-three years [after the first stage]."

Chyczewski said that other stock exchanges will not be invited to the first stage of the privatization process.

"At the moment we rule out a takeover by another stock exchange," he said.

In December Czyczewski had said that the Warsaw bourse, in which the Treasury currently holds a 98.8% stake, will be privatized in 2008. WSE president Ludwik Sobolewski also said that the privatization of the WSE is "very likely" to start this year.

The deputy minister said that one of the reasons to go ahead with the privatization is helping the WSE's plans to become a regional financial center for Central and Eastern Europe.

"We have made the decision to privatize the Warsaw Stock Exchange to help it in its regionalization plans," Chyczewski said. "The development of the stock exchange as a regional center would be difficult in a situation when it is state owned."

EMERGING MARKETS NEWS HIGHLIGHTS

Ukraine to intensify constructive dialogue with EU, U.S. – Ukrainian foreign minister

KYIV. Jan 31 (Interfax) - Ukraine will intensify its political dialogue with the United States in 2008, and aims to sign a new agreement with the European Union by September 2008 at the latest, Foreign Minister Volodymyr Ogryzko said at a Kyiv meeting of the European Business Association on Thursday.

"We intend to intensify the political dialogue with one of our strategic partners, the United States, this year," Ogryzko said. "We want to develop this dialogue as positively as possible."

The sides will exchange visits for that purpose, the minister said, adding that the Ukrainian-U.S. dialogue is a very important element of international and European stability. 

Ukraine would also like to sign a new agreement with the European Union by September 2008, Ogryzko said. 

"We would like to complete the job by August, June or, at [the latest], September," he said.

Ukraine wishes to sign the agreement during the Ukraine-EU summit in France in September. Its target is to confirm the political association and economic integration with the EU with this document, the minister said.

Ukraine is due to join the World Trade Organization (WTO) in the near future. Therefore, President Viktor Yushchenko will attend the signing ceremony in Geneva.

Once that is done, Ukraine will start working on a free trade zone with the European Union, which, in particular, aims to cancel visa formalities, the minister said.

EU will be Ukraine's partner in energy supply diversification – Ukrainian PM Tymoshenko

KIEV. Jan 30 (Interfax) - The European Union will be Ukraine's partner in the diversification of energy supplies, Ukrainian Prime Minister Yulia Tymoshenko said Wednesday.

"The EU wants, can, and will be our most committed partner in building absolutely all components of a system for diversifying energy supplies to Ukraine, including gas, oil pipelines, nuclear fuel, and everything that is related to the transmission of electricity and the expansion of the electricity sales market, based on synchronous operations of our systems," Tymoshenko said in a speech at a government meeting to inform Cabinet members about the results of her January 28-29 visit to Brussels.

U.S. missile defense in Poland, Czech Republic would benefit Europe, Russia - Lithuanian minister

VILNIUS. Jan 28 (Interfax) - Lithuania Foreign Minister Petras Vaitiekunas backed the proposed plan to deploy elements of the U.S. missile defense program in the Czech Republic and Poland.

"The location of elements of the U.S. missile defense system in the Czech Republic and Poland will enhance the level of security in the region and in the whole of Europe, Russia included," Lithuanian Foreign Ministry spokesperson Daiva Rimasauskaite quoted Vaitiekunas as saying.

Poland and the Czech Republic are negotiating with the U.S. over proposals to deploy elements of the National Missile Defense plan on their territory. Russia opposes the plan, questioning U.S. claims that the system would be targeted at so-called 'rogue' countries, such as Iran.

The comments follow the Lithuanian foreign minister's visit to Prague last week.

While in talks with his Czech counterpart Karel Schwarzenberg, Vaitiekunas said that, "this U.S. missile defense system will be dovetailed with a plan to form a NATO missile defense system," according to Rimasauskaite.

The Lithuanian and Czech foreign ministers also reached an agreement that Europe would give greater emphasis to the policy of an Eastern neighborhood, and underscored the significance of shaping a uniform foreign policy for the EU. The foreign ministers discussed preparations for a forum on nuclear energy to be held in Prague in May.

