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Business Briefs

SIA tests Y2K

backup in HK

SINGAPORE: Singapore Air-
lines’ backup systems against
the dreaded Year 2000 computer
bug performed well in tests,
causing only minor delays for
passengers, an airline official
said Friday.

The airline checked in pas-
sengers on five flights at Hong
Kong's new Chek Lap Kok air-
port on Thursday without using
the regular computer system,
Singapore Airlines spokesman
S Supramaniam told The Asso-
ciated Press.

One flight was delayed by 15
minutes, but otherwise the tri-
als went smoothly, he said,

The airline has also been
testing its Y2K backup systems
for check-ins and baggage han-
dling al Singapore's Changi
Airport five times a week since
March, Supramaniam added.

“There have been flight de-
lays, but nothing worrisome,"
he said.

There are fears that comput-
ers around the world could
crash at midnight on Dec. 31,
1999, because many are pro-
grammed (o recognise only two
digits when counting years,
causing chaos as computers
mistake 00 for 1900, not 2000.

Singapore has been at the
forefront of testing banks and
other crucial institutions
against potential Y2K problems,

Supachai criticised

on WTO candidacy

BANGKOK: Thailand's
newest political party has criti-
cised Commerce Minister Su-
pachai Panitchpakdi for ne-
glecting his duties at home by
concentrating too much on
campaigning to head the World
Trade Organisation.

"Supachai should focus more
on the country's exports, in-

stead of trying to export himself

to be WTO director”, Kantathi
Supamongkon, spokesman for
the Thai Rak Thai (Thai Loves
Thai) party, said on Friday.

Exports have traditionally
led Thailand's economic
Jrowth, but growth rates have

allen in recent years.

Supachai is engaged in a bit-
ter battle with former New
Zealand Prime Minister Mike
Moore to become the director
general of the WTO. Moore
claims to have the support of at
least 80 of the 134 member
countries. The WTO decides by
COINSensus.

Supachai, who has refused to
pull out. has complained the
process has not been transpar-
ent and that the United States.
which backs Moore, has used
unfair tactics against him.

. Thai Rak Thai is a new party
founded by Thaksin Shinawa-
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Cost of debacle heading toward $1b

Belgium to give aid to

dioxin-hit businesses

BRUSSELS, June 26: The
Belgium government said yes-
lerday it would grant emergency
aid to farmers and businesses
hurt by the country's dioxin-in-
food crisis, says Reuters.

The cost of the debacle has
been heading toward the S1 hil-
lion mark, with many farmers
fearing bankruptcy if the gov-
ernmnent does not move quickly
to offer aid.

The government said it
would pay the full cost of
slaughtering and destroying
contaminated livestock and de-
sltroying other contaminated
food products.

Farmers will be offered five-
vear, interest-iree loans based
on their production costs.

Other businesses will also be
entitled to the interest-free
loans, even if they have already
obtained provisional court
protection from creditors.

The government said in a
statement the measures were
the first step in helping busi-
nesses siricken by the crisis.

"This definitive ruling
should, in fact, be decided by the

next government.” the federal
information service said in its
statement. The coalition gov-
ernment of prime Minister
Jean-Lue Dehaene was defeated
in the June 13 general election,
but a new government has not
yvet been lormed.

The measures are subject to
approval by the European
Commiission and the Belgian
cabinet.

Farmers welcomed the aid.
butl said they still faced crip-
pling losses and feared it would
take the sector many years to
recover from the blow to its im-
age.
The discovery that animal
feed was contaminated with the
cancer-causing chemical dioxin
caused Belgian products to be
banned from countries around
the world.

Although export restrictions
have been lifted, the damage to
Lthe reputation of Belgian foods
lingers on,

Exports account for 40-50
per cent of turnover among Bel-
gian food preducers., who em-
ploy a total workforce of

86,000.

‘"Whether it comes from
Flanders or Wallonia, no one
wants to buy Belgian food." said
Raf Bombeek of the Boerensyn-
dicaat farmers union.

