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LONDON: The Bank of England will draw some comfort
from signs that Britons took the initial shock of June’s
Brexit vote in their stride, but will see little to lessen the
concern that prompted its huge stimulus announce-
ment this month. The first official data covering the
post-referendum period, published this week, has
shown no immediate big hit to Britain’s economy as
retail sales surged in July and claims for unemployment
benefits fell.

Sterling hit a two-week high against the dollar on
Thursday after the signs that consumers were unfazed - at
least initially - by the vote, raising questions about the
likelihood of a further interest rate cut as suggested by the
BoE on Aug 4. But for the Bank’s policymakers who sur-
prised investors with a “sledgehammer” stimulus plan this
month, the early readings of the economy offer only a nar-
row snapshot compared with the years of economic
uncertainty they see facing Britain as it reworks its rela-
tionship with its main trading partners in the European
Union.

Think of it as the 1939 “phoney war” before five years of
the real thing. “(The) retail sales data tell us next to nothing
about the health of the UK economy after the Brexit vote,”
Andrew Brigden, chief economist at Fathom Consulting,
said. By contrast, Tuesday’s inflation data offered a sign of
the challenge to come for Britain’s consumers who drove
the country’s economic recovery over the past three years.
Price pressures in factories - which eventually feed through
into consumer prices - shot higher in July, reflecting the
pound’s plunge since the Brexit vote, and posing a threat
to the future spending power of consumers. “This is likely
to limit retail sales growth in coming quarters,” said ING
economist James Knightley.

Individual accounts from major companies about the
impact of the vote to leave the EU, meanwhile, paint a
mixed picture, so BoE policymakers are likely to put their
faith into broader surveys of businesses. It was a plunge in
sentiment reflected in July’s purchasing manager indexes
that set off the Bank’s aggressive stimulus approach -

including a shot-in-the-arm for Britain’s economy of up to a
170 billion pounds. But they will have to wait until next
month to see if the next batch of official data backs up the
findings. BoE Chief Economist Andy Haldane has said the
measures were only a “short-term balm” for social and
political questions about Britain’s future after Brexit.

Clearer picture
Nonetheless, the trickle of data over the next few

months will influence just how far the BoE pushes the
boundaries of British monetary policy. Consumer credit fig-
ures and a measure of industrial orders next week and the
next batch of Markit/CIPS PMI business surveys in early
September will offer the next insight for the Monetary
Policy Committee.

BoE Deputy Governor Ben Broadbent cited the PMIs,
which showed the steepest downturn in corporate activity
since the depths of the 2009 recession, as a key indicator
for the Bank. His boss Mark Carney - who has in the past
criticized the quality of British official data - also appeared
to throw his weight behind the surveys.

“We are seeing these risks manifest in a wide variety of
indicators ... which in many cases are better indicators of
what is actually happening in the economy, rather than
what we call hard data,” Carney said on the day of the BoE
decision.

Most big retailers have reported little impact from the ref-
erendum as yet, although many property and building com-
panies say they have been hit hard. Carmaker Nissan said its
investment plans in Britain hinged on the country’s future
trading arrangements, but others have pressed ahead with
investment. Online retailer Amazon said on Thursday it
would create 1,500 new jobs in 2017 at a new distribution
centre in south-east England, adding to its investment in
Britain. But even if the dire warnings about Brexit that the
Remain camp promulgated - known as “Project Fear” by its
opponents - do not come to pass, BoE policymakers are
unlikely to regret their stimulus blast. At worst, it could be a
case of better-safe-than-sorry. — Reuters

CHENGDU: Claiming to be the world’s
largest building by floor space, the 1,760,000
square meters of the New Century Global
Center are a monument to growing Chinese
consumer power, packed with shoppers-
and beach bathers a thousand kilometers
from the coast. Home to hundreds of shops,
restaurants, offices, a cinema and ice rink,
the cavernous building in Chengdu, deep in
southwestern China, also hosts a water park
featuring a pool modeled on the seaside.
“The indoor ocean attracts me more with
lots of facilities and activities like surfing and
water skiing,” said Gao Nini, 31, who para-
doxically travelled from the coastal city of
Qingdao to visit. “We have the sea but I’m
worried I would get tanned,” she said of vis-
iting the beach in her home town.

