AFP, Washington

A report showing a steep decline
in jobs in April stunned analysts
expecting a rebound for the US
economy and rekindled a debate
over whether a recession is loom-
ing.

The Labour Department said
Friday non-farm payrolls fell by
223,000 in April and the unem-
ployment rate rose to 4.5 per cent
from 4.3 per cent a month earlier,
This decline in employment was
the largest since February 1991,

The data "will raise talk of re-
cession,” said Prudential Securi-
tics economist Dick Rippe.

"We still believe we will get out
of this with the help of the Fed.
But we will face a few more

months where people are a lot
more worried on the downside. "

The report sent Wall Street
share prices tumbling  in ecarly
trade, but stocks recovered to rally
On expectations that lower interest
rates and a US tax cut would aven
a prolonged downturn.

‘Some analysts were not so san-
Buine, however, and said it caught
many by surprise in the,wake of
last week's report showing US
economic growth at a pace ol two
per cent.

"Today's report sends us a
powerful message that the econ-
omy is not out of the woods yet,"
said Anthony Karydakis, econo-
mist at Banc One Capital Markets.
“The 223,000 decline in payrolls
(was) shocking."
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John Ryding, senior economist
at Bear Steamns, concluded that
“the odds of being in a recession
are now greater than 50 per cent,”
adding that the unemployment
report “reinforces our view that
economic conditions are deterio-
rating in the second quarter.”

Analysts said the report would
likely keep the US Federal Reserve
Open Market Committee (FOMC)
in an aggressive rate-cutting mode
to avert a deeper economic
downturn,

Mark Vitner, chiel economist at
First Union, said the employment
figures "totally trump last week's
stronger than expected [irst quar-
ter GDP ligures.”

“The April figures are reces-
sion-type number,” Vitner com-

mented. “When taken together
with the recent jump in jobless
claims, which should show up in
May, it becomes clear that the
economy is losing momentum and
that the odds of a recession have
increased.”

But Henry Willmore of Barclays
Capital was less worried about the
report, even though he main-
tained that it would prompt the
Fed to cut rates another half-point
on May 15.

"To some extent, the job losses
in March and April reflect a re-
sponse to weakness late last year
and early this year,” Willmore
argued. "We do not think that this
report significantly increases the
chances ol arecession,”

Nernll Lynch chiel economist

Bruce Steinberg sald that "for now,
we stick to our view that the econ-
omy will just miss being in an
outright recession,” but  added
that the economy "“is close 1o the
Hipping point.” .

Steinberg said his forecasts call
for continuing growth at a rate
near the two per cent pace esti-
malted for the first quarter.

"But if the job market keeps
deteriorating, then  consumer
spending will weaken and GDP
will probably contract,” he main-
tained.

"The real question for the Fed
and others is whether the econ-
omy is starting a new leg down, or
whether this is maybe the worst of
it," said Paul Christopher, a senior
US economist with A.G. Edwards.

_ Stunning job decline revives US recession worry

"It is not unusual for an eco-
nomic slowdown 1o have the worst
news come at the end ... We just
don't know yet whether this repre-
sents seyeral more months of job
losses.”

White House spokesman Ari
Fleischer said President George W.
Bush was “very concerned” about
the US unemployment data and
argued that it heightens the need
for swift approval of a tax-cut plan
In Congress,

"The president remains con-
cerned about weaknesses in the
economy and that's why he thinks
it's so important that congress
move quickly to get the budgel
done, passed, and that way tax
reliel, retroactive, can be enacted,”
said Fleischer.
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2,000 workers being
laid off every

week in Malaysia

AP, Kuala Lumpur

The government says between
1,000 and 2,000 workers are being
laid off weekly due to an economic
slowdown gaused by shrinking
demand from the United States, a
news report said Saturday.

The Sun daily cited Human Re-
sources Minister Fong Chan Onn
as saying that most of the laid off
workers have found other jobs.

The ministry's officials could
not be reached for comment on
Saturday as government offices
were closed for the weekend.

The Sun quoted Fong as saying
that there were about 46,000 va-
cancies in the manufacturing
sector. He also said electronic
companies had vacancies for po-
sitions such as engineers but did
not give any figures.

The Malaysian Trade Union
Congress says that more than
90,000 Malaysians will soon lose
their jobs in the electronics sector
due the slowdown in the United
States, the nation’s largest trading
partners.

Electronics goods compriscs
more than 50 per cent of Malay-
Sid’s exports.