"The situation is getting
worse because selling our prod-
ucts has become totally impos-
sible," said Roger Saenen,
spokesman for the Boerenbond,
the larger of the two Flemish
farmers unions.

‘Cystomers don't have con-
fidence in anything Belgian,
even in Belgium,” Saenen said.

'We estimate the damage (to
farmers) is at least 20 billion
Belgian francs (8518.9 mil-
lion)," said Saenen. "The total
net incoine of Belglan farms for
a whole year is 60 billion
francs. So the crisis has cost a
third of the total net income."

Flemish farmers export at a
higher rate than their Wallo-
nian brethren — about one-
third of thei complete produc-
tion. "But for eggs, poultry meat
and pork meat it's about 60-70
per cent export,” Saenen said

Belgium's main export mar-

kets for agriculture are France,
Germany, Italy and the Nether-
lands.

"I think we're in the same
situation as our English farm-
ers with the mad cow disease."
said Saenen. "It will take a long
time, but like the British beef
(Belgian products) will never
again have the same reputation.

"We are afraid farmers will
disappear,” he added.

Bombeek of the Boerensyn-
dicaat said many farmers are
near bankruptey, with Flemish
farmers the hardest hit because
90 per cent of the country's pigs
and poultry are in Flanders,

though Belgian products
are back in shops on the do-
mestic market, Bombeek said
sales were not benefiting farm-
ers.

“The problem is there is a lot
of meat in storage.” he said.
"“The abattoirs say, We don'l
know what will happen so we
don't want to slaughter.” choos-
ing to rely instead on the meat
in storage, o

(81 = 38,54 Belgian Franc)
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ﬁluthing retail store

which is promoting the new Hollywood blockbuster, Star
Wars, on Friday. Hong Kong's retail sales slumped 10 per
cent year-on-year in April to 1.9 billion USD as recession

kept consumer spending down.

— AFP photo

tra. a telecommunications ty-
coon and former Cabinet min- |
ister. Analysts expect the arty
will mount a strong chalﬁenge
to the ruling Democrats, of
‘which Supachai is a mempber,
in some areas during a general

The caretaker of St. Joseph Secondary School canteen explains to Coca-Cola staff his
selling strategy for the new 390-ml bottles being introduced there, on Friday. Coca-Cola
begun a marketing campaign for the new size bottles on June 16 to
-85 -per cent share of the carbonated soft drink market in Hong Kong.

strengthen an already
-— AFP phete

Copper bounces back on

US mine closures

LONDON, June 26: Copper
prices bounced back this week
on the prospect of widespread
mine closures in the United
States, reports AFP.

The Australian minerals

roup Broken Hills Proprietary
EBHP] announced that it would
close all of its North American
production sites from August.

The announcement came as
some relief to beleaguered mar-
ket sentirment, which has been
depressed given the excess of
supply over demand in recent
months.

BHF said that its decision
had been taken after the worst
losses in its rich trading his-
tory.

While traders were relieved,
2.630 workers also heard that
they were to lose their jobs.

Three-month copper prices
on the LME put on 59.5 dollars a
lonne to 1,507.5. Prices were

further boosted by a fall in offi-
cial stocks of 7,875 tonnes to
761,100 tonnes.

Lead: Prices initially traced
copper higher before settling
lower, losing two dollars over
the week to 509.50 dollars a
tonine as official reserves con-
tracted by 150 tonnes to 131,925
tornnes.

But zinc ended higher,
adding eight dollars per tonne
to 1.045.30 while official re-
serves fell 2.400 tonnes to
299,525 tonnes.

Aluminium: It followed suit
with a 19.5-dollar gain to
1,377.5 dollars a tonne as offi-
cial reserves dwindled by 2,025
tonnes o 756,500 tonnes.

The International Primary
Aluminium Institute (IPAI) an-
nounced this week that world
aluminium production had in-
creased to 1.742 million tonnes
m May.

Nickel: Prices were boosted
by a contraction of official re-
serves to 33,250 tonnes. A tonne
was fetching 5,577.5 dollars, up
292.5 dollars from last week.