FINANCIAL MARKETS

EQUITIES

Warsaw's blue-chip WIG20 index up 3.1% Friday on U.S. news, tranquility expected next week

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Warsaw's blue-chip WIG20 index rose 3.1% Friday on an optimistic opening and bullish closing minutes on developments across the Atlantic, market insiders said, adding that the market might become calm next week after recent jittering due to a lack of relatively important news.

"At the end of the session we saw ISM Manufacturing index in the U.S. climbing to above 50 points which was a big surprise [...] as expectations for January were not encouraging [at 47 points]," Emil Szweda, a financial analyst at advisory firm Open Finance, said. "Gains on the opening were also on developments in the U.S., after Microsoft offered to buy Yahoo."

The WIG20 index of the 20 largest firms added 92.97 points to 3,045.06, above the important psychological barrier of 3,000, while the broad market WIG index rose 3.30% to 49,092.20 points.

In spite of strong sentiment on Friday, the ending week was marked by jittering that reflected still high uncertainties on the exchange related to global worries about the further direction of the U.S. economy. The WIG20 index finished the week with 2.67% gains, after reporting more than 2% losses on Monday and Thursday.

After Friday's session, the market outlook got a bit rosier with analysts expecting calm and ranged trading after a bearish January.

"I think the week will be calm; there will be no stimuli from publications and the current picture of the market favors such a scenario," Szweda said.

Szweda said that the European Central Bank's rate decision on Thursday should have no impact on international developments as the market has already priced in a no-change decision.

Among blue-chips, state-controlled copper producer KGHM was up 6.15% Friday to PLN 95.80 per share in the heaviest trade of PLN 366 mln out of the total PLN 1.2 bln. The company is seen benefiting from encouraging pricing of its investments in telcos Dialog and Polkomtel after France Telecom's Polish unit Telekomunikacja Polska (TP) reported better-than-expected Q4 results on Wednesday and telecom operator Netia's deal to sell its 23.4% stake in mobile operator P4 for PLN 130 mln.

TP rose 2.97% to PLN 23.58 in trade of PLN 128 mln, while Netia, quoted on the WIG index, was up 0.98% to PLN 4.13 per share.

Bank PKO BP, which has the largest share in the index of more than 16%, gained 0.94% to PLN 45.12 per share in trade of PLN 104 mln.

WARSAW MARKET INDICES – 25/01-01/02/2008

	Index
	Friday 25/01
	Friday 01/02
	Weekly Change

	
	
	
	(%)

	mWIG40
	3,325.81
	3,459.97
	4.03

	TECHWIG
	963.2
	1,011.34
	5.00

	WIG
	47,522.07
	49,092.20
	3.30

	WIG20
	2,965.95
	3,045.06
	2.67


Source: bossa.pl

mWIG40 -Index of 40 mid size companies

TECHWIG - Index for innovative technologies

WIG - Index of WSE companies

WIG20 - Index of the 20 biggest and most liquid companies

Warsaw Stock Exchange blue-chip WIG20 - weekly change 25/01/-01/02/08

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - The following table shows the weekly change in closing price, weekly traded volumes and weekly turnover for shares on the Warsaw Stock Exchange's blue-chip WIG20 index.

WIG20 WEEKLY CHANGE – 25/01/-01/02/08

	Stock
	Close
	Close
	Weekly Change
	Turnover
	Turnover

	
	Friday 25/01
	Friday 01/02
	(%)
	shares
	value (PLN '000)

