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United Commercial Bank Managing Director Mohammed Shawkat Jamil poses with probationary officers at the end of a 12-week “Comprehensive 

Foundation Training” at its Dhaka head office recently.

Congested ports and supply chain 
woes hit US factories and stores
AFP, New York

The cold snap that gripped the United 
States in February not only caused 
chaos in Texas and the southwest, it 
also triggered a shortage in plastics 
that has disrupted a supply chain 
already under strain from a lack of 
microchips and growing congestion 
at ports as a result of the coronavirus 
pandemic. So factories have had to 
shut their doors and consumers are 
feeling the crunch. 

At Toyota, a petrochemicals 
shortage affected production at 
plants in Kentucky, West Virginia 
and Mexico. Honda cited supply 
chain issues  “related to the impact 
of Covid-19, congestion at various 
ports, semiconductor shortages and 
severe winter weather” to justify 
the temporary closure of five of its 
factories in Canada and the United 
States. Consumers are also being 
affected. Nike said Thursday that its 
sales of shoes and sportswear were 
being affected by congestion at ports 
around the country. 

At a Best Buy home appliance store 
in suburban Washington, a customer 
said she spent an hour with a sales 
assistant, only to find that many stove 
models wouldn’t be available for 
several weeks. “I had to buy a black 
stainless steel stove when I wanted 
a white one, and for $200 dollars 
more than I’d budgeted”, complained 
Virginie Hines, a French woman living 
in Maryland.

The problems in the plastics sector 
are the latest glitch in the supply 
chain. In mid-February, freezing 
temperatures paralyzed Texas and 
Louisiana, home to many of the 
factories that transform oil into 
polyethylene, which is used to make 
plastic bags, shampoo bottles or 
toothpaste tubes, polypropylene, used 
for the hard plastic of car dashboards 
or refrigerators, or PVC, which is used 
to make pipes or window frames. 

While they are used to weathering 
hurricanes, these plants rarely 
experience low temperatures. At the 
height of the cold snap, more than 
70 percent of ethylene production 
capacity was down and at least 62 
percent of polypropylene production, 
according to S&P Global Platts.  “Not 
only was supply knocked off line 
from a freeze, but the demand for 
products had just started to rebound,” 
said Robert Benedict of the American 
Fuel & Petrochemical Manufacturers 
(AFPM).The consequences are hard 
to pinpoint, but with petro-chemicals 
accounting for a third of the raw 
material costs of a car,  

“it’s easy to understand why we’re 
now seeing ripple effect in other 
manufacturing supply chains,” he 
said./- Frozen pipes -/Problems 
at several factories at the end of 
December had already limited supply, 
said Jennifer Van Dinter of S&P 
Global Platts. With the freeze, the 
plastics  “supply shortages are likely to 
result in a supply-constrained market 

for at least a few weeks and possibly 
into late spring. “After repairing the 
damage, especially the frozen pipes, 
the factories are now getting back up 
and running. 

The chemicals giant Dow expects 
its activity in Texas to return to normal 
by April. The situation for PVC is more 
complicated because a  “significant 
portion” of world production is located 
in Louisiana, which had already suffered 
from being slammed by Hurricane 
Laura last year, said Van Dinter. 

These disruptions in plastics 
production come on the heels of a 
semiconductor shortage linked to the 
boom in demand for electronics since 
the start of the pandemic, which has 
plagued the auto industry since the 
start of the year.

For their part, the ports are facing a 
period of frenetic activity.  “We are in 
the seventh month of an unparalleled 
import surge, driven by unprecedented 
demands by American consumers,” 
said Gene Seroka, executive director 
of the Port of Los Angeles.

Not being able to go to the 
movies, go on vacation or eat out, 
people instead ordered goods in large 
quantities. These disruptions are 
being closely watched by the Federal 
Reserve, whose chairman Jerome 
Powell stressed on Wednesday that 
the gradual reopening of the economy 
could push up prices,  “particularly 
if supply belt bottlenecks limit how 
quickly production can respond in the 
near term. 

Chicken 
meat 
dearer as 
demand 
rises
FROM PAGE B1

The government eased the 
restrictions on movement 
in June, and farming 
recovered later. But the 
recovery has not kept 
pace with the recent spike 
in demand for poultry, 
operators say.

“Social events, such as 
weddings, are taking place. 
Many people also buy 
chicken marking Shab-e 
Barat. Pahela Baishakh is 
another big event when 
consumption of poultry 
rises,” Rahman said.

Kayser Ahmed, 
managing director of 
Diamond Egg Ltd, said a 
portion of farmers switched 
to layer farming to produce 
eggs after the demand for 
broiler chicken dipped 
following the spread of 
coronavirus last year.

“At that time, the prices 
of eggs were higher,” he 
said. “As the prices of eggs 
are low now, a section of 
farmers will switch broiler 
farming.”  

DU, Koica Bangladesh to 
promote entrepreneurship 
STAR BUSINESS DESK

The University of Dhaka’s Innovation, Creativity and 
Entrepreneurship (ICE) Center and Korea International 
Cooperation Agency (Koica) Bangladesh are set to initiate 
a project promoting entrepreneurship in Bangladesh.

