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Starwood swings back

to Marriott in hotel bid
pattle with Anbang

AFP, New York
Marriott International on Monday
made a roaring comeback in its battle
to build the world's biggest hotel
group, winning Starwood Hotels's
green light for an improved bid and
pushing Chinese rival Anbang to the
sidelines.

Only days after Starwood dumped
Marriott as a merger partner in favour

of an Anbang-led consortium,
Starwood's board endorsed a higher

REUTERS/FILE
A Marriott flag hangs at the entrance of the New York Marriott Downtown
hotel in Manhattan, New York.

Marriott offer, both hotel companies
said in a joint statement.

Starwood's board decided that the
revised terms "constitute a superior
proposal” to the Anbang bid.

The revised Marriott cash-and-stock
bid values Starwood at $13.6 billion
(12.1 billion euros), compared to
$13.2 billion in Anbang's latest bid.

Marriott is offering 0.8 of its stock
for each Starwood share plus $21 in
cash per share,

"The companies have signed an

amendment to their definitive merger
agreement that creates the world's
largest hotel company,” they said.

Only on Friday, Starwood had
announced that it favoured the
Anbang-led bid over an earlier deal
with Marriott.

But on Monday, the joint statement
said that Marriott's revised bid "offers
superior value for Starwood's share-
holders, the ability to close quickly,
and provides value creation potential
that will allow both sets of sharehold-
ers to benefit from improved financial
performance”.

China's Anbang Insurance is on a
shopping spree in the US hotel sector
which includes the Starwood bid, but
also the $6.5 billion purchase of 16
luxury properties from Blackstone.

Anbang made headlines in 2014
when it acquired the New York land-
mark Waldorf Astoria Hotel.

Starwood, the owner of the Westin
and W brands among others, has some
1,270 properties in 100 countries.

Marriott has more than 4,400 prop-
erties in 87 countries and territories,
with a portfolio of brands including
The Ritz-Carlton, JW Marriott and
Gaylord Hotels.

Marriott and Starwood said they
had already cleared major regulatory
hurdles for their tie-up, including pre-
merger antitrust reviews in the US and
Canada.

The deal also still requires approval
from both hotel chains’ shareholders.

Marriott and Starwood said they
expect the deal to close by mid-2016.

China increases

support for
margin trading

AFP, Shanghai

Chinese authorities on
Monday boosted support
for margin trading, which
fuelled a stunning stock
market rally before gov-
ernment restrictions trig-
gered a spectacular rout
last year.

Margin trading, through
which investors only need
to deposit a small propor-
tion of the value of their
trades, potentially generates
bigger profits but also
exposes them to bigger
losses.

It was behind a stock
market boom that sent the
Shanghai bourse up 150
percent in 12 months,
before it plummeted from
last June after regulators
moved to tighten rules on
the practice.

Authorities have since
spent vast sums to prop
up share prices, in an
intervention that raised
questions about their
commitment to market
forces.

China Securities
Finance (CSF), a state-
backed agency offering
funding services to broker-
ages for margin trading,
cut the interest rates it
charges, its website
showed, which will make
borrowing cheaper for
investors if stockbrokers
pass on the savings.

CSF -- a key part of the
"national team" that has
bought stocks on the
government's behalf --
also started offering bro-
kerages short-term loans,
on top of the six-month
terms previously available.

Priceline stri

kes deal with Cuba

to let Americans book hotels
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Tourists ride in a vintage car in Havana on March 19.

REUTERS

Priceline Group has agreed with Cuba to
make Cuban hotel rooms available to US
customers via subsidiary Booking.com,
becoming the first US online travel
agency to strike a deal with the island
state, a Booking.com executive said.

The deal comes on the first ful
IS President Barack Obama's
Cuba and on the heels of US ho
Starwood Hotels & Resorts Worl

agreement with the Cuban government

to manage and market three
hotel properties.

Booking.com would allow Americans

traveling to Cuba to reserve and
rooms at a number of Cuban and
hotels, starting in several

Booking.com Americas Managing
Director Todd Dunlap told Reuters in an

interview.
Americans previously had to

Cuban hotels principally through travel

agencies or tour groups.

Booking.com would operate initially in

Cuba only in Havana, Dunlap

planned to work with foreign firms already
on the island, including France’s Accor and
Spanish chains Melid Hotels International SA

and NH Hotel Group SA. It was also working
on dealswith state-run Cuban chains.

The only major American lodging
booking service currently available to
Americans traveling to Cuba is online
home-rental marketplace Airbnb, which
began operating in Cuba in April last year.

Priceline began working on bringing its
services to Cuba shortly after President
Obama announced the restoration of dip-
lomatic ties with the island on December
17,2014,

Cuban tourism infrastructure has seen
significant strain since 11.S. relations to the
island warmed. Prices have surged for the
island’s 63,000 hotel rooms, many of which
are booked solid months in advance, Cuba
received a record 3.52 million visitors last
year, up 17.4 percent from 2014. American
visits rose 77 percent to 161,000, not count-
ing hundreds of thousands of Cuban-
Americans.

