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US firms in Hong Kong awake to‘sad day’
as Trump vows to curb economic ties

REUTERS, Hong Kong

The American Chamber of Commerce in
Hong Kong said on Saturday it was “a sad
day” for the global financial centre, hours after
UsS President Donald Trump moved toward
stripping the city of its special treatment in a
bid to punish China.

In some of his toughest rhetoric yet, Trump
said Beijing had broken its word over Hong
Kong's high degree of autonomy by proposing
new national security legislation and the
territory no longer warranted U.S. economic
privileges.

“We will take action to revoke Hong Kong's
preferential treatment as a separate customs
and travel territory from the rest of China,”
Trump said, adding that Washington would
also impose sanctions on individuals seen
as responsible for “smothering - absolutely
smothering - Hong Kong'’s freedom.” Trump
told reporters at the White House that China’s
move on Hong Kong was a tragedy for the
world, but he gave no timetable for the moves,
leaving Hong Kong residents, businesses
and officials to ponder just how far his
administration will go. “This is an emotional
moment for Americans in Hong Kong and it
will take companies and families a while to
digest the ramifications,” AmCham President
Tara Joseph said in a statement.

“Many of us ... have deep ties to this city and
with Hong Kong people. We love Hong Kong
and it’s a sad day,” she said, adding the chamber
would continue to work with its members to
maintain Hong Kong's status as a vital business
centre.

China’s parliament this week approved a
decision to create laws for Hong Kong to curb
sedition, secession, terrorism and foreign
interference. Mainland security and intelligence
agents may be stationed in the city for the first
time - moves critics say put the city’s extensive
freedoms at risk.

Authorities in Beijing and Hong Kong
insist the legislation will target only a small
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US President Donald Trump makes an announcement about US trade relations with China and

Hong Kong in the Rose Garden of the White Ho

number of “troublemakers” who threaten
China’s national security. They say such action
is urgently needed after months of sometimes
violent anti-government protests rocked the
city last year.

Protests movements are simmering again
as Hong Kong emerges from its coronavirus
shutdown. Demonstrators are expected to take
to the streets on Sunday.

Trump did not name any sanctions targets
but said the announcement would “affect
the full range of agreements we have with
Hong Kong”, including the U.S.-Hong Kong
extradition treaty to export controls on dual-use
technologies and more “with few exceptions”.

China’s Global Times, published by the
People’s Daily, the official newspaper of
China’s ruling Communist Party, said Trump's
decision was a “recklessly arbitrary” step.

The Hong Kong government - which
has a long history of working ties with U.S.
counterparts, distinct from Beijing - has yet to
respond, although it warned on Thursday the

use in the US on May 29.

move could be a double-edged sword.

More than 1,300 U.S. firms have offices in
Hong Kong and provide about 100,000 jobs.
In the past decade, the U.S. trade surplus with
Hong Kong has been the biggest among all its
trading partners, totalling $297 billion from
2009 to 2018.

Washington has also worked quietly with
Hong Kong on anti-terrorist and money-
laundering efforts, and U.S. envoys have long
valued Hong Kong's separate membership
in some large international economic
organisations.

“Hong Kong is an articulate champion
of free markets and effective champion of
free markets and the reduction of trade
barriers,” according to a fact sheet on the U.S.
Consulate’s website.

Britain, meanwhile, is prepared to offer
extended visarightsand a pathway to citizenship
for almost 3 million Hong Kong residents in
response to China’s push to impose national
security legislation in the former British colony.

Malaysia,
Singapore defer
high-speed
rail project

REUTERS, Kuala Lumpur

Malaysia and neighbouring
Singapore said on Sunday they
had agreed to suspend until
Dec. 31 a high-speed rail (HSR)
project between  Malaysia’s
capital, Kuala Lumpur, and the
city-state, to allow discussion of
changes.

Analysts estimate the project,
first announced by both nations
in 2013, will cost about $17
billion, though the two have
tried to renegotiate the terms of
an initial pact.

“The government of
Malaysia and the government
of Singapore have agreed to
resume discussions on the Kuala
Lumpur-Singapore high speed
rail infrastructure project in the
near future,” said Mohamed
Azmin Ali, Malaysia’s minister of
international trade and industry.

“The discussions will
encompass some of the
proposed changes in the
commercial and  technical

aspects of the project,” he said
in a statement.

Singapore’s transport
ministry said in a separate
statement that it had agreed to
a “final extension” and that
it looked forward to receiving
Malaysia’s formal proposal on
the changes soon.

Singapore’s transport
minister Khaw Boon Wan said in
a Facebook post on Sunday that
the extension should provide
sufficient time for Malaysia to
clarify its proposal and for both
sides to assess the implications
of the proposed changes.
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China factory activity
slows as global slump
drags on growth

A¥p, Beijing

Factory activity in China expanded at a slower pace in
May as the country attempts to get back on track after the
coronavirus, official data showed Sunday, with the global
economic slump making the sector’s recovery difficult.

China’s factories have stirred back to life after the
lifting of strict lockdown measures imposed when the
deadly virus surfaced in the central city of Wuhan, but its
spread worldwide has dragged down key foreign markets
-- weighing heavily on Chinese exports.

The Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI), a key gauge
of activity in China’s factories, was at 50.6 points in May,
remaining above the 50-point mark separating growth
from contraction each month.

But the figure was down slightly from 50.8 the month
before, and 52.0 in March, according to the National
Bureau of Statistics (NBS).

NBS senior statistician Zhao Qinghe pointed to
weakness in China’s imports and exports, saying “the
epidemic situation and economic situation globally
remain severe and complex, and foreign market demand
is still shrinking”.

Zhao said indexes on new export orders and imports
remained at relatively low levels.

AFP/FILE
Workers assemble toys at the Mendiss toy factory in
Shantou, southern China’s Guangdong province.

The “momentum of economic recovery is steady and
improving”, Zhao added, but there is weakness in some
industries such as textiles and apparel.

Non-manufacturing PMI was at 53.6 in May, a slight
increase from the month before, with the NBS flagging that
the construction and service industries are showing signs
of recovery.

Business activity in the cultural, sports and
entertainment industry, however, remains low with many
entertainment venues still closed amid fears of a second
wave of COVID-19 infections.

Nomura analysts said in a report this week that “with
economic growth in the major economies of Europe and
the Americas set to drop by around 15 percent year-on-
year in the second quarter, China’s exports seem poised
to fall”.

They added that even with exports of coronavirus-
related medical supplies providing a boost in recent weeks,
this is not likely to offset external challenges.

It is also likely to be “unsustainable” as new cases peak
and more countries ramp up their own production of
goods, they said.

Economists flagged concerns around employment,
with UOB head of research Suan Teck Kin noting the
employment index for both manufacturing and services
were below 50.

He said there isa “need to watch on that, especially with
China’s official job creation number adjusted downward
quite significantly this year”.

Premier Li Keqiang's annual work report this year at the
National People’s Congress made stabilising employment
a top priority, targeting new urban employment of over
nine million -- a drop from 11 million targeted in 2019
-- following the pandemic hit.
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