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Asian leaders to sign China-backed trade 
deal amid US election uncertainty
REUTERS, Hanoi

Southeast Asian leaders start meetings on 
Thursday that are expected to lead to an 
ambitious China-backed trade deal at a time 
the still uncertain election result in the United 
States leaves questions over its engagement in 
the region.

Leaders of the 10-member Association of 
South East Asian Nations (ASEAN), China, 
Japan, South Korea, Australia and New Zealand 
are scheduled to conclude talks on the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 
this Sunday.

The deal, which is expected to be signed later 
on Sunday on the sidelines of a mostly online, 
four-day ASEAN summit in Hanoi, will take 
years to complete but will progressively lower 
tariffs across many areas and could become the 
world’s biggest trade agreement.

The 15 participating RCEP countries make up 
nearly a third of the world’s people and account 
for 29 per cent of global gross domestic product. 
China is already the biggest source of imports 
and destination for exports for would-be RCEP 
members.

“The signing of RCEP will provide momentum 
for regional trade, particularly between 
signatories,” said Nguyen Quoc Dung, deputy 
foreign minister of Vietnam, which is chairing 
ASEAN meetings this year.

The summit comes while the result of the 
US presidential election has yet to be declared 
despite Democrat Joe Biden projected to have 
comfortably won the 270 electoral votes needed 
for victory. 

Biden, who was vice president during 
President Barack Obama’s “Asian pivot”, is 
expected to steer away from Trump’s “America 
First” agenda and re-engage more actively in the 

region.
But legal challenges to the election result and 

the firing of the US defense secretary by Trump risk 
raising concerns among US allies at a time that 
China’s influence is growing.

Trump’s tariff-raising trade war with China 
has given extra impetus in recent years to push 
ahead with the RCEP, which had otherwise 
progressed only sluggishly since negotiations 
began in 2012.

The deal, which is expected to be the most 

significant agreement at this year’s ASEAN 
summit, will likely cement China’s position 
more firmly as an economic partner with 
Southeast Asia, Japan and Korea, and put it in a 
better position to shape the region’s trade rules.

“The uncertainty regarding the US election 
raises questions regarding US participation in 
relevant meetings and may give China a chance 
to influence the narrative about America’s 
engagement with the region,” said Le Hong Hiep, 
a fellow at Singapore’s ISEAS Yusof Ishak Institute.
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Workers unload bags of rice from a cargo ship onto a truck at Tanjung Priok Port in Jakarta, 

Indonesia.

GPH Ispat recovers 
from Covid-19 

hiccup
FROM PAGE B1

The listed steel-maker is a 
well-performing stock and 
it is good news for investors 
that the company’s profits 
rose amid the pandemic, 
according to Rahman 
Kayser, a stock investor.

“But it should announce 
more dividends,” he said, 
adding that GPH Ispat has 
disbursed around 10 to 15 
per cent dividends for the 
last few years.

The company’s 
turnaround in fortune is a 
welcoming development 
for the sector, which was 
hit hard by the pandemic in 
the April-June quarter.

Profits fell by almost 
Tk 3,000 crore during 
that period, according to 
industry insiders.

The profits of Bangladesh 
Steel Re-Rolling Mills (BSRM) 
dropped 57 per cent year-on-
year in 2019-20, while GPH 
Ispat had witnessed a 64.7 
per cent fall. 

RSRM’s profit plunged 
81 per cent, according to 
data from the Dhaka Stock 
Exchange. SS Steel, another 
listed steel-maker, is yet to 
publish its yearly financial 
reports.

In regards to the demand 
for steel in the first quarter 
for the current fiscal, Islam 
said that demand has not 
returned to pre-pandemic 
levels.

“GPH wants to acquire 
a higher market share by 
providing high-quality 
products at equal prices,” 
the official said. 

“So, GPH is acquiring 
market share while others 
are losing,” he added.

Set up in 2006, GPH 
began commercial 
production in August 2008. 
It is currently the third-
largest manufacturer of 
billet after AKS and BSRM 
in Bangladesh.

After the news of the 
company’s first-quarter 
earnings broke, GPH Ispat’s 
stocks rose 3.28 per cent to 
Tk 28.30 at the DSE.

GPH Ispat’s paid-up 
capital was Tk 378 crore 
and it declared 10 per cent 
dividends for the year that 
ended on June 30, 2020.