	AGORA
	47.00
	48.01
	2.15
	379,386
	35,838.95

	BANKBPH
	90.00
	95.00
	5.56
	121,983
	23,359.14

	BIOTON
	1.09
	1.10
	0.92
	109,510,038
	242,329.75

	BRE
	377.00
	388.00
	2.92
	223,474
	167,134.92

	BZWBK
	179.90
	191.00
	6.17
	396,111
	143,414.38

	CERSANIT
	28.00
	30.01
	7.18
	270,185
	15,817.62

	CEZ
	173.00
	168.80
	-2.43
	153,133
	51,065.61

	GTC
	35.39
	38.80
	9.64
	1,534,472
	110,226.24

	KGHM
	92.60
	95.80
	3.46
	2,897,642
	530,885.52

	LOTOS
	38.80
	38.80
	0.00
	546,078
	42,368.98

	PBG
	280.00
	305.00
	8.93
	126,128
	72,191.23

	PEKAO
	197.00
	201.50
	2.28
	2,086,587
	810,169.16

	PGNIG
	4.60
	4.38
	-4.78
	17,227,106
	152,061.51

	PKNORLEN
	41.46
	41.01
	-1.09
	8,762,171
	713,696.20

	PKOBP
	45.50
	45.12
	-0.84
	6,485,301
	587,860.05

	POLIMEXMS
	7.00
	7.69
	9.86
	3,608,228
	52,561.26

	POLNORD
	117.60
	119.00
	1.19
	74,181
	17,551.52

	PROKOM
	118.50
	122.50
	3.38
	122,801
	29,172.22

	TPSA
	21.55
	23.58
	9.42
	23,340,109
	1,039,847.20

	TVN
	22.45
	22.40
	-0.22
	2,128,113
	91,794.61

	TOTAL
	
	
	
	179,993,227
	4,929,346.07


Source: Warsaw Stock Exchange

Poland equity insider 01/02/2008 – PKN Orlen, PBG, Dom Development, Police, MPP Swiecie,

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Analysts at ING Bank's brokerage unit downgraded their recommendation for top Polish refiner PKN Orlen from "buy" to "hold," Bloomberg news agency reported.

Analysts at ING Bank's brokerage unit lowered their recommendation for construction company PBG from "buy" to "hold," Bloomberg news agency reported.

Analysts at ING Bank's brokerage unit cut their recommendation for developer Dom Development from "buy" to "sell" in a report dated February 1, Bloomberg news agency reported.

Chemical firm ZCh Police will spend PLN 11 bln more on staff salaries, an increase of around 8% in monthly pay.

"This is positive information, yet we do not expect [Police share] price to react to it," PKO BP analyst Ludomir Zalewski wrote. "In our forecast we had assumed a 10% increase of salaries."

The supervisory board of paper producer Mondi Packaging Paper Swiecie (MPPS) agreed to purchase paper producing equipment valued at EUR 305 mln.

"The investment, according to our preliminary estimates, will boost the company's share price by some PLN 15-18," DM PKO BP analyst Hanna Kedziora wrote.

"We maintain the recommendation buy," DI BRE Bank analyst Michal Marczak wrote. "According to our estimates the investment increases the valuation of the company by 21%, for PLN 26 per share."

Poland equity insider 31/01/08 - TP, Barlinek, Torfarm, Millennium

WARSAW. JANUARY 31. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Private TV channel Canal Plus acquired the rights to televise Ekstraklasa football matches between the years 2008-2011. Incumbent telecoms operator Telekomunikacja Polska (TP) has a deal with Canal Plus with regard to new generation TV, according to information compiled by DM PKO BP analyst Michal Janik.

Wooden flooring producer Barlinek signed a PLN 70 mln loans deal with bank PKO BP to acquire Romanian wood processing company Diana Forest. The acquisition price will be announced Thursday. It is expected to be higher than PLN 70 mln as the acquisition will be partly financed from own funds. The Romanian investment is expected to be cheaper than an investment in Russia (which is being postponed). Company management predicted that the costs of a facility in Russia with a 2 mln-square-meter per year floorboard capacity would stand at approximately PLN 260 mln, DM PKO BP analyst Hanna Kedziora wrote Thursday.

Pharmaceutical distributor Torfarm plans to spend some PLN 25 mln to build a new warehouse in Warsaw. The warehouse is due to come online in 2010, according to DM PKO BP analyst Hanna Kedziora Thursday.