The American appetite for
Malaysia's exports of electronics
goods helped Malaysia recover
from the 1997-98 Asian f[inancial
crisis, but the slowing US econ-
omy is expected to crimp Malay-
sian growth this year.

Government officials say sev-
eral thousand workers have al-
ready been laid off from factories
and the figure is expected 1o in-
crease,

Bush concerned
at jobless data

AFP, washington

Court hands control
of NTV to Gazprom

AFP, Moscow

r

A Moscow court on Friday handed

~ formal control of NTV -television
~skation o the staie-dominated gas

monopoly ‘Gazprom. effectively
sealing its takeover of Russia's last
independent broadcaster.

The court ruled that exiled ty-
coon Vladimir Gusinsky's Media-
MOST group must transfer to a
Cyprus-registered Gazprom sub-
sidiary, Leadville Investment, 19
per cent of NTV, frozen because of
debts owed by the channel to the
gas giant.

A spokesman for Media-MOST,
Dmitry Ostalsky, described the
ruling as "illegal.”

The group was also ordered to
surrender 25 per cent of shares in
some 20 subidiary companies,
including Moscow Echo radio and
TNT television.

This order also affected pub-
lishing group Sem Dnei, which
since coming under Gazprom
control closed its Sevodnya daily
and replaced the editorial staff of

the weekly Itogi, as well as
Memonet, Media-MOST's internet
business which has been putling

“out NTV.ru, the "rebel” website of

the television channel. |

Gazprom - took control last
month of the country’s last private
nationwide broadcaster NTV,
which had been noted for its criti-
cism of President Vladimir Putin’s
policies.

I'riday's court order made
Gazprom the majority shareholder
in NTV -- increasing its stake in
the broadcaster to 65 per cent.

The 19 per cent stake it gained
under the court ruling had been
frozen under the terms of an
agreement between the two sides
last November and placed in trust
pending the sale of 25 per cent of
NTV shares, by a mutually agreed
July deadline, to a foreign investor
who would have paid off the
group's 262 million dollar debt.

Media-MOST has accused
Gazprom of doing everything pos-
sible to prevent the sale of the
shares to a foreign investor.

President George W. Bush is "very
concerned” about US unemploy-
ment data and hopes the US Con-
gress will swiftly approve the am-
bitious tax-cut plan he says will
kickstart the economy, his
spokesman said Friday.

"The president remains very
concerned about the strength of
the economy,” Ari Fleischer told
reporters alter the government
said that payrolls fell by 223,000 in
April and the jobless rate rose to
4.5 per cent from 4.3 per cent a
month ago.

This decline in employment
was the largest since February
1991.

“The president remains con-
cerned about weaknesses in the
economy and that's why he thinks
its so important that Congress
move quickly to get the budget
done, passed, and that way tax
relief, retroactive, can be enacted.”
said Fleischer.

FFleischer said the surprising
data meant it was "entirelv possi-
ble” that forccast [lirst quarter

growth ol o per cent will be
revised downward”™ after the Jdata
was released.

City Bank course
for managers
held in city

The rtwo-day 3rd Refreshers
Course for the managers of the
City Bank Limited ended at the
bank’s Training Institute in the
city recently.

Abbas Uddin Ahmed, Manag-
ing Director of the bank, inaugu-
rated the course on April 3 and
distributed certificates at the
closing ceremony on April 4 as
chief guest,

A HM Nazmul Quadir, Deputy
Managing Director, and Badrud-
din Ahmed, Principal of the insti-
tute, were present on the occasion.

In his speech, the managing
director of the bank said recently
City Bank has introduced ‘Money
Multiplier,” a new savings scheme,
and is also going to introduce
more attractive schemes in the
near future. The bank will attract
more clients and improve its busi-
ness substantially within this year,
he added.
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FHOTO: CITY BANK

Abbas Uddin Ahmed, Managing Director of The City Bank Limited, speaks at the opening of the two-day refresh-
ers course of managers at the bank’s training institute in the city recently.

ASEAN, Northeast Asia
endorse 6 areas of co-op

AVP, Siemm Reap

East Asian economic ministers on
Friday endorsed six areas ol future
cooperation focusing on devel-
oping technology skills, small and
medium  enterprises, environ-
mental protection and raising
quality standards for products and
Services,

The ministers of the Associa-

“tiony. of Southeast Asian Natioms

(ASEAN) and their counterparts
from China, Japan and South Ko-
rea agreed to strengthen the com-
petitiveness of small and medium
enterprises (SMEs).