Tin: It bucked the trend,
however, prices overlooking a
480-tonne drop in official re-
serves to lose 90 dollars a tonne
and close at 5,262 50 dollars.
Reserves stood at 10,125 tonnes.
Reserves stood at 10,125 tonnes.

GOLD: Glitter. Gold prices
regained some lost ground this
week amid hostile noises ema-
nating from the US Congress
over the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF] plans to sell 10
per cent of its gold reserves to
assist debt reliel to the world's
poorest countries,

Congressional sources said
that the plans would face a
tough passage (hrough the
United States and therefore
may not be implemented.

election next year''

Similar criticisms of Su-
pachai were voiced recently by
executives of Thailand's food
exporting associations, who
charged that the commerce
minister didn't fight to extend
European trade privileges for
Thai food and agricultural
products because it would have
hurt his chances in the WTO
race.

Perusahaan net

profit plunges

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia's
national carmaker Perusahaan
Otomobil Nasional Bhd. said
net profit for the year endin
March 31 fell sharply to 66.
million ringgit {818 million]
from last year's 440.6 million
ringgit (S116 million).

ut the results were far

above market expectations of
losses of as much as 300 mil-
lion ringgit (S80 million).

Analysts expressed surprise
at the results, many having
predicted earnfngs at the car-
maker, widely known as Pro-
ton, would slip into the red fol-
lc:-win% a dramatic drop in car

a

sales last year.
The company said in an-
nouncing the results late

Thursday that the current fi-
nancial year would be "chal-
lenging" due to the need to in-
vest in new products but it
would "work towards improv-
ing the performance."

On the downside. the
Malaysian Motor Traders As-
sociation reported Thursday
that total passenger car sales in

_the country fell to 17,339 vehi-
cles in May from 19,517 the
month before. Proton car sales
fell to 7,631, down from 9.320
in April.

The association did not ex-
plain the reason for May's de-
cline in vehicle sales.

Boeing for review of

PAL rehabilitation
MANILA: US aircraft maker

Boeing Co. wants a review of

Philippine Airlines' rehabili-
lation
8$128.5 million was not ad-
dressed in the recovery pro-
gramme.

In a petition Thursday to
Manila's Securities and Ex-
change Commission, Boeing
said PAL's rehabilitation plan
makes no provision for settling
the cancellation of an order for
eight 747-400 jets.

The eight jets were part of an

order of 12 Boeing 747-400s
placed by PAL — along with an
order for 24 Airbus jets — under
a $ 4 billion fleet” modernisa-
tion programme.
_PAL bought only four Boeing
Jets, which are used on its long-
haul flights, and cancelled the
eight others because of finan-
cial problems.

Boeing contends PAL
breached the purchase agree-
ment. The $128.5 million claim
covers Lhe cancellation of the
eight jets.

PAL's recovery plan provides

that claims similar to Boeing's
be written off.

— AP reports

Critics on controversial loan to China

WB supports.'cultural genocide'

WASHINGTON, June 26: The
World Bank hoped it could put
its worst public relations
nightmare in years behind it
yesterday as criticism of a con-
troversial loan it approved on
Thursday for China was un-
abated, reports Reuters,

Tibetan activists and a US
senator said the 8160 million
loan, to be used in part to reset-
tle 58.000 poor Chinese farmers
to an area which was the brith-
place of the Dalai Lama, Tibet's
spiritual leader, supported "cul-
tural genocide.”

But senior officials inside
the bank, including opponents
of the project, said il was
preferable that the project go
ahead with World Bank in-
volvement which would assure
access to the area by politi-
cians, journalists and inter-
ested parties.

“The decision by the World
Bank to support China's anti-
Tibetan policies is disgraceful,”
said Senator Connie Mack, a
Florida Republican. "I find it
unconscionable that World
Bank President James Wolfen-

sohn would support the financ-
ing of -this appalling act of cul-
tural genocide."

