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HK plan to merge markets
suffers first setback

HONG KONG, July 17: Hon
Kong's plan to merge its stoc
and futures exchanges suffered

a setback with the two ex-
changes failing to agree on the
terms of the merger by a gov-
ernment-set target date, says
AFP.

The Stock Exchange of Hong
Kong and the Hong Kong Fu-
tures Exchange had been asked
to reach agreement by Thursday
to help the government finalise
the merger by March 2000 in a
bid to make its financial mar-
kets. more efficient and compet-
itive.

The government on Friday
issued a statement saying it was
“gravely disappointed” that the
exchanges and their associated
clearing houses missed the tar-
get date.

"The policy paper published
in March acknowledges the
narrow window for reform and

sets out a timetable for it under
which the voting by members of
the Exchanges on the terms of
merger must take place by the
end of September at the latest.

'In order to achieve this, an
agreement must be reached be-
tween the governing bodies of
the two Exchanges well in ad-
vance," a spokesman for the fi-
nancial services bureau said in
the statement.

However, the government
sald the heads of the exchanges
had previously pledged their
support for a merger, acknowl-
edging the proposal would en-
hance Hong Kong's position as
an international financial
center.

"We still believe an agree-
ment can be reached,” the
spokesman said. "We will keep
in view closely any progress in
further negotiations over the
weekend and in the following

week." .

A spokesman for the futures
exchange said both exchanges
were still negotiating the terms
and hoped to reach an agree-
ment. |

"We're doing all we can. We're

very anxious to reach an
agreement.” he said.

The government had pro-
posed merging the exchanges
and clearing houses into a new
publicly listed entity called the
Hong Kong Exchanges and
Clearing.

Local press report Friday
sald the two exchanges had dif-
ferences over the valuation of
the two exchanges and on how
to share ownership of a pro-
posed merged exchange, -

Under a valuation plan put
forward two weeks ago by Mor-
gan Stanley, the futures ex-
change should get 47.8 per cent
of the new entity, according to

the South China Morning Post.

However, the stock ex-
change's adviser Merrill Lynch
Eai?l in its lari Jhat the futures
exchange should get only 11 per
cent. thge Post saig. _ y £

The government had urged
the exchanges to end their dif-
ferences by Thursday so both
sides would have time to fi-
nalise a merger-proposal by
August 5 and vote on the plan
on tember 13.

The merger is seen as neces-
sary for Hong Kong to remain
cumlivetitive in the context of
similar moves around the
world.

The exchanges in Amster-
dam and Australia have become
publicly listed. Singapore, Hong
Kong's traditional rival in Asia,
has also announced that its
stock and monetary exchanges
will be demutualised, merged

and listed.

Taiwan bails its bourse out
amid China frictions

CHINA. Taipei, July 17: Tai-
wan's government today mar-
shalled huge state funds to de-
fend the nation's stock market

from lingering fears over fric- -

tions with China, helping the
beleaguered index to recover
from a steep, early drop, reports
Reuters.

The benchmark TAIEX index
fell more than 4.5 per cernt in a
"white knuckled session, but
ended with a loss of just 0.61 per
cent after the Finance Ministry
mobilised Taiwan's four to
state funds to staunch the week-
long sell-off.

“The four funds all agreed to
hike their investments in
stocks, which is expected to

our an additional TS360 bil-
ion (USS11 billion) into the
stock market," the ministry
said.

The move to marshal the
state pension. labour pension,
labour insurance and state
postal funds followed Wednes-
day's pledge to form a TS500 bil-

lion market defence fund.

The index, which had been
flying high on the wings of Tai-
wan's robust export-fuelled re-
covery, lost more than 13 per
cent on the week after President
Lee Teng-hui reawakened a
decades-old row with Beijing
over the island's political sta-
tus.

Lee's new classification of
Taiwan-China relations as be-
ing "state-to-state" infuriated
communist China, which op-
guses any claims to ﬁuverijgnty

y the island and responded by
repeating a long-standing
threat to take the island by
force.

Hong I{ungl's independent
Ming Pac Daily, quoting un-
named sources, said China's
army, navy and airforce
planned joint excercises along
its coast facing Taiwan, adding
to unconfirmed Hong Kong re-
ports on Friday of recent mili-
tary activities,

. Ming Pao said the drills were

intended as a warning to Tai-
warn but their timing and other
details were yet to be decided.

