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Parmalat, the Italian dairy and food giant, engaged in a tangled scheme involving dozens of offshore front companies to invent assets to offset perhaps as much as $US11 billion ($14.8 billion) in liabilities over more than a decade, Italian investigators said. 

The crisis at Parmalat, with its eerie echoes of the Byzantine partnerships that contributed to the collapse of Enron in the US, dwarfs all other accounting scandals in Europe in recent years and raises questions about the ability of European regulators to oversee their global and increasingly financially sophisticated companies. 

The company, which has extensive Australian dairy interests under the Pauls banner, this week announced it would seek bankruptcy protection as it faced a widening scandal over a multi-billion-dollar hole in its balance sheet. 

While the investigation was still in its early stages and many questions remained, "we have a rough outline", said Francesco Greco, the chief investigating magistrate.

The debacle prompted the government in Rome to pass a decree this week to make it easier for Parmalat to reorganise while enjoying protection from its creditors.  

Parmalat's board met and agreed to take up the government's bankruptcy protection plan. A person close to the board said it could not formally accept the decree's provisions until the decree officially took effect.

While Parmalat employs only 4000 people in Italy, out of about 36,000 worldwide, its failure would be a huge blow in a country that has few multinationals.

The seeds for Parmalat's downfall appears to have been sown at the end of the 1980s, when it was preparing to sell shares to the public for the first time, people close to the investigation said.

Calisto Tanzi had taken his family business in hams and preserves, and over several decades, he turned it into a global milk and food powerhouse, selling products like Archway biscuits, Pomi tomato paste and its long-life milk in 30 countries. The Tanzi family was looking to cash in some of that remarkable growth. At that time, Parmalat started creating finance companies in the Antilles, essentially to dump liabilities that it then offset, at least on paper, with assets it simply invented. The Tanzi family still holds 51 per cent of Parmalat. 

The Parmalat group, including the offshore finance companies, was audited at the time by the accounting firm Grant Thornton. In the mid 1990s, Italy introduced a sweeping overhaul of its financial system that required Italian companies to rotate their auditors every nine years. So in 1999 Parmalat brought in Deloitte Touche to replace Grant Thornton.

Before doing so, however, Parmalat effectively closed down the Antilles-based companies, replacing them with Bonlat, which was registered in the Cayman Islands. Yet while Deloitte assumed responsibility for the Parmalat group, the auditing of Bonlat remained in the hands of Grant Thornton.

Parmalat, in information for investors, describes Bonlat as a "treasury centre". But people close to the investigations called it a "garbage can", where Parmalat parked all kinds of liabilities accrued at its various subsidiaries around the world.

In a statement this week, Grant Thornton said the Bonlat audit "was conducted in full compliance with appropriate, current auditing standards", but acknowledged that the firm "might have been the victim of a fraud committed by others". It said it continued to audit about 17 Parmalat subsidiaries, of a total of roughly 200.

A Grant Thornton spokeswoman said that the firm was cooperating with the investigation.

Magistrates in Milan, Italy's financial capital, questioned Fausto Tonna, one of about 20 current and former Parmalat executives and others under investigation for possible fraud.

Mr Tonna, who was chief financial officer for 16 years before he resigned in February, was a principal architect of Parmalat's tangled financial structure. He was also a director of Bonlat Financing.

On its balance sheet, Parmalat declared Bonlat to be in possession of assets that included the �3.95 billion ($6.95 billion) supposedly held by Bank of America. In fact, Bonlat's assets appeared to have been non-existent, appearing only on paper, the people close to the investigation said.

Investigators said that despite intense questioning of executives and the advisers, many questions remained. Early this week, Mr Greco and his team spent the day questioning Gian Paolo Zini, an Italian lawyer and adviser to Mr Tanzi who divides his time between Milan and an office on Park Avenue in Manhattan. 

But investigators said it remained unclear when exactly Parmalat developed the offshore scheme for offsetting liabilities with fictitious assets and which liabilities it originally included in the scheme. Nor is it clear who dreamed up the scheme, whether Parmalat financial officers, advisers like Mr Zini, Mr Tanzi himself, or others.

Mr Zini was heard as a witness, while Mr Tanzi, Mr Tonna, and two other former chief financial officers, Luciano Del Soldato and Alberto Ferraris, are among those under investigation for possible crimes, including balance sheet fraud. 

Moreover, investigators are still at a loss to explain why Parmalat was so frenzied in its invention of assets, whether to mask immense losses in what was often considered a relatively profitable company, because assets were being stolen, or for some other reason or combination of reasons.