The $160 million loan was
approved against the vote of two
DPthf: bank's largest sharehold-
ers — the United States and
Germany. A late compromise
meant none of the contentious
resettlement funds would be
disbursed until an inspection
panel reviewed whether an in-
vestigation was needed into
whether the bank broke its own
rules in considering the loan.

Sources within the bank

in developing world _

BUENOS AIRES. June 26;
Small-scale lending is helping
women in developing countries
transform their lives. enabling
them to purchase materials to
manufacture crafts or start
other small businesses, the
head of an international wom-
en's organisation said on Fri-
day, reports Reuters.

Known as micro-finance, the
lending programme came of age
two decades ago when Grameen
Bank started making $1 loans
mainly to rural Bangladeshi
WOTTIEeT1.

Now, the bank is credited
with cutting the level of poverty
in one of the world's pooresi
nations,

"Micro-linance is a new cul-
tural concept for a lot of coun-

tries but it's something that's
definitely helﬁing women," Au-
drey McLaughlin, president of
Socialist International Women,
told Reuters.

Now Grameen Bank is not
alone in making micro-loans.
The New York-based Women's
World Bank, among others, also
has taken up the lending
scheme and is very active in
India and Africa, she said.

The Socialist International
Women begins a meeting on
Sunday to discuss finance and
publie policy issues,

Micro-finance works on a
co-operative, or fiscal pooling,
principle but does not use a bor-
rower's collateral as security
against the loan because in
marny cases they have no assets.

a4 cluo

[nstead, the borrowers form
and each member
vouches for the other. Small
loans must be reimbursed
within a fixed time frame. and
the members pay the debt of any
person who defaults,

Governments and agencies
at last year's first ever Micro
Credit Summit pledged to raise
$21.6 billion by 2005 to provide
loans to 100 million of the
world’'s poorest people.

McLaughlin praised the
Washington-based World Bank,
one of the traditional lenders of
last resort to the developing
world, for widening its mandate
to fund social programmes run
by nongovernmental organisa-
lions.

Micro-finance changing women

said it the panel recommends a
full-blown investigation "heads
would roll” at the bank.

Critics claimed the bank
broke its rules on resettlement
and the environment by not
completing a six-month envi-
ronmental review or consulting
local residents. The bank, they
said, also failed to disclose loan
information in a timely fash-
ion.

Tibetan activists said Chi-
na's assurance of access to the
project and local people was
worthless.

‘It has been proven in the
past that China always says
these things, but when it comes
to letting local people talk
about issues it never happens."
said Tse Ring Dhundup, who ar-
rived in the United States this
month f[rom the Qinghai
province where the resettle-
ment is planned.

Dhundup joined about 50
protesters outside the bank's
Washington headquarters by
Students for a Free Tibet, The
gmu? briefly erected a banner
which read, "World Bank Ap-
proves China's Genocide in Ti-
bet."

One source inside the bank's
24-member board, which was
more divided on the project
than on any other in recent
MEmo
were taken aback by China's ac-
ceptance of an inspection panel
review.

The debate split ¥he board
almost in half and saw the
United States and China lobby
hard on either side of the deci-
sionn. Indeed, the loan was so
contentious within the bank
that Wolfensohn south outside
legal counsel on the issue.

. said board members '
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ces the world's first automatic

foldable power-assisted bicycle "Dra-cle" produced by
National Bicycle Industrial Co. Ltd. and Matsushita
Electric Industrial Co. Ltd., known for its Panasonic and
National brands, in Tokyo on Friday. The Dra-cle, named
from drive and bicycle, is also the first in the industry to
be powered by nickel-hydrogen batteries which realise

compact size and long-distance use.

— AFP photo

plan, saying its claim of

Three-way rancorous takeover

French banks continue to fight

PARIS, June 26: French
banks involved in a rancorous
threc-way takeover battle con-
tinued their brawl in public yves-

-terday, despite a blunt call to

order by the government and
the French central bank, says
AFP,

Sources close to the banks —
Banque Nationale de Paris
(BNP), Societe Generale (SG) and
Paribas — said their presidents
would meet central bank gover-
nor Jean-Claude Trichet on
Monday evening to discuss a
compromise plan pul forward
by him.

