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Japanese govt

okays $ 705b
budget

TOKYO, Dec 25: The Japa-
nese government today ap-
proved a record budget worth
81.86 trillion yen (705 billion
dollars) for the year to March
2000, officials said, reports
AFP.

The budget, approved at a
special Cabinet meeting, is up
5.4 per cent from the initial out-
lay for the current fiscal year to
March 1999,

The government aims to
haul Japan out of recession
with the huge budget and
achieve 0.5 per cent growth al-
thuugh 37.9 dper cent of spend-

a record amount, will be
paid for by government debt.

General enditures — the
overall budget minus debt-ser-
vicing costs and tax allocations
to local governments — is up 5.3
per cent to total 46.89 trillion
yen, posting the highest year-
on-year rise in 20 years.

US welcomes
Kyrgyzstan’s
admission
to WTO

WASHINGTON, Dec 25 The
State Department said Tuesday
it warmly welcomes Kyrgyzs-
tan's admission to the World
Trade Organization. says AP.

Spokesman James P Rubin
noted that I{}rr%y?stan is the
first of the newly independent
states of the former Soviet
Union to complete the accession
process.

"This step is an important
milestone in the Kyrgyz Repub-
lic's integration into the global
economic community and is a
51 of its leadership on market

orm,” he said.

Court orders cut
in Indian
Airlines
fare for disabled

NEW DELHI, Dec 2x India's
Supreme Court has ordered that
air fares on the government-
owned domestic carrier Indian
Airlines be slashed by half for
people with disabilities
severely hampering movement.

So far:Indian Airlines has-

been offering a 50 per cent cut in
fares only to those visually im-
paired. The court has now said
the same concession be ex-
tended to those with "locomotor
disability" also, The Times of
India reported.

Attorney General Soli
Sorabjee, arguing the govern-
ment's case, claimed the con-
cession to only those suffering
from locomotor disability may
be seen as discriminatory.

But the court ruled: '%earing
in mind the discomfort and ha-
rassment a person suffering
from locometor disability
would face while travelling b
train, particularly to far off
places, we are inclined to issue
direction to Indian Airlines to
grant them the same concession
which it is giving to those suf-
fering from blindness."

Doctors say spastics as well
as those with paralysis, re-
stricted muscular movement, or
stricken by polio or meningitis
come in the category of locormo-
tor disabled persomns.

The court has, however, said
that only those certified as 80
per cent locomotor disabled by
a chief district medical officer
would qualify for the conces-
sional air fare.

Javed Abidi, himself physi-
cally challtnged argued the
case before the apex court. He
also demanded that airlines of-
fer aisle seats to physically
challenged persons and it be
made mandatory for airports to
keep ambulifts. The court, how-
ever, did not see merit in these
arguments.

-—India Abroad News Service

Power production,
consumption
drop in China

BEIJING, Dec 25: Ackno-
wledging one of the most
tangible signs of economic
slowdown, an official Chinese
newspaper reported Friday that
electricity output and con-
sumption are declining for the
first time in two decades, says
AP.

In the first 11 months of this
year, electricity generation and
consumption in Shaanxi and
Sichuan provinces, Chongging
and Shanghai municipalities,
and Ningxia Hui Autonomous
Region dropped markably, by
10 per cent in the worst case, the
Ecﬂnnmlc Information Daily

reported.

In northeastern China,
Northeast Electric Power Grou
reported it generated 87.6 bil-
lion kilowatt-hours of electric-
ity in the first ten months this
year, 2.4 billion kwh less than
the same period last year, and
its sales lell by three billion
kwh to 83 billion kwh.

Experts attributed the
shrinking electricity market in
northeast China to the declin-
ing industrial production, the
report said.

Flooding in some areas was
another major factor.
Electricity consumption by
farmers in two northeastern
provinces, Jilin and Liaoning,
dropped by 28 per cent and 18.4
Eﬁr cent, respectively in the

st 11 months of 1998,

Some economists have sa.td
declining electricity consum
tion was evidence that China's

economic growth was slowing
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Depression in bourses blamed for mertla

Merchant banks still mere
spectators in capital mkt

By M Shamsur Rahman

Almost a year after gbttmg

approval, the merchant banks
are still playing the role of mere
spectators in the country's capi-
tal market.