A meeting on the project titled “Capacity Building 
of Universities in Bangladesh to Promote Youth 
Entrepreneurship” was held at the vice chancellor’s office 
on Sunday, says a press release. 

The project will be implemented under the Ministry 
of Education and include a consortium comprising 
Korea Productivity Center (KPC) and Korea Polytechnic 
University.

ByteDance acquires 
gaming studio 

Moonton at around 
$4b valuation

REUTERS

ByteDance said on Monday its video games unit Nuverse 
has agreed to acquire Shanghai-based gaming studio 
Moonton Technology, as it seeks to further expand into the 
video games business.

The deal values the gaming studio at around $4 billion, 
two sources told Reuters.

The acquisition of the video games studio come as 
ByteDance, the owner of TikTok and the similar Chinese 
short video platform Douyin, has made sizeable inroads 
into the video games business, putting it in direct 
competition with China’s Tencent.

“Through cross-team collaboration and drawing on 
lessons and insights from its own rapid growth, Moonton 
provides the strategic support needed to accelerate 
Nuverse’s global gaming offerings,” ByteDance said in 
a statement, declining to comment on the size of the 
acquisition.

In an internal memo, Yuan Jing, CEO of Moonton, 
said the company would operate independently from 
ByteDance after the acquisition, a source told Reuters on 
condition of anonymity as he is not authorized to speak 
to the press.

Moonton Technology, founded by an ex-Tencent 
employee, is most famous in Southeast Asia for its 
multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) game Mobile 
Legends.

Tencent, China’s biggest video games and social media 
company, made a bidding for Moonton but the offer was 
matched by ByteDance last week, two sources familiar with 
the situation told Reuters.

When contacted by Reuters, Tencent said it does not 
comment on market speculation.

The acquisition means ByteDance now has a MOBA 
game under its belt that could compete with Tencent’s 
Honor of Kings and League of Legends, both a cash cow 
for Tencent.

Since 2017, Tencent and Riot Games have filed multiple 
lawsuits against Moonton for what they say was copyright 
infringement.

Saudi Aramco 2020 profits 
slump on lower crude prices
AFP, Riyadh

Energy giant Saudi Aramco on Sunday 
posted a 44.4 per cent slump in 2020 net 
profit due to lower crude prices, as the 
coronavirus pandemic weighed heavily on 
global demand. Aramco, Saudi Arabia’s 
cash cow, has revealed consecutive falls in 
profits since it began disclosing earnings in 
2019.

That has piled pressure on government 
finances as Riyadh pursues multi-billion 
dollar projects to diversify the oil-reliant 
economy. “Aramco achieved a net income 
of $49 billion in 2020,” the company said 
in a statement -- down from $88.2 billion 
in 2019.Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest 
crude exporter, was hammered last year 
by the double whammy of low prices and 
sharp cuts in production.

Aramco chief executive Amin Nasser 
described it as  “one of the most challenging 
years in recent history”.

The firm said  “revenues were impacted 
by lower crude oil prices and volumes 
sold, and weakened refining and chemicals 
margins. “But compared to many of its 
loss-generating international peers, the 
company, which made its stock market 
debut in 2019, played up its  “strong 
financial resilience” despite the challenges.

Crude prices have risen in recent weeks 
to over $60 per barrel. But in the short 
term, analysts say the Saudi giant is bracing 
for a possible further waves of coronavirus 
infections that could undermine a tentative 
global economic recovery.

As the global vaccination program 
gains momentum, however, Aramco said 
it was seeing a pick-up in crude demand 

in energy-hungry Asia and other parts 
of the world.Analysts say the company’s 
debt levels surged last year as it offered 
shareholders a bumper dividend even as its 
earnings plunged.

Aramco said it stuck to its commitment 
of paying shareholders dividends worth $75 
billion in 2020 -- an amount that exceeds 
the declared profit. Dividend payments 
from Aramco help the Saudi government, 
the company’s biggest shareholder, manage 
its ballooning budget deficit.

Without addressing the company’s 
debt, Aramco’s Nasser said belt-
tightening had kept the firm’s financial 
position  “robust”, enabling it to pay out 
the dividends. “As the enormous impact 
of COVID-19 was felt throughout the 
global economy, we intensified our strong 
emphasis on capital and operational 
efficiencies,” Nasser said.

The statement said Aramco  “expects 
capital expenditure for 2021 to be around 
$35 billion, significantly lower than the 
previous guidance of $40-$45 billion”.

Aramco has also slashed hundreds of 
jobs as it seeks to reduce costs, Bloomberg 
News reported last June. A drop in oil 
income is expected to hinder Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman’s ambitious  
“Vision 2030” reform programme to 
overhaul the kingdom’s energy-reliant 
economy.

Aramco was listed on the Saudi bourse 
in December 2019 following the world’s 
biggest initial public offering, generating 
$29.4 billion for 1.7 per cent of its shares. 
In January, Prince Mohammed said the 
kingdom would sell more Aramco shares 
in the coming years.
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An employee rides a bicycle past an oil tank at Saudi Aramco oil facility in Abqaiq, 

Saudi Arabia.