Analysts at KBC Securities Brokerage house upgraded their recommendation for Millennium Bank to "buy" from "hold" on a target price PLN 11.12 in a report dated January 23. On January 23 Millennium Bank shares traded at PLN 8.25.

Poland equity insider 30/01/2008 – PKN Orlen, Plast-Box, Handlowy

WARSAW. JANUARY 30. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – In a report dated January 30 analysts at UBS bank's brokerage unit upped their recommendation for top refiner PKN Orlen from "sell" to "neutral", Bloomberg reported.

Economy Minister Waldemar Pawlak said that that this year's financial results of producer of plastic packaging firm Plast-Box will rise by approximately 20% year on year (y/y).

"We think that these are very ambitious assumptions," DM PKO BP analyst Ludomir Zalewski wrote. "It would indicate around PLN 72 mln in revenues and between PLN 2.1 to 3.6 mln in net profit. The company has reached such a high margin only once, in 2005."

Regarding recent losses by Citigroup, business daily Parkiet wrote about the possible sale of the 75% stake Citigroup has in Polish Bank Handlowy.

"In our opinion this is yet another attempt to raise speculations on Bank Handlowy," DI BRE Bank analyst Marta Jezewska wrote. "The sale of the stake in Bank Handlowy, would deprive [Citigroup] of a fairly attractive exposure to emerging markets that were not yet affected by the problems of developed markets.  [...] The press will surely try to raise the issue, yet until the heads of the bank officially confirm it we approach it as speculation."

Poland equity insider 29/01/2008 – KGHM, Asseco, Blumerang, Polnord

WARSAW. JANUARY 29. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – Copper miner KGHM's unions are demanding 15% pay rise. Fulfilling the employees' demands would result in a more than PLN 200 mln increase of wage costs for the company. The management has offered a 4.1% salary rise for 2008.

"The 15% increase in salaries seems unrealistic taking into account the level of salaries in KGHM, especially when other factors are considered, such as the diminishing value of the dollar [USD] and decreasing copper prices," BDM PKO BP brokerage house analyst Marcin Sojka wrote in a daily comment Tuesday.

IT company Asseco Poland plans to sell a 10% stake in another IT company, ABG Spin, for around PLN 60 mln.

"If there are no problems with finding investors eager to purchase the shares for a price similar to their market value, the information on possible raising of PLN 60 mln is definitely advantageous for Asseco, as the company requires financial means to pursue acquisitions" DM PKO BP analyst Michal Sztabler wrote in a note. "

Venture capital and private equity investment company Blumerang Pre IPO bought a 2.67% stake in IT equipment trading company MTS Notebook for PLN 533,333, the company announced in a press release.

Developer Polnord expects revenues of approximately PLN 400 mln in 2008 and PLN 200 mln net profit.

"Our prognosis, issued December 2007, envisaged the developer's sales revenues at PLN 260 mln and over PLN 150 mln in net profit," DI BRE Bank analyst Kacper Zak wrote. "At the beginning of January the company suddenly sold a project planned for 2010-2011. The profit from the transaction will probably appear this quarter, therefore our forecast will also be improved by around PLN 37 mln."

Poland equity insider 28/01/2008 – Getin Holding, Police, TP, Centrostal

WARSAW. JANUARY 28. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Financial group Getin Holding's subsidiary Akcept signed a deal to takeover a 96.97% stake in Romanian financial consulting company Perfect Finance by March 31. Akcept will also have the right to purchase the remaining amount of the shares after 2011.

"Getting Holding announced the signing of a letter of intent aimed at signing the mentioned agreement in earlier reports," DI BRE Bank analyst Marta Jezewska wrote.

Chemical firm ZCh Police CEO Ryszard Siwiec discussed plans for the company in Polish business daily Parkiet. The chemicals company plans takeovers that will it to vertically integrate its activities. At present the acquisition of companies with access to crucial resources – sulfur, coal and phosphorite - or companies trading in mineral and logistics companies, allowing the optimization of transport costs, is being analyzed. The financial forecast for 2008 will be announced in Q2 2008. 