Investigators have also been trying to determine whether Parmalat repurchased �2.9 billion of bonds as it claimed to have done in its reporting. People close to the investigation said Mr Tonna said it had not. If the bonds were not bought back, that would bring Parmalat's total debt to �8.9 billion, compared with the �6 billion it reported at the end of September.

Investigators appear also to have succeeded in identifying only about $US1.4 million in assets in Epicurum, a hedge fund based in the Cayman Islands. Parmalat said earlier this month that it expected to recover a payment of $US589.9 million from Epicurum on December 4. Failure to obtain that money resulted in Parmalat nearly defaulting on a bond of �150 million that came due in December.

The spokeswoman for Grant Thornton in London, Nan Williams, noted that the firm was partly responsible for the current investigation because last December it wrote to Bank of America seeking confirmation of the Bonlat account at the bank. 

In March, Parmalat sent Grant Thornton documents on Bank of America letterheads confirming the accounts. Bank of America subsequently declared the letters forgeries. 

People close to the investigation said the documents, including a letter supposedly written on March 6 and signed by Agnes Belgrave, a Bank of America employee in New York, had been forged using scanners, probably by Parmalat finance officers, though they did not identify them.

The letter, on a Bank of America letterhead, states that at that time Bonlat had �4.2 billion in its account at the bank. Bank of America said this week that it was cooperating with the investigation and that it had filed a criminal complaint with the investigating magistrates.

A bank spokeswoman said the complaint related to possible forgery.

Mr Tonna, when asked by the magistrates why the Parmalat executives chose Bank of America letterheads for the forgery, was said to have replied: "It was the first bank that came into our heads." 

Parmalat: A Particularly Italian Scandal 
Richard Heller, 12.30.03, 1:00 PM ET 
http://www.forbes.com/2003/12/30/cz_rh_1230parmalat.html
Most of the Anglophone media world has been labeling the Parmalat mess a "European Enron." Sounds reasonable: Billions of dollars may have gone missing from the company's accounts. 

But the truth is that the Enron (otc: ENRNQ - news - people ) pattern--off-balance-sheet investing in glamorous Caribbean tax havens, private deals involving management--is an old Italian custom. Parmalat is reminiscent of several other florid Italian scandals, especially the Banco Ambrosiano affair. 

Parmalat's deceptions in part involve a phony letter, purportedly from Bank of America (nyse: BAC - news - people ), that alleges the existence of a fictitious $3.9 billion account. Banco Ambrosiano's chairman, Roberto Calvi (he's the chap who wound up hanging under Blackfriar's Bridge), was in the same spot as was Parmalat's Callisto Tanzi. Both were trying to keep creditors away from a fraudulent balance sheet. 

In Calvi's case, the bank's money had been invested in a series of offshore New World companies and funds. That money had disappeared into a global black hole. This is, of course, exactly the Enron-Parmalat pattern: receivables from subsidiaries, offshore businesses and funds are carried as assets on the balance sheet, thus quieting the fears of the markets. No worries if a cash crunch develops; there's money in the Caymans, Panama or wherever. 

But the money ain't there, and when a real cash crunch develops, inevitably some of the story, but never the whole story, comes out. 

Calvi kept pressure away when he induced the Vatican Bank to write "letters of guarantee," legally meaningless but impressive in terms of investor confidence, asserting that the investments were real and the funds could be retrieved. His technique was perhaps a bit more sophisticated than that of Tanzi and his Parmalat managers--at least the Vatican Bank letters weren't forgeries. But the fraudulent effect was the same. 

Tanzi's Parmalat empire has been wobbly for years. The business got its first real expansion break when Italy, where the visible economy was about 75% state-owned until the early 1980s, began to privatize public companies. There began a process that bears some resemblance to the recent Russian experience in privatization, meaning that shadowy but mysteriously well-funded entrepreneurs were able to buy good businesses in a less-than-open process. 

In the 1980s, Tanzi transformed Parmalat from a local milk processor and dairy food producer into a national power when Italian local governments privatized their local dairies. Tanzi bought them up, one after another, and many who watched the process wondered about the sources of his financing. 

Now, Italian investigators allege that fraud may have characterized Parmalat's financial statements since 1989. Anyone who wonders how such maneuvers have gone undetected for so long just doesn't know the Italian regulatory thicket. CONSOB, the securities exchange regulatory agency, is a toothless tiger--underfinanced, powerless and in a continual war with the Bank of Italy. Milan Borsa regulation is perfunctory. Local accounting rules and practices, which look strong on paper, are weakly enforced. And, alas, official corruption is endemic. 