Senior executives from the
banks had been in contact on
Thursday, following a first
meeting of the three presidents,
in Trichet's offices, lasting
three hours late on Wednesday,
the sources said. :

One source close to the nego-

tiations said that the Trichet
plan involved a three-way link-
up, but different from the
takeover of SG and Paribas
proposed by BNP which would
create the biggest bank in the
world.

BNP launched its hostile bid
after SG had made a friendly of-
fer to acquire Paribas.

Foreign investors own
nearly half of each of the three
banks,

On Thursday, Trichet and
Finance Minister Dominique
Strauss-Kahn warned that the
three banks had te drop their
takeover battle and agree a
compromise in the national
interest.

They ruled out any
"white knights."

But the banks have main-
tained their basic positions and
bids, and have attacked the au-

foreign

thorities for intervening. And
on Friday they even exchanged
accusations in public.

SG said that SG and Paribas
had complained to the stock
market authority, the COB,
about a claim by BNP that
rbngn},r investors supported its

i I

An 5G spokesman said that
they held that BNP had no right
to claim the support of the
market before the takeover bids
had run their course.

"Only the decision of the
shareholders at the close of the
offers will amount to a decision
by the market,” the SG
spokesman said, arguing that
Lhe statement by BNP amounted
lo "misinformation.”

The COB declined to com-
merit.

BNP responded that its bid
for SG and Paribas on March 9

had immediately driven up the
price of stock in the target com-
panies in contrast to the agreed
merger of SG and Paribas which
had been announced on Febru-
ary 1.
BENP also noted that before
the authorities had intervened
on Monday, effectively capFing
bidding, the extra capitalisa-
tion arising from the bid in re-
spect of SG had reached a high
point of 4.3 billion euros (4.4
billionn dollars) for SG and 4.9
billion euros for Paribas.

Even after a slump caused by
intervention, SG capitalisation
was 2.6 billion euros higher
Elan it had been before the BNP

id.

BNP said that the capitali-
sation of SG and Paribas had
fallen by one billion euros in

response to the planned merger
of SG and Paribas.

Indian stocks may tread

cautiously

BOMBAY, June 26: Indian
shares were expected to tread
cautiously next week over mar-
ket fears the ongoing Kashmir
conflict could escalate into a
full-blown war with Pakistan,
brokers said today, reports
AFP.

The 30-share sensitive index
on the Bombay Stock Exchange
was up 1.88 points, or 0.1 per
cent, and closed the week Friday
at 4,111.77 points, from the
previous week's close.

The broad-based 100-shares
national index was up 10.16
points, or 0.6 per cent, to close
the week Friday at 1.769.89
points, from the previous
week's close.

The stock and currency
markets have been nervous
since India began military op-
erations on May 9 lo [lush out
alleged Pakistan backed
Moslem infiltrators from the
Indian part of Kashmir.

next week

A report Friday that Pak-
istan might wuse nuclear
weapons against India in case
of a war pushed the rupee
sharply down on panic buying
of dollars.

But the currency steadied up
later in the day on warnings
from the central bank that it
would intervene to ensure "or-
derly conditions” in the mar-
ket.

Analysts said the current
conflict was "worrisome" since
both countries possessed nu-
clear capability.

India and Pakistan have
fought three wars — two of them
over Kashmir — since both
countries became independent
from British rule in 1947.

"The Indo-Pak conflict will
dominate the market next week
as well. Nobody wants to take
positions as there is so much
uncertainty.

Che Duily Stur 7

US rules on food,
medicine -sales to

3 states soon

WASHINGTON, June 26: The
Clinton Administration will
publish rules governing the sale
of foed and medicine to Iran.
Sudan and Libya soon, a top US
Agriculture Department uchiai
said yesterday, reports Reuters.

