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Asian stocks closed mixed on
Wednesday with bargain hunt-
ing continuing in some sectors
but broader sentiment was
again weighed down by fears
over the state of the US econ-
omy.

Most benchmarks had been
in a slight upswing in post-
Easter trade but a weak over-
night performance by Wall
Street had forced many buyers
outof the market.

This followed the release of
US data which showed con-
sumer confidence sinking to a
five-year low in March, while
home prices fell 11.4 percentin
January.

Seoul gained 0.3 percent,
Manila was 0.9 percent higher,
Jakarta also rose 0.9 percent
and Hong Kong gained 0.7
percent.

Singapore and Wellington
were little changed but Tokyo
shed 0.30 percent, Shanghai
was down 0.63 percent, Taipel
fell 0.31 percent, Mumbai shed

'0.81 percent and Bangkok was

down 0.33 percent.

TOKYO: Japanese share
prices ended slightly lower as
investors locked in recent gains
after overnight losses on Wall
Street sparked by weak eco-

nomic data.

MUMBAI: Indian share
prices fell 0.81 percent to snap
four trading days of gains on
fresh signs of a slowdown in US
economic growth.

"The markets took a
breather as investors locked-in
gains after a brief relief rally,"
said a dealer with brokerage
Jamnadas Morarjee.

HONG KONG: Hong Kong
share prices closed higher,
helped by mainland Chinese
financial stocks, which rose on
strong profit growth and solid
earnings guidance for this year.

Dealers said China banks
were boosted by robust earn-
ings from ICBC and Bank of
China, while China Mobile and
HSBC were supported by gains
in their American depositary
receipts (ADRs) overnight.

SHANGHAI: Chinese share
prices closed mixed, with the
main Shanghai bourse down
0.63 pércent amid new supply
pressures chiefly triggered by
China Pacific Insurance.

Dealers said China Pacific
Insurance plunged over eight
percent to 27.98 yuan (3.9 dol-
lars), diving below the 30 yuan
at its initial public offering in
Shanghai in December for the
first time.

SINGAPORE: Singapore

share prices closed 0.17 per-
cent lower as investors took
profits in the absence of fresh
buying leads and after the
market's recent gains.

"The rebound we saw came
very strong so profit-taking was
not unexpected," said Ong
Seng Yeow, research head at
Kelive Research, a unit of Kim
Eng Securities.

A better-than-expected
annual 10 percent rise in fac-
tory output was also not
enough to whet investors' risk
appetite, dealers said.

"It was surprisingly strong...
but things are going to slow
from here," said Kit Wei Zheng,
economist at Citigroup.

KUALA LUMPUR:
Malaysian share prices closed
up 1.3 percent after the govern-
ment announced measures (o
boost the stock market and
pledged to proceed with major
development projects, dealers
said.

The composite index closed
up 15.47 pointsat 1,245.42.

BANGKOK: Thai share
prices closed 0.33 percent
lower as investors remained
fearful of a possible recession
in the United States.

Dealers said there was also
concern about political stabil-
ity in Thailand as the election
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commission weighed whether
to dissolve two political parties
which are part of the coalition
government,

"The market fell today,
although it was rather stable in
the afternoon before close,”
said Chai
Chirasevenupraphand, market
strategist at Capital Nomura
Securities,

"Investors were uncertain
about the US economy, and
what the election commission
will decide on the case about
the two coalition parties.”

JAKARTA: Indonesian share
prices closed 0.9 percent
higher led by buying in banks
on optimism of solid 2007
earnings.

Dealers said some resources
stocks also rose after arebound
in commodity prices over the
pastfewdays.

Bank Internasional
Indonesia (BIl) was also in the
limelight after Malaysia's larg-
est lender Maybank said it had
secured a controlling stake in
the bank to expand its opera-
tions in theregion.

"The market ended in posi-
tive territory today thanks to
strong buying interest in bank-
ing stocks,” Mandiri Sekuritas
analyst Rafdi Prima said.

ment facility of Tk 10 crore to BRAC for agricultural financing.

SHAHJALAL

Muhammad Ali, managing director of Shahjalal Islami Bank Ltd (SJIBL), and SN Kairy, director (Fi-
nance) of BRAC, sign an agreement in Dhaka on Monday. Under the deal, SJIBL will extend an invest-

$236m HSBC
loan for Lanka
power project

AFP,Colombo

Global banking giant HSBC
saiddWednesdayithas arranged
a 236 million dollar loan for a
Sri Lankan firm to build a 300
megawatt thermal power plant
to minimise electricity cuts in
theisland nation,

The 14-year loan from US
and European credit agencies,
will be guaranteed by the Sri
Lankan government, the bank
said.