There was no official con-
firmation from Beijing.

Otherwise, Saturday
relative quiet to the political
row, which has sparked concern
in Washington that regional
stability was under threat.

The dispute has rippled
through Asian financial mar-
Kets, also hurting China's own
markets in Hong Kong, Shang-
hai and Shenzhen,

But reports emerged on Sat-
urday that local Taiwan politics
might explain some of Friday's
6.4 per cent stock market loss,
its biggest-one-day drop in nine
years. _

Local media and dealers said
Taiwan's ruling Nationalist
Party appeared to have done
less than it might have to limit
the losses because it wanted to
tarnish the launch of a rogue
presidential bid by a popular
party insider, James Soong.
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A Chinese couple look at

Wednesday in Beijing. Loca
commercialisation of China's urban housing --
In July last

all at little or no cost.
state housing.

d

..;;:'_ I :E.r Y .ﬁﬁ% e
i faag i S %
i T i :
AT e = Bk ;
T Ej f = CAr e = E-ro
H i SR 2
oy Til e !
e, et : :
o :W"i_.:}.ff 2 g S i 8
St oy iR Y 2
G K
g AL

o

ke

i3

-

i ‘"5 ri

“uiblghl

R B

gl g

] ﬁ @%ﬁ j
el gﬂ g'_ﬁg

verg T & -4 i
..:.‘Tﬁgg; i T
wi ] E%H
gl

ik M1

_ ‘:i;% E! Ei;‘% 5 ;

LALRE : 5

giant model of a new, upscale housing estate on display at” a real estate exhibition on

] governments across

the country have been accelerating policies promoting the total
which under decades of communism was owned by the state and given to
year, Beiing signalled the end of an era by permanently halting distribution of

— AFP photo

Metal: Weekly Roundup

Gold still languishing at
20-year low point

LONDON, July 17: Gold
prices continued to languish at
or near 20-year low points amid
continuing murmurs that cen-
tral banks were offloading or
seeking to offload the precious
metal following the Bank of
England's example, reports
AFP.

Britain once again defended
its decision to start selling half
of its gold stocks and calls from
South African mining bosses
for the auction programme to be
discontinued fell on deaf ears,

The price of gold on the Lon-
don Bullion Market stood at
255.05 dollars an ounce on Fri-
day afternoon from 258.40 dol-
lars a week earlier.

The British sales have badly
shaken the market and any
slight uptick in prices is cur-
rently immediately followed by
profit-taking, dealers say.

Tighter pgold lease rates
meanwhile would tend to indi-
cate possible further sales by
ceniral banks, analysts said,

Even if the US Congress
manages to stall International
Monetary Fund (IMF) plans to
sell gold to drum up funds to fi-
nance debt relief in poor coun-
tries, the upside will still be
limited, analysts said.

SILVER: Silver prices fell
aha:l_'ﬂy_ this week in the wake
of goid and with few other fun-
damental factors to influence
the market.

Cash prices on the London
Bullion market fell by another
17 cents to 5.05 dollars an
ounce,

PALLADIUM AND PLAT-
INUM: It was a week of diverg-
ing fortunes for the platinum

oup metals, palladium bene-

tting from tighter supply as
exports {rom Russia siowed,
while platinum suffered from a
lack of investor interest.

The palladium cash price
ained eight dollars to 337 dol-
ars an ounce, while platinum
prices fell five dollars to 347.50
dollars an ounce,

BASE METALS: Solid. Base
metal Erices remained gener-
ally robust with some values
still persisting at highs not seen
for a year and more, as the
prospects of dwindling output
continued to loom large over
the complex.

Copper levelled out, with
three-month prices on the Lon-
don Metals Exchange falling
back slightly to 1,690.50 dol-
lars from 1,697.50 a week ear-
lier. The market was rather
miffed at a sizeable jump in of-
ficial reserves of the red metal.
which swelled 7,350 tonnes to
767,100 tonnes.

Market players are still an-
ticipating further US shut-
downs, particularly after news
later in the week that US Pro-
ducers Asarco and rus Amex
are to merge to form the world's

second largest producer after
Chile's Codelco.