"We're getting pretty close."
Chris Goldthwait, General
Sales Manager at the depart-
ment, told Reuters, noting that
there were only one or two de-
tails that need to be finalised.

“That should be worked out
in the next few days,” he said.

Farmers have been anx-
iously awaiting the publication
of the rules since the Adminis-
tration announced in late April
that it would change its sanc-
lions policy to allow the sale of
food and medicine to the three
countries.

US grain groups had been
lobbying the White House to
ease sanctions on sales to the
countries in an effort to boost
lackluster farm exports and de-
crease a huge surplus at home.
But any sales have to wait until
the rules for the sanctions re-
form are released.

State Department officials
have said that the rules should
come out by the end of the
month.

Goldthwait said that the use
of US export credits will not be
allowed for any food purchases
at first, but noted that credits
may be opened up to the coun-
tries later on.

Sr1 Lankan
gems enter
Madagascar

COLOMBO, June 26: More
than 100 Sri Lankan business-
men have entered the gem mar-
ket in Madagascar following a
successful business visit by an
official delegation. informed
sources here said today, reports
Xinhua.

Sri Lankans have out-num-
bered Thai gem businessmen
who dominated the Madagascar
gem industry. Sri Lankan Na-
tional Gem and Jewelry Au-
thority Chairman R Dhar-
maratne was quoted as saying.

Dharmaratne led a 19-mem-
ber gem and jewelry trade dele-
gation to Madagascar recently
to explore business possibilities
there,

He told the sources that the
country is contemplating es-
tablishing diplomatic relations
with Madagascar to further de-
velop gem business.

en they visited Madagas-
car, senior government offi-
cials of Madagascar offered an
opportunity for Sri Lankan gem
industrialists to involve in
large-scale gem mining and ex-
ports while developing infras-
tructure facilities there, the
sources said.

They added that the Mada-
gascar government is Keen c¢n
doing gem and jewelry business
with the Sri Lankan govern-
mert.

Wall Street
closes week

lower

NEW YORK. June 26: Wall
Street Lhis week shed some of
the gains it made a week before,
as investors continued to bide
their time waiting for the Fed-
eral Reserve's June 30 move on
interest rates, reports AFP.

The Dow Jones Industrial
average shed 2,79 per cent at
10,552.56 points after a week of
losing sessions except for Fri-
day's.

The tech-heavy Nasdaq slid
0.42 per cent at 2.552.65 points,
and the Standard and Poor's
500 fell 2.05 per cent at 1,315.31
points,

The bond market also took a
hit this week with the average
yield on bellwether 30-year
Treasury bonds closing Friday
al 6.151 per cent against 5.971
per cent a week ago. Yield moves
inversely to price.

Mosl traders are convinced
the Federal Reserve will raise
its daily. interbanking interest
rate when its monetary policy
committee next meets June 29
and 30, but the scope of the in-
crease is still a matter of specu-
lation.

"Such a flu shot is now
widely expected and would be
unlikely to unsettle investors
beyond a transitory period,"
said Abby Joseph Cohen, with
(Goldman Sachs.

The "flue shot" is expected to
be in the order of a quarter
point to raise the rate to five per
cent, but several analysts expect
another rate hike in August.

Harare to sell
out 50 state

COs 1n 2 years

HARARE, June 26: Zim-
babwe will complete its privati-
sation programme by privatis-
ing about 50 public enterprises
within two years, says Xinhua.

Cephas Msipa, Minister of
State for Enterprises and Indi-
genisation, said Friday at the
27th Zimbabwe National
Chamber of Commerce annual
congress,” the speed at which
the enterprises would be priva-
tised wili largely depend on how
quickliy we get recommenda-
tions from the companies and
approval from the government."

The minister was quoted
Saturday by the Herald Daily as
saying that the privatisation
process would be carried out in
view of the current economic
environment.

At the moment indigenous
people cannot afford to raise
the money required to acquire
companies that are being pri-
vatised because of punitive in-
terest rates and other economic
factors.

The government has been
criticised for slowing down the
privatisation exercise, which
started about two years ago.