"Police investment plans are going in a good direction, yet their realization is a question of a year or two, not the upcoming months," DI DRE Bank analyst Kamil Kliszcz wrote Monday. "Previous management promised closer cooperation with North African companies extracting phosphorite as well, but nothing came out of it. We maintain our opinion that it would be best for Police to enter a large fertilizing company […]."

Incumbent telecoms operator Telekomunikacja Polska (TP) will elect new members of the management board in few weeks. Recently three board members resigned from their posts without giving their reasons.

"New management board members will be known in few weeks – this may mean that the resignation of three former members of the board occured in an immediate mode," DI BRE Bank analyst Michal Marczak wrote. "This increases the probability of a scenario assuming an unpleasant surprise in Q4 2007 financial results. As for now this is only speculation."

Zlomrex Steel Services (ZSS), main shareholder of steel products distributor Centrostal, reached an agreement with Stalexport Highways on the final price of Stalexport. The initial price for the company was set at PLN 122.5 mln, however this was later upped to PLN 138.7 mln.

"Zlomrex did not hide [the fact that] that the change of price will not change the company's decision on the investment," BDM PKO BP brokerage house analyst Marcin Sojka wrote in a daily comment Monday. "Although there is a clause in the agreement between Centrostal and Zlomprex on the possibility of withdrawing form the [purchase] agreement, we think it will not happen."

CURRENCY

National Bank of Poland official currency rates –25/01- 01/02/2008

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Following is a table containing the referential fixing rates for foreign currencies as established by the National Bank of Poland (NBP).

NBP OFFICIAL CURRENCY RATES – 25/01- 01/02/08

	Country
	For foreign units
	Currency
	Rate to PLN
	Rate to PLN
	Change vs. PLN

	 
	