"Should we get confirmation
of production culs, look for
cooper to resume its upside of-
fensive,” said the Rudolf Wolff
brokerage in a research note.

Lead prices also pushed
higher as official reserves fell
and talk of the possible closure ,
of freland's Tara mine hit the
mark=t. The facility has a ca-
pacity oi 35,000 tones a vear,

Three-month prices ended
the week up 7.50 dollars to
(512.25} dollars a tonne, while
official reserves fell by 1,000
tonnes to 132,200 tonnes.

Three-month prices nudged
ahead 5.30 dollars to 1,120,80
dollars a tonne as official re-
serves contracted by 2,325
tonnes to 295,600 tonnes.

Prices were likewise boosted
by the possible closure of the
Tara mine, which produces zinc
as well as lead,

Aluminium prices ;advanced
further to their highest level
since April 1998 amid invest-
ment fund buying and a drop in
official reserves.

Three-month prices rose
3.50 dollars to 1,439.80 dollars
a tonne while official reserves
contracted 6.350 tonnes to
745,075 totnes.

The market was supported
by 'the announceément that
LI}I-.craine‘s MHZ facility would
cut back output by 20 per cent.

- EU tourism aid decision to

hurt Pacific nations

SUVA, Fiji, July 17 A Euro-
- pean Union decision to stop
granting foreign aid to promote
tourism would damage South
Pacific economies which rely
heavily on the industry, offi-
cials warned Friday. says AP.

The main tourism body for a
dozen Pacific countries fears
the EU decision will strip its
member nations of almost all
the funds they spend interna-
tionally on advertising and
promotion as travel destina-
tions, _

Tourism Council of the
South Pacific chjef executive
Levani Tuinabua said the new
gnllcy might work in the

aribbean and Africa, but
failed to take into account the

isolation and smaller size of
Pacific nations. ‘

"The European prescription
will not work ause the needs
of the Pacific are quite different
from the Caribbean and
Africa.,” Tuinabua said. -

In a new policy published
last November, the European
Union announced that tourism
marketing and promotion
would not qualify for foreign
aid under the Lome Convention.

Funds formerly earmarked’
for tourism would instead be
switched to "humane resource
development,” private sector
assistance and environmental
preservation projects,

Tuinabua said the change
will cost the member states

most of the US $1.5 million it
spends annually on promotion
and advertising and will strike
at the heart of many Pacific
economies.

The South Pacific should be
treated as a special case because
the region is far more isolated.
smaller and poorer than
African. Indian Ocean and
Caribbean beneficiaries of Eu-
ropean aid, he said.

A delegation of Pacific
tourism ministers was consid-
ering visiting EU headquarters
in grussels to argue the case, he
said.

The council ts that vis-
itors to the region in '1999 will
reach one million for the first
time,

- Foreign direct
investment in
Mexico rises

MEXICO CITY, July 14: For-
eign investment in Mexico rose
52 per cent to 53.19 billion US
dnlll;rs in the first half of 1999
from that of December 1998
sald a Mexican Stock Market
statement, reports Xinhua,

The statement said that in
June alone, the increase in in-
flow of foreign capital via the
stock market rose 5.9 per cent
compared with the previous
month, .

The continuing foreign in-
vesiment in the stock market
was afttributed to the behavior
of the Mexican peso, which has
been alppreciating against the
US dollar.

In June, the peso registered a
rise of 2.69 per cent in value

| against the US dollar:
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its President Dr HBM Igbal, MP, left Dhaka Friday for Tashkent by an Uzbekistan Airways
flight for a two-day annual conference of ATAB in Tashkent. Picture shows them at the
Zia International Airport prior to their departure.

— Uzbek Airways photo

- Bid to generate confidence in ailing economy

Colombia prematurely announces
acceptance of $3b IMF loan

BOGOTA, July 17 Colombia,
in a desperate bid to generate
confidence in its recession-hit
economy, prematurel an-
nounced yesterday it ﬁad ac-
cepted a $3 billion loan from
the International Monetary
Fund, before talks had even
started, reports Reuters.

Finance Minister Juan
Camilo Restrepo unveiled what
" he said was a cut-and-dried IMF
deal to a forum packed with in-
ternational investors and ana-
lysts,

"The government and the
Central Bank have accepted the
offer made several times by the
director of the International
Monetary Fund of a precau-
tion line of credit for around
$3 billion, which will allow us
to consolidate and armour-
plate the country's macroeco-
nomic programme,” Restrepo
said.