To look back at Tanzi, as well as several other major Italian success stories, the question has to arise: From whence did the original funding arise? How did Tanzi buy seven or eight municipal dairies in the 1980s? And did the then-expanded business throw off enough money to finance a global expansion that took in big holdings in ten countries in the Americas? 

Given that situation, it is not unreasonable to speculate that some of Tanzi's funding may have come from dubious sources--and that such sources, which presumably are not charitable organizations, wanted their investment back whether Parmalat was profitable or not. Perhaps they made Tanzi an offer he could not refuse. Meaning he had to pay back when he could not afford to do so. The Parmalat story simply does not fit into a global corporate-governance argument. It's beyond the pale; it's very Italian. 
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Parmalat's Brazilian unit was on Tuesday struggling to avoid bankruptcy as irate suppliers threatened legal action after the troubled dairy company defaulted on local commercial loans.
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Co-operatives representing more than 10,000 farmers in the state of Rio de Janeiro were yesterday due to discuss their action plan after Parmalat Brasil on Monday defaulted on R$2.3m (US$793,000) it owes them for milk delivered in November.

The meeting came as bankers and investigators in Italy unearthed evidence suggesting Parmalat's unprofitable Brazilian unit might be almost worthless.

"I don't even know if it can be sold. It's a mess," said one person reviewing the group's accounts.

Ahead of the farmers' meeting, Christino Aureo, agriculture secretary of Rio de Janeiro state, requested the prosecutor general to study legal action against Parmalat to ensure payment.

He expressed concern that antitrust authorities "have not spent any time protecting a sector as important for the economy . . . as the dairy industry", he said.

Parmalat's local management admitted the company had not been paying several suppliers but argued this was part of its strategy to ensure the survival of the Brazilian operation.

"We lost our line of credit, so it's obvious we need to manage our resources more carefully," one company official said.

Parmalat Brasil has been seeking to shield itself from the financial collapse of its mother company in Italy, which controls roughly 82 per cent of its holding company. The bankruptcy proceedings "have no effect outside Italy", the company said. "Since the middle of the month measures have been taken to protect operations in [Brazil]."

Yet small dairy farmers complained that Parmalat continued to pay its largest suppliers. "That behaviour is mistaken and unethical," said Rodolfo Tavares, head of the Rio de Janeiro Agriculture Association, who has been negotiating with Parmalat on behalf of the dairy co-operatives.

Parmalat buys some 1.2bn litres of milk per year from more than 13,500 suppliers, although the bulk comes from a few large-scale farmers. The group is said to have signalled yesterday its willingness to pay 30 per cent of its debt with the co-operatives in cash, while negotiating alternative financing schemes for the rest.

It says its total debt amounts to R$450m, against revenue of R$1.6bn last year.

Brazil accounts for just over 10 per cent of Parmalat's global sales. After a series of acquisitions in the 1990s, Parmalat began streamlining its operations in Brazil, reducing its processing plants from 17 to nine currently.

Venerdì 21 Novembre 2003, 15:16

Berlusconi secondo lui voleva girare la Parma, non mi ricordo cosa, che sta nelLa Costellazione del Lupo Azzurro, ma ci sta e nelle prossime duecento pagine uscirà ed a livello Europeo non gliela hanno fatta pagare e bene hanno fatto perchè quella Parma probabilmente ha tolto a Roma per portare a Berlusconi con la benedizione di Bossi ed io a questo punto mi rimpiango Andreotti, almeno aveva più rispetto per i senza lavoro. 

Appena Berlusca ottiene qualcosa, ovvero la sede europea a Parma

dell'Agenzia alimentare europea, ecco che scoppia lo scandalo

Parmalat.

Nopn porta solo sfiga, e' proprio maledetto.

Il caso Parmalat ci mette di fronte ai rischi che si corre ricorrendo a

pratiche finanziarie dubbie e spregiudicate, che spostano il focus di un

impresa dall'essere un soggetto economico produttrice di beni e servizi ad

un utilizzo delle risorse derivanti dall'attività industriali verso attività

finanziarie altamente speculative mosse dall'avidità e dalla necessità di

miugliorare le performance finali di un impresa. In altre parole con le

attività straordinarie integrare le l'attività corrente, che spesso a causa

della concorrenza o per cause strutturali (margini limitati, mercati maturi,

difficoltà di espansione) risulta difficile mifliorari in termini di

risultati apprezzabili.