	 
	25/01/2008
	1/2/2008
	

	Australian Dollar
	
	AUD
	2.1678
	2.1787
	0.50

	Brazilian Real
	1
	BRL
	1.3742
	1.3768
	0.19

	Bulgarian Lev
	1
	BGN
	1.8475
	1.8419
	-0.30

	Canadian Dollar
	1
	CAD
	2.4328
	2.4272
	-0.23

	Chinese Yuan Renminbi
	1
	CNY
	0.3403
	0.3372
	-0.91

	Croatian kuna
	1
	HRK
	0.4970
	0.4985
	0.30

	Czech Koruna
	1
	CZK
	0.1397
	0.139
	-0.50

	Danish Krone
	1
	DKK
	0.4849
	0.4833
	-0.33

	Estonian Kroon
	1
	EEK
	0.2309
	0.2302
	-0.30

	Euro
	1
	EUR
	3.6135
	3.6025
	-0.30

	Hong Kong Dollar
	100
	HKD
	0.3142
	0.3106
	-1.15

	Hungarian Forint
	100
	HUF
	1.4060
	1.3958
	-0.73

	Iceland Krona
	1
	ISK
	3.7666
	3.7444
	-0.59

	Indonesian Rupiah
	1
	IDR
	2.6311
	2.6321
	0.04

	Japanese Yen
	10000
	JPY
	2.2800
	2.2759
	-0.18

	Latvian Lats
	100
	LVL
	5.1821
	5.1634
	-0.36

	Lithuanian Litas
	1
	LTL
	1.0466
	1.0434
	-0.31

	Malaysian Ringgit
	1
	MYR
	0.7524
	0.7506
	-0.24

	Mexican Peso
	1
	MXN
	0.2252
	0.2236
	-0.71

	New Zealand Dollar
	1
	NZD
	1.8945
	1.9149
	1.08

	Norwegian Krone
	1
	NOK
	0.4509
	0.4489
	-0.44

	Philippine Peso
	1
	PHP
	0.0601
	0.0599
	-0.33

	Pound Sterling
	1
	GBP
	4.8588
	4.8259
	-0.68

	Romanian Leu
	1
	RON
	0.9575
	0.9734
	1.66

	Russian Ruble
	1
	RUB
	0.1002
	0.0991
	-1.10

	Singapore Dollar
	1
	SGD
	1.7247
	1.7112
	-0.78

	Slovak Koruna
	1
	SKK
	0.1081
	0.1076
	-0.46

	South African Rand
	1
	ZAR
	0.3464
	0.3271
	-5.57

	South Korean Won
	1
	KRW
	0.2592
	0.2566
	-1.00

	Swedish Krona
	100
	SEK
	0.3821
	0.3806
	-0.39

	Swiss Franc
	1
	CHF
	2.2433
	2.2418
	-0.07

	Thai Baht
	1
	THB
	0.0741
	0.0735
	-0.81

	Turkish Lira
	1
	TRY
	2.0740
	2.0692
	-0.23

	Ukrainian Hryvnia
	1
	UAH
	0.4843
	0.4786
	-1.18

	US Dollar
	1
	USD
	2.4542
	2.4215
	-1.33


MONEY MARKET

National Bank of Poland official interest rates – 01/02/2008

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE - Following is a table of official money market rates as set by the National Bank of Poland (NBP). The Central Bank's Monetary Policy Council raised Poland's interest rates by 0.25 percentage points after its January sitting.

The council will next decide on the level of Poland's official interest rates on February 26-27.

NBP OFFICIAL INTEREST RATES

	Rate
	Term
	Current 
(%)
	Last Change
(bps)
	Last Change Date

	Reference Rate
	14 days
	5.25
	+25
	30/01/08

	Lombard Rate
	one-day renewable
	6.75
	+25
	30/01/08

	Rediscount Rate
	Up to 3 months
	5.50
	+25
	30/01/08

	Commercial Deposit Rate
	overnight / one day
	3.75
	+25
	30/01/08


Source: National Bank of Poland

CALENDAR

Poland - calendar of upcoming events 01/02/2008

WARSAW. FEBRUARY 1. INTERFAX CENTRAL EUROPE – The following is a calendar of expected events, data releases likely to impact Poland's economy.

Upcoming events – 04-08/02/2008

	Monday, February 4
	
	

	Poland
	11.00
	Chemical firm Z.A. Pulawy press conference on Q4 financial results

	
	12.00-14.00
	"Which Budget for the European Union," conference organized by think-tank DemosEuropa

	Tuesday, February 5
	
	

	Poland 
	10.00
	Raiffeisen Investment Polska press conference on development plans 

	
	10.00
	Regional Development Ministry press conference on unemployment of people aged more than 50

	Wednesday, February 6
	
	

	Poland
	10.00
	Supreme Chamber of Control press conference presenting report on privatization

	
	11.00
	IT Crowley Data Poland press conference on 2007 financial results, development strategy  

	Thursday, February 7
	
	

	Poland
	
	No data, events scheduled

	Friday, February 8
	
	

	Moscow 
	
	Prime Minister Donald Tusk meets Russian President Vladimir Putin


Source: companies, NGOs, government

*The information contained here is believed to be fully reliable, but is provided for information purposes only with no warranty expressed or implied. The user shall fully indemnify and hold harmless Interfax Information Services B.V. and any of its Affiliates against any judgment, liability, loss, cost or damage resulting from or arising out of the content the information and recommendations contained herein, as they are not to be used or considered as an offer to sell, or a solicitation of an offer to buy, or related to any omissions, delays, errors or inaccuracies.

###
Copyright © 2008 by Interfax Information Services B.V. All rights reserved.

Produced by Interfax Central Europe Ltd., ul. Koszykowa 54, 00-675, Warsaw, Poland.

Telephone: +48 (22) 630 8388, facsimile: +48 (22) 625 7060, e-mail: biuro@interfax.pl, http://www.interfax.pl

Managing Director: Leo Turno, Chief Editor: Preston Smith

Copyright © 2008 by Interfax Information Services B.V.
page 2 


[image: image1.wmf]