“To address the challenges and
opportunities of globalisation, the
project would allow SMEs to es-
tablish SME networks and gain
experience in  lechnical and
managerial skills to further en-
hance their productivity,” a joint
press statement said,

The ministers also endorsed
the adoption of a common stan-
dard for information technology
(IT) engineers, with the aim of
coming up with an IT engineers’
examinations programme.

"By adopting a common skill
standard for IT engineers, coun-
tries would be in a better position
to address the shortage of IT per-
sonnel,” said the statement issued

al the close ol a retreat in this
northern Cambodian city.

This will "allow countries to
share inlormation in setting stan-
dards,” the statement said.

Another programme  was
aimed at enbhancing industrial
standards in testing, inspection
and quality management so that
products and services will meet
international benchmarks.

- "Such competency would also
promote grealter participation on
the part of ASEAN and Northeast
Asian countries in international
mulual recognition  arrange-

Oxford University
sets up world

Internet institute
:‘\FP.I.HHH:’:H .

Oxford University is to inaugurate
this autumn the first world insti-
tute for Internet research, vice
chancellor Colin Lucas said here
Friday.

The research centre, to be
housed at Balliol College, is to
study problems posed by the
Internet, notably in the fields of
cryptography, intellectual prop-
erty rights and security.

ments,” the press statement said.
T'he ministers agreed to coop-
erate on a project that will offer
courses on laws and practices
pertaining to international trade
and investment as well as the Eng-
lish language in countries bor-
dering the Mekong River basin as
part of a programme to enhance
human resources development.

The area covers ASEAN's poor-
est members Cambodia, Myvanmar
Laos and Vietnam, which have
been struggling to catch up eco
nomically with the original ASEAN
countries Brunei, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, the Philippines, Singapore
and Thailand

"Human resource
ment is crucial for countries in the
Mekong Basin 1o continue (o at-
tract foreign direct investment and
trade to help in their develop-
ment,” the statement said

On the environment. the min-
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ISLUETS vndorsed « Projuec "”*'HH}.’,
practical training on the treatment
ol waler |‘-+HHHHH.

I'hey also supported a project
that will allow countries to share
resources in remote sensing and
satellite imaging to study, manage
and resolve problems relating to
delorestation, walter quality.
floads, drought and health.
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Run to currency changeover in 2002

[talian mints push ahead
In Euro manufacturing

QP, Rome

One coin alter another, presses are
working at full speed to mint euros
In time for next year's currency
changeover. Each minute, upto
800 new shiny euro coins are
ready.

“We are quite in line with our
schedule,” Renato Vigezzi, the
director of the two mints produc-
INg euro coins in ltaly, said
proudly during a tour of the mini
lor journalists on Friday,

So far, Iraly has manufactured
hall of the 7.2 billion coins it must
mint by January 1, 2002, when the

Russian GDP
growth on
decline

A.Fp. Moscow

Russia's gross domestic product
(GGDP) has been rising at over four
per cent since the start of 2001 but
that ligure continues the steady
decline in growth seen since 1999,
state statistics officials said Friday,

GDP growth reached its peak in
the fall of 1999, climbing as high as
10.8 per cent and allowing Russia
to draw uap its first balanced
budget since the fall of the Soviet
Union, officials guoted by the
Interfax news agency said.

However, in the first quarter of
last year GDP growth stood at nine
per cent, The growth rate had
[urther declined by the end of last
year (o 6.8 per cent, the State Sta-
tistics Committee said.

common currency starts circulat-
ing in 12 EU nations. It must also
print 2.3 billion euro bills.

After the euro goes into circu-
lation, each country will have two
more months to ecase into the
elimination of their national cur-
rencies, such as the laalian lira or
the French franc. A total of 50.3
billion euro coins will circulate
across the continent.

In [taly new minting machines
have been bought and personnel
has been doubled 10 150 workers
between the two plants. Scores of
boxes containing thousands of
tons of coins are ready to be
stocked,

“This is an extraordinary pro-
duction. In 2002, we'll get back 1o
normal,” said Vigezzi.

starting September, banks and
post olhices across the country will
start receiving the coins, to be
ollowed by bank notes two
months later.

Each nation can stamp its own
design on one side of the domesti-
cally minted euro coins. There are
eight  different  denominations,
ranging from the 1 euro cent
(worth less than one cent US) (o 2
curos (about $ 1.80).

Bills go from 5 euros (about
$4.50) 10 500 euros (about $450).