Most of these companies are
blaming their inactivity on the
depressed market saying that
the prevailing situation is too
:;lisk for them to enter into any

eal.

The Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC) on January
22 this year allowed ten com-
panies to operate in the market.
Of them, seven were licensed to
work as full-fledged merchant
banks while the rest of the three
were allowed as issue managers.

Later, the regulators ap-
proved operations of five more
merchant banks,

Many of these newly-li-
censed merchant bankers and
issue managers are watchin
their business slide into re
These companies are struggling
to stay in business, but the pre-
vailing market sluggishness is
making them witness an ero-
sion in business everyday.

Most of these companies
blame the 1996 share scam,
which made many investors
shy away from the market, for
the market depression.

The 12 merchant banks and
the three issue managers have
completed the paper works for
flotation of some initial public
offerings (IPOs), but they are

dis:ﬂura%ng the issuers from
oin lic at this moment.

hey ar that the IPOs may
remain undersubscribed in
such a depressed market. Even
the merchant banks are not
willing to underwrite any issue
now.

IPOs being prﬁcassed

by merchant banks

Banco Transworld BD Ltd,
which received its licence to
operate as a merchant bank, is
currently working on three
IPOs -- Impact Shoe Industries
Ltd, Macro Footwear Ltd and
Alisco Foods Litd.

Millennium Investment
. Management Co Lid, another
merchant bank, is busy with

two issues -- Karim Aluminium
Ltd and Harnest Label Indus-
tries Ltd.

Pangaea Partners
Bangladesh has signed a con-
tract with Appolo Holdings
Limited for the investment ad-
visory and IPO management
services. However, the new issue
is not expected before the year
2001.

Vanik Bangladesh Ltd is
learnt to be processing some
IPOs and paperworks of one of
these are about to be completed.

Sources in these companies
said that the issue managers
were advising these companies
not to go public at this crisis
moment.

No portfolio business

It was ted that the mer-
chant banks would play a
meaningful role in salvagin
the country's limping stoc
market by pgenerating fresh
funds. But in reality, none of
these banks lived up to the ex-
pectation.

The merchant banks are
usually engaged in issue man-
agement, underwriting and
portfolio management activi-
ties.

But here. the banks have not
launched any promising drive
to pool funds from investors for
portfolio management. The
merchant banks net in funds
from individuals or institu-
tions and design their own in-
vestment portfolios.

"The issue managers and
underwriters will not be able to
contribute that much unless
funds find their way into the
market and there lies scope for
the merchants banks to play a
crucial role,” an SEC official
said.

Moreover, their professional
attitude towards risk-return
analysis could help build in-
vestor confidence, now a crucial
factor for the ailing market.

Portfolio operation

unlikely
before end of 1999

It is yet uncertain when the
merchant banks would actually

resume portfolio management
and officials say it all depends
on the market condition.

Some banks hope that the
market will improve next year.

"We were given the licence
when the market was going
through a depression. The
number of [POs are also less in
numbers and are coming
slowly. The market has not
seen any PO in the last six
months,” according to Aminul
Islam, MD, IDLC of Bangladesh.

He also said that it was very

difficult for companies to ar-
range portfolios for investors.
“We have to ensure profits be-
fore asking anyone to come and
invest. And we are finding it a
bit hard to ensure that.”

Will SEC extend the

deadline again?

The SEC has extended the
deadlines for merchant banks
several times.

“No companies, other than
the MBs, would be allowed to
handle IPOs after December
31," an order from the regula-
tors said.

The latest deadline was the
third consecutive one. The first
one came in July while the sec-
ond one was set in tember.

By December 31. 1998, we are
expecting a sufficient number of
merchant banks and only these
would be allowed to process the
IPOs.
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Indiscriminate use of gas | Shell acquires

Bakhrabad field may
be exhausted
by 2000

COMILLA, Dec 25: Bakh-
rabad Gas Field may have to be
discarded by the year 2000
because its 2.78 trillion cubic
feet reserve may be exhausted
by that time, sources at the gas
field say, reports APB.

Production capacity of the
biggest gas field in the country
has atread}r gone down b

3’ per cent which has
fﬂ:tt s supp]y to different ar-
eas of the country including
Dhaka city.