" ' "The 1oan’ facility has set 4 '

benchmark in being the lon-
gest tenor ever achieved in Sri
Lanka for offshore commercial
debt," HSBC's deputy chief
executive officer for Sri Lanka,
Trevine Fernandopulle said.

the two companies during 2008.

UNILEVER BANGLADESH
Niaz Rahim, managing director of Rahimafrooz Superstore Ltd, and

Reazul Haque Chowdhury, customer development director of
Unilever Bangladesh Ltd, sign a joint business plan in Dhaka
recently. The plan outlines joint business development initiatives of

R

PREMIER BANK

BH Haroon, vice chairman of Premier Bank Limited, inaugurates a
new savings product 'Premier 50 Plus' at Banani in Dhaka on
Monday. The product offers higher interest rate on savings with no
service charge. Abdus Salam Murshedy, director of the bank, was

also present.

Dr Masihur Rahman, managing director of Credit Rating Agency
of Bangladesh Ltd (CRAB), and Mahmood Malik, managing
director of Bangladesh Industrial Finance Company Ltd (BIFC),
exchange documents after signing an agreement in Dhaka
recently. As per the agreement, CRAB will provide credit rating

services to BIFC.

tar -

AFP, Washington

An o open ) skies pact set 1o take
effect between the United
States and the European Union
this weekend may offer few
immediate benefits for travel in
view of the turmoil in the US
economy and airline industry,
analysts say.

The agreement that takes
effect Sunday ends most limi-
tations on US and EU airlines’
ability to fly between the two
continents, and holds the
promise of cheaper airfares
and more choices for passen-
gers.

But industry observers say
the fruits of the agreement are
unlikely to be harvested soon,
with carriers hurting from
record-high fuel costs and
heightened economic uncer-
tainty.

"I think it would mean a lot
more if the industry were not in
the dire straits they are in now,"
said Terry Trippler, an aviation
consultant and founder of
tripplertravel.com.

"The industry is more con-
cerned about cutting flights
than expanding. Eventually
this will be fantastic when this
industry shakes itself out. Right
now, the celebration is muted."

George Hamlin, managing
director of the consulting firm
ACA Associates, said some new
flights are coming, with Air
France offering service from
London to Los Angeles and US
carriers getting some coveted
slots at London's Heathrow
Airport.

"In the longer term there
may be some overexpansion,
followed by some contraction,”
Hamlin said.

Hamlin said airlines must
plan ahead for both lean and
good times, ordering aircraft
and securing landing rights

even if conditions are not opti-

mal.

"The US airlines are putting
more into the North Atlantic
market because they see itis a
fairly lucrative market,” he
said. "But the more airlines go
in, the less lucrative it
becomes."

US1I1CSS

Economic crisis
clouds US-EU open
skies accord

Stuart Klaskin of the aviation
consultancy KKC said he sees
the market gradually op
up to competition that will
benefit many smaller cities g
both sides of the Atlantic.

"I think in the next 18
months you will be able g
travel at a steep discount to
Europe,” he said, predicting a
wider range of low-cost, busij-
ness-class and other carriers
on expanded transatlantic
routes.

Klaskin said carriers have
been preoccupied with the
economic climate and fuel
costs and "there is a question of
who makes the first move."

In view of the circum-
stances, he said, "they can't
afford to make a mistake."

Casting a cloud on the open
skies pact is that as the agree-
ment takes effect, both sides
must gear up for a second
round of negotiations on open-
ing airline companies to for-
eign investors.

This remains a sensitive
subject in the United States,
which blocks foreigners from
owning more than 25 percent
ofadomestic airline.

Trippler said that with US
airlines hurting, "the
Americans are going to have to
adjustthatpolicy.”

"Reality is setting in. Foreign
ownership restrictions are
going to go by the wayside,
because airlines have got to get
flying profitably. I think it's an
outdated requirement.”

Kevin Mitchell, an inde-
pendent consultant and chair-
man of the Business Travel
Coalition, is less optimistic
about the future of the accord.

"I think progress has to be
made"” on easing foreign own-
ership, he said, to keep
momentum in the talks. "I
don'tseeitin the tealeaves.”

‘On; pone hand there 15 a_

gigantic. opportunity for the

industry to rationalize itself,”

Mitchell added. "On the other

hand, there is concern out
there we're not going to get to
the next phase, and that natu-
rally would limit how much risk
companies would take.”
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