In a subsequent telephone
interview with the agency, the
minister said that his com-
ments were based on an offer of
support from IMF Director
General Michel Camdessus in a
pre-recorded speech due to be
delivered to Colombian busi-
ness leaders on Saturday.

In an extract of the speech
provided by Restrepo,
Camdessus says "the IMF would
be prepared to give full support
to President Andres
Pastrana's) economic reform if
he thinks it is useful.”

The speech makes no specific
mention of either a future loan
or an amount. Restrepo
conceded the $3 billion figure
was based on Finance Ministry
and Central Bank calculations.

In a terse two-sentence
statement from Washington,
the IMF poured cold water on
the government's exuberant
claims.

"The Colombian authorities
and IMF staff will soon begin
discussions on the outline of an
economic stabilisation pro-
gramme that could be supported

y IMF credit. Initial talks will
be ‘held in Washington," a
spokesman said.

The 83 billion figure cited by
Restrepo is slightly bigger than
a recent $2.8 billion three-year
IMF loan to Argentina — a
much bigger economy than
Colombia.

But independent analysts
noted that Restrepo's figure, al-
though high, was "not impossi-
ble" if it was part of a multi-
year IMF programme promis-
ing far-reaching economic re-
forms.

The IMF rarely comments
on the size of a loan with a
member country until talks
have reached their final stage
and it becomes clear what sort
of policies the government will

adﬂ,?"

he confusion caused by
Restrepo's comments recalled
an announcement in May by

Peru's President Alberto
Fujimori of a $4.5 billion IMF
contingency credit. The IMFE
haslily denied Peru had quali-
fied for the credit. and subse-
quently approved a three-year
loan for a mere $510 million in
late June, |

Restrepo’s comments. came
about two weeks after an IMF
team finished a 10-day visit to
assess Colombia's economy,
currently mired in its worst re-
cession in more than 50 years.

The country's ftraditional
record of steady economic

owth was halted fast year by a

rop in international commeod-
ity prices and by the soa
interest rates needed to defen
the peso currency. The economy
shrank 5.85 cent in the first

uarter of 1999, its worst per-
ormance since records began.

With a fiscal deficit inde-
pendently estimated at 5 per
cent of GDP, and unemploy-.
ment riding at record levels of
around 20 per cent, Colombia's
recent resistance to an IMF deal
has withered.

Pastrana's government has
already adopted several IMF-
style austerity measures, in-
cluding recapitalizing state
banks and cutting spending to
reduce the 1999 fiscal deficit to
2.5 per cent of gross domestic
product.

Colombia has also an-
nounced a sweeping plan to
slash the cost of state bureau-

cracy, but some analysts note
this still may not be enough to
gain the IMF's seal of aﬁupmval.
IMF loans are usually nego-
tiated in several rounds of
on economic Fuljr.:}r. followed by
the signing of a letter of intent
detailing government economic
promises.
z ﬂghe peso currency closed up
dollar on Res 's comments.
Bogota's IBB index was up 4.11
per cent at 978.33 and
Medellin's IBOMED general
price index was up 2.62 per cent
at 11,023.03 points.

Microsoft’s market
value tops $ 500b

NEW YORK, July 17: Mi-
crosoft Corp. became the first
US company to push its market

- value above 500 million US dol-

lars Friday as the software
company's stock price rose
strongly, reports Xinhua.

The company's stocks rose
5.06 dollars to 99.43 dollars
share in trading on the Nasdaq
Stock Market. With more than
5.1 billion shares outstanding,
its market value toped 507 bil-
lion dollars.

The company made the suc-
cess as it prepares for its 25th .
anniversary next year. -

The rise in market capitali- .
sation made Microsoft's:
founder Bill Gates one of the
world's richest businessmen.

per cent at 1,832 to the .

ye,

LONDON, July 17: Rubber
lost ground as demand dried up
at the start of the low season,
reports AFP.

The London rubber index
fell to 410 pounds per tonne (for
Aupgust Eli?ﬂl‘}"fe and 415

ounds per tonne (for Septem-
er). from 432.50 and 437.50
pounds respectively.