The sources told APB that
the situation resulted from in-
discriminate use of gas from the
Eas field. It may be mentioned

ere that an excessive quantum
of nearly 200 million cubic feet
of gas used to be lifted from the
eight gas wells of the
hrabad Gas Field per day
ignoring the advice of experts.
This has affected the lower
structure of the gas field. they
sadd.

As a result of unscientific
lifting of gas, water and sand
particles got mixed up with the
gas, which has reduced the flow
of gas to 94 million cubic feet.

out of its eight wells had
to be closed down last year. The
sources said that the number of
operational wells have now
come down to six and their con-
dition is also "critical”.

The quantity of sludge ac-
companying the gas is increas-
ing with every passlnﬁ day. The
experts have advised the au-
thorities Lo reduce extraction of

gas from the field.

The Bakhrabad Gas Systems
Limited used to supply some 65
million cubic feet of gas to
Bakhrabad-Demra transmis-
sion line. Out of this, some 25
million cubic feet was supplied
to Haripur Thermal Power Sta-
tion. The remaining 30 million
cubic feet was supplied to the
consumers in the capital city.

At the moment, however, the
Bakhrabad Gas Systems Ltd is
supplying 25 million cubic feet
of gas to Titas Gas Transmis-
sion Company, as a result of
which consumers in Dhaka city
have been facing an acute crisis
of gas Sup%e

It ma mentioned that the
Elakhrahad Gas Systems has
been receiving 60 million cubic
feet of gas from the Sh Gas
Field, but even with this supply,
the cnmﬂancfl is in nn position
to meet t

Thai deputy agri
minister clults
BANGKOK, Dec 25: Under

fire for falling rubber prices,

Thailand's deputy agriculture

minister has submitted his res-

gnatinn to Prime Minister
huan Leekpai, citing failing
health, reports AP.
Thai media reported Friday

that Somchai Sunthorwat, a

member of Chuan’'s Democrat

Party, had cardiovascular prob-
lems,

THE BUYING RUSH The city markets have these days, been mtnessmg a ﬂubstantml supply nf papaya fmm Pabna and

Ishwardy. The increased availability has brought down the price of the fruit and raised its sales. The photo was taken

recently from Shyambazar.

— Star photo AKM Mohsin

Dhaka Int'l Trade Fair
begins February 1

Preparations are underway
for holding the next Dhaka In-
ternational Trade Fair to pre-
sent country's products to the
export market alongside an ar-

ray of foreign goods, reports
UNB.
The biggest international

trade show in Bangladesh, the
DITF wall begin on Frbruarg 1
and continue till February 28
organisers said.

Jointly sponsored by the Ex-
port Promotion Bureau (EPB)
and the Ministry of Commerce,
the coming trade fair is the fifth
in a row.

As in past years, the export
bazaar will sit at its previous
site at Sher-e-Bangla Nagar, al-
though it was earlier announced
by the government that next
year's fair would be held at the
National Parade Ground.

‘It is not possible due to
some problems involving gov-
ernment bodies and agencies.”
an official source said.

However, the government is
conducting a feasibility study to
establish a permanent structure
for next fairs at the National
Parade Ground.

The EPB, thmugh foreign
missions, has invited 69 coun-
tries to the DITF 1999. And
more than 100 foreign firms

and more than 200 local have
applied for allotment of pavil-
ions, mini-pavilions, stalls and
restaurants.

The countries from which
the fur::-l%n companies have ap-

plied include the United King-
dﬂm China, Germany, Italy,
Canada, Thailand and India.

A total of 97 foreign firms
from 19 countries participated
in last year's DITF. The EPB is
hoping fnr Ereater foreign par-
ticipation this year.

According to EPB. construc-
tion works for the pavilions,
mini-pavilions and stalls will
start soon. This time, there will
be 30 pavilions, 55 mini-pavil-
ions and 275 stalls.

The authorities have raised
the rates of charges for pavil-
ions. mini-pavilions and stalls
compared to last year,

The rent rate for pavilions
has been fixed at 3500 US dol-
lars for foreign participants
while Tk 165,000 for local ones.
Last year the rates were 3300 US
dollars and Tk 150,000 respec-
tively.

For mini-pavilions, the rate
for foreign participants is 2200
US dollars while for local Tk
100,000, against last year's
2000 dollars and Tk 90.000.