Ringed by a concrete beach, hundreds of
bathers-wearing obligatory life vests-
splashed in the waters’ artificial waves,
which are generated at intervals. Behind
them stood a bell tower resembling St
Mark’s Basilica in Venice, and a monumental
screen relaying South Korean pop videos.
The Global Center project has seemingly
defied critics who condemned it when it
opened in 2013 as an example of China’s
wasteful construction boom, which has left
swathes of empty houses outside many
cities.

Along with a railway line to Europe and
a convention centre that recently hosted a
G20 finance ministers’ conference, the
massive structure is part of Chengdu’s bid
for top-tier city status. Exact figures are
not known, but the local government is
reported to have spent more than $6 bil-
lion on it. The Chengdu Commercial Daily
reported that 90 percent of commercial
space in the complex has been rented,
while a staff member told AFP that some
8,000 office workers commute there each
day. Even so it has not escaped political
controversy, with reports linking its con-
struction to Zhou Bin, the jailed son of
China’s  former security chief  Zhou
Yongkang, who was himself jailed for
bribery last year.

The millionaire behind the building,
Deng Hong, went missing during a probe
into Zhou but was later released, local
media said. Inside the centre, the pool is
ringed by restaurants where customers in
swimming costumes ate pizza and hot
orange juice-but the hard-surface beach
left some pining for a genuine seaside
experience. “I have never seen the real sea
but I want to see one and go surfing,” said
seven-year-old Liu Qingsong. “The (fake)
sea looks good but it’s not as good as the
real one.”— AFP 

Night Tube services

begin on London

Underground

LONDON: All-night services finally begin on the London
Underground yesterday, after being delayed for months by a
dispute with workers and a lack of political will according to the
city’s mayor. The Night Tube is seen as a boost for revelers,
tourists and shift workers, who on Friday and Saturday nights
will be able to travel on the network at any chosen hour. The
new service will begin on the Victoria and Central lines, cross-
ing through the centre of London and covering neighbor-
hoods including Notting Hill and Brixton. There are plans to
extend the scheme later this year to the Jubilee, Northern and
Piccadilly lines, with the latter reaching Heathrow airport. The
night-time service was scheduled to start in September last
year but was delayed by a dispute with trade unions over staff
conditions and pay. London Mayor Sadiq Khan, who was elect-
ed in May, said he had seen widespread enthusiasm for the
scheme and was surprised it had taken so long.

“It’s not me making a cheap point, but the previous mayor
did announce the Night Tube start date on one occasion and
that wasn’t met, on a second occasion, that wasn’t met, on a
third occasion, that wasn’t met, and then gave up,” said Khan,
referring to predecessor and current Foreign Minister Boris
Johnson. “My point is TfL (Transport for London) staff work
incredibly hard. It can’t be beyond the wit of a full-time mayor
and TfL to make this work properly,” he said. The mayor has
recorded welcome messages to be played out at Oxford Circus
station in the heart of the capital.

Safety concerns
Tube operating firm TfL claims the Night Tube will create

jobs and boost the night-time economy of bars, clubs, restau-
rants, and music events. Concerns, however, have been
expressed about the safety of the new service, after a leaked
internal assessment by TfL indicated that sexual offences and
other crimes are likely to increase. The British Transport Police
are providing 100 more officers to patrol the 144 stations that
will be open all night when the service begins. 

All stations will also be staffed by Tube employees, who had
staged a series of strikes in their dispute with Johnson over
rotas on the new service. Mick Cash, general secretary of the
Rail, Maritime and Transport (RMT) union, said on Thursday the
association would resist any attempts to deliver the overnight
service “on the cheap”. “Huge logistical challenges in areas like
safety, maintenance and engineering will remain under close
scrutiny by the union,” Cash said in a statement. —AFP

Concrete beach lures Chinese to world’s largest building

CHENGDU: Picture shows a general view of the water park, featuring a concrete beach, inside
the worlds largest building in Chengdu. Claiming to be the world’s largest building by floor
space, the 1,760,000 square meters of the New Century Global Center are a monument to
growing Chinese consumer power, packed with shoppers - and beach bathers a thousand kilo-
meters from the coast. — AFP 

Early Brexit relief ‘not much’ 

comfort for Bank of England

Retail sales, jobs data only a narrow snapshot 