In Kuala Lumpur, the RSSI
index fell to 2.16 ringgits a kilo
from 2.21 ringgits.

Sugar: Sugar prices contin-
ued their downward trend. only
more gent%y this week amid
technical factors which saw
speculators closing positions.

A huge Brazilian cane har-
vest, set to top 20 million
tonnes where analysts had ex-
pected 16.5 million tonnes, con-
tinued to weigh on the market.

On the London market, Oc-
tober contracts fell to 180.20!
dollars a tonne from 180.70 the .
previous week,

In New York, sugar fell to,
5.52 cents a pound from 5.64
cents {for October delivery).

Vegetable oils: US soya
prices picked up along with the
temperatures in producer re-
gions that raised the threat of a
drought harmiful to the crop.

Soya prices also benefited
from short-covering following
last week's heavy selling.

On the Chicago Board of
Trade (CBoT), soya prjces
ga.lnﬂd 19 cents a bushel to 4,29

ollars (for July).

On the Rotterdam market,
palm oil prices fell 7.50 dollars
a tonne to 332.50 dollars.

Groundnut oil for July deliv-

ery was unchanged at 765 dol-

lars a tonne.

Sunflower oil put on five

“| dollars to 510 dollars a tonne |

Commodity: Weekly Roundup

Rubber, sugar, coffee

" record harvest, of up to 40 mil-

for September delivery.

Rapeseed oil [August-Octo-
ber) gained two euros to 376 eu-
ros.

‘Cocoa: Cool. Cocoa prices
fell on news that Cote d'Ivoire,
the world's leading producer
country, still had resegves
hanging over lrom the last har-
vest.

The announcement that the
country still had stocks of
80.000 to 160,000 tonnes of co-
coa beans to sell from the
1998/99 harvest came as deal-
ers awaited the preliminary es-
timates of the forthcoming
1999 /2000 crop.

London prices fell by nine
ounds to 698 pounds a tonne

or September delivery.
Officials from Cote d'Ivoire

| admitted that comments made

several weeks ago that the en-
tire 1998/99 harvest had been
sold were erroneous.

Beneficial rainfall fell in
growing regions of west Africa.

" But dealers held out hope for
higher prices as Cote d'lvoire
and Ghana pledged to coordi-
nate cocoa sales in a bid to raise
prices.

Coffee: Weak. Coffee prices
fell as fears of im din% frost
damage to Brazilian planta-
tions evaporated. ;

On the New York market, -
Arabica for September delivery
fell to 94.15 cents a pound from
96.45 cents.

In London, Robusta prices
fell by 10 dollars to 1.301 dol-
lars a tonne.

In place of fears of biting
cold came predictions that
Brazil would next year reap a

lion sacks. :

rir -2 el

inch down

Tea: Break. There were no
auctions in the Mombasa tea
houses this week.

Grains: Stay. US wheat
prices were :little changed
through the week amid strong
export figures in very calm
sunmmer-season trading.

Majze prices pushed higher
amid fears of drought in the
producer regions of the Mid-
west, -

On the Chicago market,
wheal prices were flat at 235.50
cents per bushel (of 27.2-kg, for
July) from 235.25 cents last
week, while maize prices gained
four cents to 186.50 cents a
bushel (of 25.4-kg, for July).

On the London market,
wheat prices fell sha‘_rlgg' by
9.25 pounds to 73.75 pounds {for
September) amid fears of US in-
roads into the market.

Cotton: Sicken. Cotton
prices slid back further after
the US iculture Department
estimated that world output and
exports would increase through
the 1999-2000 season.

In New York, July contracts
gained 0.58 cents to 48.95 cents
a pound.

But cash prices in the Cotton
Outlook Index fell by 1.90 cents.
to 53.90 cents:

Australia is set to produce a
record crop this year thanks to
betfer cotton culture methods,
while the US harvest will also
outstrip last yeai's.

Wool: Worth. Australian
auctions ‘attracted good. de- -
mand, pushing up the Eastern
index by seven cents to 5.45

index

--Australian dollars a kilo.

Britain, the Wooltops

-~remained unchanged at 307

pence a kilo amid
o quc’dnns.-

a dearth of
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Japan to sponsor
Egyptian
power plant

CAIRO, July 17: Japan is to
sponsor Egypt's first solar
power station which should
start producing electricity by
2001, Electricity Minister Ma-
her Abaza said in remarks pub-
lished today, says Reuters.