Tourism to Cuba is still technically
illegal under the U.5. trade embargo. U.S.
travelers to the island are required to do
so under "general licenses" which permit
travel for religion, family visits, cultural
exchange, sports, and other purposes
approved by the Treasury's Office of
Foreign Asset Control.
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Japan's apparel industry in
hi-tech bid to secure future

AFP, Tokyo

From ready-to-wear knits manufac-
tured instantly to customised dresses
produced on inkjet printers, Japan's
apparel industry is turning to state-of-
the-art technology in a bold bid to cut
labour costs and secure its future.

At manufacturing giant Shima
Seiki's factory in western Japan, gar-
ments materialise in minutes, thanks
to digitally-programmed automated
machines that can turn out a sample
seam-free pullover in half an hour with
a push of a button.

The WholeGarment system pat-
ented by the Japanese manufacturer
and sold to knitwear companies like
Italian luxury brand Max Mara
includes a digital design system that
allows wusers to choose patterns,
coloursand cuts.

Originally known for glove-making
machinery, Shima Seiki took a techno-
logical leap in the 1990s in an effort to
revive the flagging fortunes of Japanese
apparel manufacturers.

"Everyone was going overseas to
cheaper destinations for manufacturing
and we wanted to stop that from happen-
ing," said Kenji Iwamoto of Shima Seiki.

The WholeGarment system allows
one worker to operate 10 machines --
thereby lowering labour costs -- and
uses limited raw material to create
seam-free garments that generate no
waste, since they require no cutting or
sewing,

After a slow start that saw around a
dozen brands from Japan and Italy
sign up the first year, today some 800
companies -- nearly half of them
Japanese -- have jumped on board,
contributing to Shima Seiki's 60 per-

cent share of the global market for
knitting machines.

The initiative is part of a push by
Japan's knitwear industry to capitalise
on its technical know-how to create
garments that cannot be replicated
elsewhere at a lower cost.

For young knitwear designers like
Motohiro Tanji and Ken Oe, manufac-
turing outside of Japan isn'tan option.

"It's easier for me to work with
Japanese manufacturers,” Tanji told AFP
after his show at Tokyo Fashion Week.

"My designs are complicated and
demand a high level of technical skill
which I can find here,” said Tanji, who
relies on Japanese factories to produce
his sculptural, sophisticated knits.

Designer Oe's label Coohem
emerged out of a push to save his
grandfather's textile company,
Yonetomi, which had been in the
throes of a decline since the 1990s
recession.

Oe joined the company six years
ago and introduced an emphasis on
using digital tools to create intricate
high-fashion tweed suits that are now
stocked at leading stores, including
New York-based Jeffrey and Harvey
Nichols in Hong Kong.

"We use about five yarns at a time to
design original textiles... (which) other
brands cannot copy,” Oe told AFP.

The focus on technique and tech-
nology has already paid off, with
Japan's knitwear sector registering a 40
percent increase in exports over a 10-
year period beginning in 2006, a rare
bright spot in an otherwise dismal
picture for textile and apparel exports
from the country.

Recognising the need for
reinvention in the apparel sector,

Japanese textile company Seiren,
known more for manufacturing cur-
tains and car interiors, is now fusing
fashion and digital know-how to
launch a customised clothing line for
the masses.

The Viscotecs brand, available to
customers at Tokyo's Takashimaya
department stores since September,
invites customers to try on a sample
outfit in a dressing room specially
fitted with a camera that downloads
theirimage onto a hand-held device.

They can then choose from a dizzy-
ing array of options -- including pat-
terns, fabrics, colours and lengths --
displayed on the tablet to create a one-
of-a-kind dress.

The design data is digitally transmit-
ted to Seiren's factory in central Japan
where the garment is brought to life via
pattern-cutting machines and inkjet
printers before being delivered to the
store in three weeks.

The process has the potential to
transform the fashion industry by
cutting down on unsold inventory,
which either ends up in the bargain bin
oras landfill.

In addition, the use of inkjet print-
ers slashes the amount of water and
energy utilised in conventional dyeing
methods by at least 80 percent, Nami
Yoshida, a spokeswoman for Seiren,
told AFP.

However, buying into the brand
comes at a cost, with dresses priced
between 65,000 to 80,000 yen ($600
to $700).

*It may take time but we are confi-
dent that once customers know the
brand, sales will follow," said Mayumi
Yamakawa, a spokeswoman for
Takashimaya.
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DBCCI

Leoni Cuelenaere, Dutch ambassador to Bangladesh, receives a crest during a reception hosted by the Dutch
Bangla Chamber of Commerce and Industry (DBCCI) at Gardenia hotel in Dhaka yesterday. Humayun Khaled,
chairman of Bangladesh Jute Mills Corporation, and Md Hassan Khaled, president of DBCCI, were also present.

German economy
to slow down in

second quarter:
Bundesbank

AFP, Frankfurt

The German econ-
omy, Europe's big-
gest, will likely slow
down in the second
quarter after showing
steady growth in the
year's first three
months, the
Bundesbank central
bank said Monday.

"The German
economy started
2016 with a lot of
momentum,” it said
in its latest monthly
report. However "a
decline in the pace of
economic growth
looks to be on the
horizon for the sec-
ond quarter.”

The Bundesbank
recalled that the
German economy
had seen "a solid rate
of expansion” in the
second half of 2015
with growth in the
third and fourth
quarters of about 0.3
percent, which it said
"largely matched its
potential”.

The bank forecast
first-quarter growth
would match or
slightly surpass that
rate.
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