Spl credit for fish exporters
awaits BB approval

Country's frozen food ex-
porters are likel et a spe-
cial credit facility Irom the
commercial banks to overcome
a crisis stemming from a slump
in world markets, reports UNB.

A proposal for extending
fresh credits to the tune of 15-20
per cent of working capital of
the frozen food exporters, segre-
gating their overdue loans,
awaits final approval of the
central bank.

Officials told UNB the
bailout aimed to enable the ex-
porters to minimise their
stock lot problem induced by

%ﬂ currency devaluation spe-

ally by the key frozen food-
expnrting countries in South

East Asia in their bid to tide
over a financial meltdown.

The proposal was mooted
after a recent meeting of Deputy
Governor of Bangladesh Bank
Ibrahimm Khaled with the na-
tionalised commercial banks at
an instant directive of Finance
Minister Shah AMS Kibria.

The minister asked the au-
thorities concerned to take
immediate steps to overcome
the prevailing problem in world
markets, following persuasion
by the B adesh Frozen Food
Exporters Association (BFFEA).

"We are highly pleased that
the Finance Minister gave spe-
cial attention towards over-

coming the problem.,” BFFEA
ﬁremdent Golam Mﬂstafa said

rénng that Bangladesh Bank's
ers will be coming shortly.

If the earlier loan of Tk 40
lakh each for 41 frozen food-
exporting firms for their mod-
ernisation could be paid. he
said, the exporters would be
able to repay the fresh credit to
be extended to them.

The stock-lot problem crept
into the sector as price of frozen
foods in world markets plum-
meted 30 to 40 per cent as Thai-
land, Indonesia, China and
Malaysia depreciated their cur-

rencies amid the sweeping fi-
nancial crisis,

¥

Japan extends

$870m loan
to Indonesia

TOKYO, Dec 25 Japan offi-
cially extended today 100 bil-
lion yen (870 million dollars)
in loans to help Indonesia over-
come its economic crisis, the
foreign ministry said, reporis
AFP.

The yen loans from the re-
mainder of 150 billion yen
Japan had pledged for fiscal for
the year to March 1999.

The first tranche of 50 bil-
lion yen was disbursed in Octo-
ber:.

The loans are aimed at as-
sisting the most vulnerable in
Indonesia and helping Indone-
sia import daily necessities, the
ministry said.

They carry a concessionary
interest rate of 1.0 per cent and
are to be repaid over 30 years
including a 10-year breathing

| space.

Russian banks need $5b1

to cover their debts

MOSCOW, Dec 25: Russian
banks left dangling by the gov-
ernment's debt detault of mid-
August suggested on Thursday
that they be repaid in state-
owned assets or shares in busi-
nesses with state stakehold-
ings. says AFP.

"The banks currently need
100 billion roubles (five billion
dollars) to cover their debts”
caused by Moscow’s decision to
freeze reimbursements of 250
billion roubles’ worth treasury
bonds on August 17, said the
President of the association of
Russian Banks, Sergei Yegorov.

Only half of the 1,500 banks
which existed before the default
are still in business, accordin
to Lhe association. The centra

bank is insisting on bankrupt-
{ ing 680 commercial banks,

Yegorov said.

The government's debt re-
structuring proposal — to pay 10
per cent of the debts in cash, 20
per cent in investment bonds
and 70 per cent in new long-
term, interest-bearing paper —
"has bled dry the banking sys-
tem," Yegorov said.

"The state must look at pay-
ing the banks in assets or with
shares that it holds in different
companies,” he said.

He added that the associa-
tion wanted to negotiate the
idea with the government, fail-
ing which "we will go to court.”

Since the default, the gov-
ernment has paid the banks 23
billion roubles, of which half
wi‘lﬂ "stabilisation credits,” he
said.

Commodity: “"E’Pkl’t' Rmu:dup

Gulf crisis drags oil down to 12-year low

LONDON, Dec 25: Qil prices
fell to their lowest level for 12
years on the London market af-
ter the United States and
Britain called off air strikes
against Iraq, but picked up later
amid siﬁnﬂ of simmering dis-

pute in Gulf.
Brent North Sea crude prices
were trading well below 10 dol-

lars until Iraq refused to allow
a United Nations plane to land
to collect a UN special represen-
tative, parking fresh fears of
renewed confrontation in the

Gulf.

