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Mohammed Shawkat Jamil, managing director of United Commercial Bank, opens an “UCB Cox’s Bazar Imperial

Lounge” at Cox’s Bazar Airport on Sunday.
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JAMUNA BANK
Nur Mohammed, founder of Al-Haj Nur Mohammed Trust and chairman of Jamuna Bank Foundation, and Mirza Elias
Uddin Ahmed, the bank CEOQ, attend the inauguration of a “free medical camp” organised by the foundation and the

Swiss approve Indonesia free trade deal

AFP, Geneva

Swiss voters on Sunday narrowly backed a free
trade deal signed with Indonesia, opening up
a vast potential market with the world’s fourth
most populous country.

Controversy surrounding the importation
of Indonesian palm oil and its sustainability
fuelled enough concern in Switzerland to trigger
a public vote on the agreement.

But the deal scraped through the public
approval test with 51.7 per cent of the vote, on a
51 per cent turnout.

Supporters voiced relief at the result but
said they would have to be more sensitive to
environmental issues in any future votes on
trade agreements.

Under the deal, tariffs will be gradually
removed from almost all of Switzerland’s biggest
exports to Indonesia, while the Swiss will abolish
duties on Indonesian industrial products.

Anyone importing Indonesian palm oil must
prove that it meets certain environmental and
social standards.

The agreement was signed in 2018 and

approved by the Swiss parliament in 2019, but
opponents were especially critical of Bern’s move
to reduce palm oil import duties and secured a
public vote on the deal.

Palm oil is a key ingredient in a wide range
of products from food to cosmetics, but it has
long been controversial. Environmentalists say
it drives deforestation, with huge swathes of
rainforest logged in recent decades to make way
for plantations.

The deal contains exceptions for agricultural
products, notably to protect Switzerland’s
sunflower and rapeseed oil production.

For palm oil, customs duties will not be
removed but instead reduced by between 20
and 40 percent, on a volume limited to 12,500
tonnes per year.

Campaign posters backing the deal showed
a Swiss bear hugging an Indonesian tiger to
symbolise the partnership, while those against
showed an orangutan and baby clinging to a tree
trunk, surrounded by flames.

The agreement aims to boost ties with
Indonesia, which despite its population is only
Switzerland’s 44th biggest economic partner

and 16th biggest export market in Asia. In 2020,
Swiss exports to Indonesia amounted to just 498
million Swiss francs ($540 million, 450 million
euros).Switzerland is an export-led economy,
drawing almost half its national income from
abroad.

Indonesia is a growing economy with an
increasingly affluent middle class, offering
considerable potential for Swiss firms.
Switzerland’s government urged a Yes vote
and President Guy Parmelin had insisted that
without the agreement Swiss companies would
have been at a disadvantage, noting that the
European Union is negotiating a deal with
Jakarta.

Swissmem, the national association
representing the engineering industry, said the
deal would “considerably ease Swiss companies’
access to this promising market”. It was the first
time that Swiss voters have directly had their say
on a free trade agreement. Organic winegrower
Willy Cretegny, who spearheaded the campaign
for a vote, told broadcaster RTS he was not
disappointed by the defeat because “the debate
on the principle of free trade” was now open.

Emerging central banks cut rates in
February but there are signs of change

REUTERS, London

Emerging market central banks delivered a
net two interest rate cuts in February though
signs are increasing that an easing cycle
which started in 2019 might be coming to
an end.

Of a group of 37 central banks across
developing economies, policy makers in
Mexico and Indonesia cut interest rates
in February, following a total of one net
interest rate cut in January.

For an interactive version of the below
graphic, click here tmsnrt.rs/3jSycdO.

The tally between rate cuts and hikes
across the group has been negative or zero
since February 2019. This is the longest
easing cycle since the 2008 financial crisis
and the 2010 euro crisis.

Mexico’s central bank had cut its
benchmark interest rate for the first time
since September, flagging uncertainty over

the economic outlook and global efforts to
tackle the Covid-19 pandemic.