Edible oil prices keep rising
FROM PAGE B1

The price of edible oil in the global market 
is increasing almost every day, according to 
City Group Director Biswajit Saha.

“While we booked soybean oil at $960 
per tonne on Tuesday, it rose to $980 per 
tonne on Wednesday,” he said.

Over the last few months, the price of 
the key cooking ingredient has risen by 
about $200 in increments at international 
markets. The price may increase further 

and this could impact Bangladesh’s local 
market, Saha said.

He went on to say that in order to bring 
these prices under control, the government 
needs to be more flexible in tax collection 
and boosting imports.

“We are currently paying VAT to the 
government in four steps. We have 
requested the government to reduce it to a 
single-stage. It has not been implemented 
yet,” he added.

Investment to lead to large-scale 
job creation, curing fallouts
FROM PAGE B4

“But for resilient recovery, we will have to 
make the transport corridors into economic 
corridors where all the five forms of 
connectivity, including trade connectivity, 
investment connectivity, people to people 
connectivity, logistics connectivity and 
transport connectivity will come.”

“If we can have a good coordination 
among these forms of connectivity, we can 
diversify our markets and exports.”

Mentioning that goods trade and 
services trade are becoming entwined, he 
said digital platforms and e-commerce 
were becoming very important for retaining 
competitiveness and ensuring future 
employment.

Sayema Haque Bidisha, an economics 
professor at the University of Dhaka, 
referred to a recent research of the South 
Asian Network on Economic Modelling 
which stated of the poverty rate to have 
increased to as high as 39 to 40 per cent 
due to Covid-19.

There is fear that due to the fall in 
incomes, the long-term skill formation and 
education can be affected, school dropouts 
can be high and child marriages may 

increase, she said. 
“We need a different sort of social safety 

net strategy, not a typical one, involving 
employment generation, skill formation 
and training plans for the new poor people 
who have gone back to villages but are not 
below the poverty line but their income has 
been highly compromised.” 

If a proper vaccination strategy can’t be 
put in place, the poor might be left out of 
the system, she said. 

BIISS Research Director Mahfuz Kabir 
said the service sector was affected heavily 
including transport and communication, 
community and social services, banking 
and financial services, tourism and 
wholesale and retail trade.

He made some recommendations, 
including regaining confidence of foreign 
investors, formulating finely tuned 
monetary and fiscal policies to boost 
investment and create jobs and introducing 
new social security programmes. 

He also suggested reskilling migrant 
workers for the domestic and global 
markets and supporting people on the 
fringes including those affected by climate, 
in chars and haors and the hill tracts.

Soy futures surge to new four-year high as 
USDA slashes inventory estimates
REUTERS, Chicago

Chicago Board of Trade soybean 
futures soared to a fresh four-year high 
on Tuesday and corn topped a one-
year high after the US Department 
of Agriculture said stockpiles this 
marketing year will fall to their 
smallest in seven years.

The forecasts, issued in a monthly 
crop report, reflected a decline in 
US harvest expectations and strong 
exports to China and other countries.

“You’re down near pipeline on 
soybean stocks,” said Jim Gerlach, 
president of US broker A/C Trading. 

“When you get to pipeline, you’re 
down to nothing.”

The most-active soybean contract 
on the Chicago Board of Trade ended 
up 35-1/2 cents at $11.46 a bushel. It 
earlier reached $11.53-1/4 a bushel, its 
highest since July 2016 and well above 
Monday’s four-year peak of $11.18.

Corn climbed 15-1/2 cents to 
$4.23 and reached its highest price 
since July 2019, while wheat rose 11 
cents to $6.08-1/2 a bushel.

China this summer and fall has 
ramped up its purchases of US farm 
goods, including soybeans and corn. 
The USDA nearly doubled its forecast 

for corn imports by China in the 
2020/21 season due to soaring domestic 
prices and rising feed grain demand.

The agency pegged 2020/21 US 
corn ending stocks at 1.702 billion 
bushels and soybean ending stocks 
at 190 million bushels. The US corn 
harvest was seen at 14.507 billion 
bushels and the soybean harvest at 
4.170 billion bushels.

Analysts had been expecting corn stocks 
of 2.033 billion bushels and a harvest 
of 14.659 billion bushels, according to 
a Reuters poll. They estimated soybean 
stocks of 235 million bushels and a 
harvest of 4.251 billion bushels.