A sharp fall in US tempera-
tures was also thought likely to
increase demand for oil there.

Brent North Sea crude prices
on the International Petroleum
Exc (IPE) rose by a modest
15 cents to 10.20 do a bar-
rel (for February delivery).

Prices on Monday hit an in-
tra-day low of 9.55 dollars a
barrel, the lowest level yet seen

since crude contracts were first
uoted on the IPE on June 23,
988.

Crude prices fell after Iraq's
oil ministry said that oil ex-
ports had not been disrupted by
the four nights of heavy air
ralds against Iraq. Dealers saw
no sign of a slow down in Iraqi

_ exports.

RUBBER: Soft. Rubber prices
fell amid rumours that the In-
ternational Natural Rubber Or-
ganisation did not have cnnu%h
capital to buy up rubber, despite
a fall below intervention levnls

Dealers predicted that the
market would weaken further
in 1999 in the face of a supply

surplus.

On the London market, Jan-
uary contracts fell by 20 pounds
to 460 pounds a tonne and
February contracts also lost 20
~pounds to centre 465

On the Kuala Lumpur mar-

ket, the RSS1 index fell to 2.47
Elmggus per kg from 2.51 ring-

COCOA: Chilled. Some tech-
nical trading was not enough to
halt the slide in cocoa prices.

On the London market,

. March contracts fell by 23

pounds to 909 pounds per tonne,

Arrivals in Cote d'Ivoire

rts in the week to December
0 totalled 510,000 tonnes from

504,000 tonnes at the same time
last year,

COFFEE: Weak. Robusta
prices fell despite official pre-
dictions that the Brazilian cof-
fee harvest would be lower than
had previously been thought.

March contracts fell to 1.775
dollars a tonne from 1.820 dol-
lars a tonne.

The Brazilian government
redicted that production in
999/2000 would be 23.15 mil-

lion sacks from 34.547 million
sacks in 1998/99.

But dealers predicted a mod-
est upturn in the near term if
and when a cold front bears
down on plantations in north-
ern Mexico from the United
States

Strun% Demand con-
tinued to hold firm in the
Mombasa auction houses, the
Tea Broker's Association (TBA)
said.

High grade BP1 leaves rose
by between five and 15 cents a
kg.

Low grade leaves showed a
similar price increase.

SUGAR: Melting. Sugar
prices continued to fall amid
extremely light pre-Christmas
trade alter the Internatinnal
Sugar Organisation revised u
wards its estimate of the world'
supply surplus.

ugar for delivery in March
on the London market fell by
two dollars to 235.5 dollars a
tonne,

The 150 predicted that the
sugar surplus would be 1.05 mil-
lion tonnes in 1998/99 com-
pared with its previous estimate
of 992,000 tonnes.

VEGETABLE OILS: Cooling.
US soya prices fell as weather
conditions in South Africa be-
came increasingly favourable
for plantations there. Putting
paid to fears of drought damage.

Soya on the Chicago Board
of Trade (CBOT) fell by three
cents to 5.45 dollars a bushel (of
27.2 kg, January delivery).

On the Rotterdam market,
palm oil for January fell by 20
dollars to 640 dollars a tonne.

Sunflower fell by 35 dollars
to 630 dollars a tonne, ground-
nut oil held firm at 860 dollars
a tonne, while rapeseed oil fell

by 2.50 guilders to 109.50
guilders per 100 kg.
GRAINS: erminating.

Grain prices rose slightly amid

thin end of year trade, amid
fears of frost damage to US
lantations and confirmation
rom the US Agriculture De-
artment that it was close to
inalising a food aid pro-
gramme lor Russia.

Wheat prices on the Chicago
market rose by 13 cents to 2.76
dollars a bushel (of 27.2 kg, for
January delivery).

Maize prices rose by six
cents to 2.19 dollars a bushel (of
1:23}4 kg, for delivery in Decem-

T).

COTTON: Flat cotton prices
were unchanged amid flat pre-
Christmas trade.

The cotton outlook index
remained unchanged at 56.05
cents a pound.