Del resto è ciò che spinge molti di noi a tentare la speculazione finanziria

in Borsa per integrare il proprio reddito da lavoro, che diversamente

sarebbe difficile migliorare. Con i risultati che ne possono conseguire.

I Tanzi hanno fatto lo stesso, ricorrendo addirittura a investimenti in

fondi off-shore che già di loro hanno una scarsa trasparenza e

regolamentazione a cui una società quotata mai dovrebbe ricorrervi per i

motivi appena esposti.

Nel caso di Parmalat tutto è scritto nei bilanci, e una lettura maliziosa

degli stessi avrebbe dovuto fornire gli elementi per allertarsi circa i

rischi di un investimento in Parmalat. Il fondo Epicurum era già presente

nei bilanci di Parmalat (non gli ho letti, ma qualcuno in questo NG ha detto

che vi erano indicazione su questo investimento) o nella news che informava

di tale operazione, e già tanto bastava per il far suonare il campanello di

allarme. Poi una società che vanta liquidità e si indebita, esasperando ogni

logica di leverage finanziario, dovrebbe insospettire il lettore del

bilancio.

Prendiamo il caso Cirio, quando l'anno scorso qualcuno mi consiglio il

"pomodoro", secondo la mia abitudine decisi di consultare i bilanci, sul

sito però della Cirio non trovai un bel nulla. Chiamai allora la società e

tra passaggi e chiamate ripetutre mi rispose un presunto investor relator,

che mi disse che i bilanci erano disponibili presso la sede e che non

potevano spedirli a chiunque ne avesse fatto richiesto...... gli dissi pure

che avrei pagato le spese di spedizione a carico del destinatario ma niente.

Cosa diversa per tante altre società che prontamente mi spedivano i bilanci

quando non disponibili su Internet. In ufficio ho uno scaffale piano di

bilanci. L'elaborazione di analisi fondamentale che feci su Cirio fu che se

non mi volevano spedire i bilanci voleva dire che erano poco propensi alla

trasparenza e quindi figurati che informazioni potevano contenere tali

bilanci. Tanto bastò per declassare ai miei occhi Cirio a junk share!!!! Il

resto della storia è sotto gli occhi di tutti.

Qui torna in mente il vecchio Warren Buffet: comprare anche una singola

azione con lo stesso spirito critico che impiegheremmo per comprare l'intera

società. E non ha affatto tutti i torti. Non a caso è uno dei pochi ad

essere sopravissuto a tutte le stagioni borsistiche, con risultati

incredibili.

la Borsa ci offe numerose opportunità, ma al tempo stesso numerosi rischi. I

rischi, ho imparato, che si possono gestire quanto più informazioni abbiamo

a disposizione per valutarli e ponderarli. Il dovere che abbiamo, e nel

nostro interesse, e di valutare tali rischi e non fidarci di dottrine

(Analisi Fondamentali e Analisi Tecniche) come oro colato, ma in maniera

critica.

Ritornando su Parmalat e il fondo Epicurum, bastava aver studiato un pò di

filosofia e capire chi era Epicuro e quale la sua filosofia di vita, per

capire che qualcuno voleva essere felice alle spalle forse di

qualcun'altro...........

Buone Feste!!!!

Michele Giudilli

 Parmalat: Pubblici i Termini Associazione Tra Geslat e Buconero

(ASCA) - Roma, 21 nov - L'apporto per l'associazione in partecipazione di

Buconero con la controllata di Parmalat (Milano: PRFI.MI - notizie -

bacheca) , Geslat, e' di 117 milioni di euro. Lo rende noto la stessa

Parmalat che in un comunicato precisa i termini dell'operazione in

associazione tra la sua societa' e la Buconero, controllata dal Gruppo

Citicorp facendo inoltre notare che tali termini sono pubblicamente

disponibili in quanto contenuti nei bilanci della societa' fin dal 1999.

Geslat, precisa poi Parmalat, utilizza l'apporto dell'associato, i mezzi

propri della societa' e del gruppo per concedere prestiti a imprese incluse

nell'area di consolidamento che, al 31 dicembre 2002, ammontavano a 458

milioni di euro. Buconero viene remunerata con un compenso che viene deciso

per ogni singolo esercizio. Nel 2002, l'utile di pertinenza e' stato di 3,6

milioni, con un rendimento del 3,08% rispetto all'apporto di 117 milioni di

euro. Parmalat ricorda inoltre che il contratto di associzione in

partecipazione terminera' automaticamente alla scadenza del business plan se

un nuovo business plan non verra' stipulato tra le parti.
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