For its minted coins, Italy has
chosen images of some of the
treasures that have made Italian
culture famous worldwide: the
Colosseum  Bouicelli's Birth  of
Venus, and the bronze statue of
Marcus Aurelius on a horse,
among others,

As far as the bills go, the U has

decided that bank notes will fea
ture bridges and other public
works but have no famous Luro
peans oul ol fear of sparking na-
tionalistic spats

ltaly’s President Carlo Azeglio
Ciampi, who as [ormer treasun
minister plaved a crucial role in
ltaly's successiul bid to join the
mitial common currency  group
said recently that “there could be
moments ol uncertamtiy i lront ...
of the retun ol cents alter more
than hall a century.”

ltalians decades ago used 1o
use a ‘centesimo’ coin, worth one
hundredth of a hra, which now
wouldn’t buy anything.

Farm support
in OECD area

halved since 86
AFP, pParis

lotal state support to the farm
sector practically halved among
OECD countries to 1.3 per cent ol
gross domestic product in the
three years 1998-2000 from 2.2 pel
cent in 1986-1984, the OCED said
on Friday.

The total amount of support
reflects the burden this sector
represents for the whole economy.

"For OECD as a whole, total
support to agriculture, as meas-
ured by Total Support Estimate,
amounted to 327 billion dollars
(154 billion euros), or 1.3 per cent
of GDP in 2000," an OECD report
on agricultural production said.
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S'pore, 4 European
states to strike free

] -sqo

AFEP, Singapore
Singapore and a four-nation
European economic  grouping

announced Friday an agreement
to negoliate a free trade pact be-
fore the end of the year.

“The lirst round of negotiations
would take place in Oslo between
July 2-6," officials from Singapore
and the European Free Trade As-
sociation (EFTA) said in a joint
statement. _

EFTA, which includes Iceland,
Liechtenstein, Norway and Swit-
zerland, is the latest in a growing
list of potential free-trade partners
with Singapore.

It has completed one pact with
New Zealand and aims to com-
plete others with Japan, thge
United States and Australia this
vear while holding exploratory
talks with Canada and Mexico.

Trade-dependent  Singapore
has been aggressively pursuing
bilateral free trade pacts since the
collapse of the Seattle global trade
talks, and has been constantly
forced to defend them from re-
gional criticism.

Malaysia has been a particu-
larly vocal opponent of the multi-
ple negotiations, saying they could

trade deal this yr

clash with Association of South-

east Asian Nations (ASEAN) com-
mitments and give outsiders a
back door entry to the region's
own free trade zone,

But Trade Minister George Yeo
said in a speech last Sunday, that
the affluent city-state could not
afford to confine itself to the re-
gion, and he hoped the . agree-
ments would “spur our neigh-
bours on towards more rapid trade
and investment liberalisation.”

Singapore and EFTA officials
said they expected it would take
three one-week rounds of sub-
stantive negotiations to reach a
"World  Trade  Organisation-
consistent” agreement.

The comprehensive pact will
include trade in goods and serv-
ices, investment, government
procurement and competition.

When the prospect of a Singa-
pore-EFTA [ree trade agreement
was [irst proposed earlier this year
Swiss Economic Minister Pascal
Couchepin said the European
grouping was not worried aboul
an influx of cheaper Asian goods
alter the agreement is signed.

"We are convinced that thanks
to free trade, our consumers can
buy cheaper goods,” he said.

WRB clears

$450m

power loan to India

AKFP, New Dellri

| he World Bank Friday cleared a
150 million dollar loan to India's
state-owned Power Grid Corpora-
tion to enable the transmission
company (o engage in inter-
regional power trading.

he World Bank loan is to-
wards getting a key 1.3 billion
dollar Indian power system reform
project off the ground

Power Grid Corp., Indian fi-
nancial institutions and Ger-
many's development bank Kredi-
tanstalt fuer Wiederaufbau will
raise the rest of the finances, a
bank statement released here said.

ernment, will extend Power Grid's
programmeme (o provide state
electricity boards with modemn
facilities to manage ils power sys-
tems elficiently,” said Kari Nyman,
World Bank's project leader.

The project is expected (0 ex-
pand power distnbution and
transmission linkages between
[ndian states

It will also encourage pnvate
seclor participation in the power
sector through rationalisation of
regulatory and tariff barriers, said
Nyman.

India needs an estimated 252
billion dollars of investment in the
next decade to generate an addi-

"“The five-year loan, with a tional 100,000 megawatts of
guarantee [rom the [ederal gov- power
-
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