WOOL: Muffled. The Aus-
tralian wool auction houses
were closed for Christmas this
week the wooltops index re-
mained unchanged at 315 pence

per kg.

| Howar

ICT ethoxylation
unit in UK

Shell Chemicals UK Ltd re-
cently announced its acquisi-
tion of ICI's ethoxylation unit
(Ethoxylates 4) at Wilton,
Teesside, UK. the related com-
modity surfactants business, as
well as its interests in the dis-
tributien of ethylene oxide in
the UK and to the Western Euro-
pean markets.

It is also acquiring the UK
resale busineaats in pylene
oxide and propylene Is. ICI
will continue to operate the
:thn lation plant on Shell's

alf undcr a long term
agrccmcnt says a press release.

Completion of the agree-
ment, ch is subject to regu-
latory approval, is expected
early next year.

ICI is divesting the business
to Shell along with its market
position in Europe. Africa and
the Middle East, in respect of
linear alcohol ethoxylates sales
into household detergents.

Shell will continue to ex-
pand its interests in the high
volume household detergents
sector through its strong supply
chain and raw material inte-

gration.
As part of the a eemcnt
Shell will become a
' plier of raw matcrials tﬂ IEF&

surfactants business.
"This is an important devel-
opment for us,” said Terry
eweitt, Higher Olefins Busi-
ness Manager, EU/Africa Re-
gion.

DHL launches
overnight

service to
S Africa

DHL Worldwide Express, the
world's leading air express
company launched "Overnight
Service to South Africa" re-
cently, says a press release.

Rudy J Pesik, the company's
President Commissioner,
speaking at seminar on, 'export
and import market opportuni-
ties in South Africa’ said,
"South Africa possesses enor-
mous trade potential for In-
donesian exporters. DHL is pro-
viding this overnight air ex-
press delivery service to further
support Indonesia's export in-
dustry and enhance bilateral
trade.’

Trade between Indonesia
and South Alfrica for the first
nine months of 1997 increased
70 per cent compared to 1996
South African Ambassador BS
Kubheka said. although the
trade balance is slightly in
favour of South Africa, he be-
lieves that the fall in the value
ol the rupiah provides Indone-
sian businessman with an op-
portunity to export more to
South Africa so that the gap can
be closed or even be turned to
Indonesia advantage.

Ambassador Kubheka added
that Indonesia should consider
South Africa as a springboard
into the rest of the African con-
tinent.

Products that currently
dominate Indonesia's exports to
South Africa are textiles, vehi-
cle products, basic machinery
and components and plastic ar-
ticles.

Meanwhile, Mike Fitz-
patrick, Senior Technical advi-
sor DHL said, 'Our involvemnent
and support for this seminar re-
inforces DHL's commitment to
our clients, introducing them to
new export opportunities and
supporting their efforts to reach
new markets'.

DHL Worldwide Express. is
the world's leading air sort,
linking more than 635,000 des-
tinations in 227 countries and
territories.

DHL has a fleet of over 220
aircraft worldwide.

Flexible currency
helped Australia
weather Asian

crisis : Howard

CANBERRA, Dec 25 A flexi-
ble exchange rate had buffered
Australia's economy against
shocks from the Asian eco-
nomic crisis, Prime Minister
John Howard said Wednesday,
reports AP,

"If ever you had an illustra-
tion of the advantage of the
flexible exchange rate, it's how
it's worked to Australia's favour
over the past year," Howard told
Australian Broadcasting Corp
radio.

One of the reasons why Aus-
tralia has been able to adjust so
well and to absorb without real
damage the shocks coming
from the Asian Pacific region is
that we've had a flexible ex-
change rate and been able to
take the adjustments through
our exchange rate,

"If we'd have had a regulated
proach, a controlled ex-
}Ij e rate, we would have been

ocked around a lot more be-
c-ause the decisions that are
taken daily in a micro way in a
flexible exchange rate system
won't be taken in that way in a
controlled exchange rate.”

Howard said Australia had
suggested a number of reforms
to international finance sys-
tems, particularly in relation to
the activities of hedge funds.

He said he ho the Group
of 22, the world's middle-sized
economies, including Australia,
would take note of the
suggestions.

"l think if there can be more
concerted action we can smooth
out some of the bumps that have
occurred without in any J
undermining the fundamentals
of the luh{?] market system,”
said.