The Japanese government
has agreed to donafe $400.000
for technical and economic fea-
sibility studies to be carried out
on the project over the next five
months as part of its environ-
ment programme, the semi-of-
ficial al-Ahram Nnewspaper re-
ported.

Japan would then provide
the necessary funds to build the

" power station, in the Toshka

area of southern Egypt, using
Japanese technology, he said.

The power generated by the
Station. tapping year-round
sunshine, would be used to
Fump water to cultivate 10,000
eddans (42 square kilometres)
in the desert with crops, besides
providing power for residents of
new towns and cities, Abaza
was quoted as saying,

Toshka is the target of a gi-
ant 20-year national infras-
tructure project to irrigate and
cultivate the area and create a
new valley. which the Egyptian
government hopes to develop
sufficiently to ease population

pressure from around the Nile
Delta,

US Chamber chief
ends historic

visit to Cuba

WASHINGTON, July 17: US
Chamber of Commerce Presi-
‘dent Thomas J. Donohue re-
turned Thursday night from a
hisioric three-day visit to Cuba
with agreement from the Cuban
government to allow further
ties to develop between the US
Chiamber and the private sector
in the Caribbean country, the
US Chamber announced Fri-
day, reports Xinhua.

Donohue's trip was a first for
a leader of the US Chamber
since the Communists seized
power 40 years ago. During his
visit, he met with President Fi-
del Castro and his top minis-
ters, as well as street vendors
and restaurant owners,

“"After some back and forth.
the Cuban authorities agreed
that we would build our rela-
tionship along two avenues.

We will deal directly with the
self-employed and work with
the Cuban Chamber of Com-
merce and its state-managed
member corporations,” Donos
hue said in a statement.

"The process of change has
begun,” Donohue said. "The
most that can be said is that the
regime is permitting certain ac-
tivities and associations it had
not permitted in the past.

In this small way the process
of change in Cuba has begun
and we ought to seize the oppor-
tun}% Lo spur it or. i

"We will be working with the
Cubans over the next few weeks
to flesh out the details on build-
ing relationships with both in-
dependent companies and pub-
lic corporations,

ATAB team off
to Tashkent
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A 104-member delegation of
the Association of Travel
Agents of Bangladesh (ATAB)
led by its President Dr HBM
Igbal, MP. left Dhaka Friday
for Tashkent by an Uzbekistan
Airways flight for a two-day
annual conference of ATAB in
Tashkent, capital of Uzbegk-
istan, says a press release.
Besides attending the annual

-conference, the ATAB team will

visit places of historical inter-
est in Tashkent and Samar-
kand.

This is the largest delegation
from Bangladesh to visit
Uzbekistan since the inaugura-
tion of the Uzbekistan Airways
services a vear ago.

The visit of the delegation,
jointly sponsored by ATAB and
Uzbekistan Airways. will help
boost relations between Uzbek-
istan and Bangladesh.

- EU extends
Portuguese

beef embargo

BRUSSELS, July 17: The Eu-
ropean Union's veterinar
committee yesterday extende
an embargo on Portuguese beef
exports for six months from
August 1 EU officials said, re-
ports AFP. =

Portuguese Agriculture Min-
ister Luis Capoulas Santos said
the embargo was "dispropor-
tionate and not justified.”

Lisbon will therefore pursue
its plans to launch legal action
against the Commission n the
European Court of Justice over
its handling of the "mad cow"
scare, the minister said.

The Commission had earlier
proposed extending by 12
months the embargo — imposed
in November for a nine-month
period — because of the high
number of cases of bovine
spongiform encephalopathy
(BSE). or "mad caw" disease in
the country.

But on Friday the European
Uning's executive héarilé
agreed to the position adop
by a majority I;? EU countries,
Only Portugal voted against

while Britain. Greece and Ire-
land abstained.

The amended position was
expected to be formally en-
dorsed by the Commission next
week, |
After Friday's veterinary
committee decision the em-
-bargo will now be in force until
February 1.

An embargo on British beef
is to be lifted on August 1. :

. BSE has been linked to
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease
(CJD), a fatal brain condition in

—— | humans.
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