Policy makers in Indonesia trimmed
rates for a sixth time during the pandemic
and eased lending rules in a bid to shore
up its economy while downgrading its 2021
growth forecast.

However, central banks in a number
of smaller emerging markets such as
Tajikistan, Armenia, Kyrgyzstan and
Zambia raised rates last month to counter
inflation pressures.

“More central banks are turning towards
hikes which is the first step in the reaction
to the more inflationary environment,”
said Viktor Szabo at Aberdeen Standard
Investments.

Atthe peak of the easing cycle in March last
year, 27 of the 37 central banks cut interest
rates, trying to protect their economies as
the fallout from the coronavirus pandemic
rippled through markets around the world.

M Kamal Hossain, managing director of Southeast Bank, launches agent banking operations Shagotom in Dhaka,
Chattogram, Khulna, Jashore and Rangpur on Sunday.
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China exports post record surge from

Covid-depressed 2020 levels

REUTERS, Beijing

China’s February exports grew at a
record pace from a year earlier when
Covid-19 battered the world's second-
biggest economy, customs data
showed on Sunday, while imports
rose less sharply.

Exports in dollar terms skyrocketed
154.9 per cent in February compared
with a year earlier, while imports
gained 17.3 per cent, the most since
October 2018. The data did not
include figures for January alone.

In the January-February period,
exports jumped 60.6 per cent from
a year earlier, when lockdowns to
contain the pandemic paralysed the
country’s economic activity. That
exceeded the forecast of analysts in a
Reuters poll for a 38.9 per cent surge.

Strong exports, which benefited
from China’s success in largely
containing the public health crisis,
have helped fuel the country’s recovery
from a pandemic-induced paralysis.

The surge was driven by a rebound
in foreign demand, customs said
in a statement on its website, citing
improvements in  manufacturing
industries in the European Union and
the United States, and their increased
imports of Chinese products thanks to

Cranes and contamers are seen at the Yantlan port in Shenzhen Guangdong province, China.

fiscal stimulus measures.

“In addition, a majority of
manufacturing employees (in China)
chose to stay put over the Lunar New
Year holidays,” the statement said.
“Our survey showed a lot of firms
in export-oriented provinces stayed
open, and orders that usually only get
delivered after the new year had been
delivered normally.”

Chinese factory activity usually
goes dormant during the Lunar New
Year break, which fell in the middle of
February this year, as workers return
to their hometowns. This year, the
government appealed to workers to
avoid travelling to curb the risk of a
spread of the coronavirus.

In  January-February,  imports
increased 22.2 per cent from a
year earlier, above the 15 per cent
forecast, partly due to stockpiling of
semiconductors and energy products,
according to customs.

China posted a trade surplus
of $103.25 billion for the first two
months. Analysts had expected the
trade surplus to narrow to $60.15
billion from $78.17 billion in
December. In yuan terms, exports rose
50.1 per cent in the two months from
a year earlier, while imports gained
14.5 per cent.

“Due to the impact of the new
coronavirus, overall trade (in yuan
terms) in January-February last year
fell 9.7 per cent, and the low base
was one of the reasons for the larger
increase this year,” customs said. “But
even when compared with normal
years, such as the comparable periods
in 2018 and 2019, growth in China’s
overall trade was around 20 per cent.”

China’s economy expanded 2.3
per cent last year, helped by solid
demand for Chinese-made goods
such as medical and work-from-home
equipment, although the growth was
its weakest in 44 years.

This year, China has set a modest
growth target of at least 6 per cent,
planning a careful course out of a
year disrupted by Covid-19 and amid
heightened tensions with the United
States.

China’s trade surplus with the
United States stood at $51.26 billion
in January-February. Chinese customs
did not give a monthly breakdown.
The surplus was $29.92 billion in
December.

Katherine Tai, President Joe Biden's
nominee to be US trade representative,
said last week she would work to fight
a range of “unfair” Chinese trade and
economic practices.

REUTERS/FILE
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