
BEIJING: China’s exports saw their heaviest fall
in nearly seven years in February, diving more
than a quarter as feeble global trade offset the
weaker yuan and raised pressure on Beijing to
ramp up domestic demand. The below-forecast
reading is the latest data to raise fears of a “hard
landing” in China and comes days after Beijing
cut its growth target for this year, while promis-
ing reforms and higher spending to boost the
world’s number two economy.

Customs figures showed exports sank 25.4
percent on-year to $126.1 billion last month,
sharper than the 14.5 percent economists pre-
dicted in a Bloomberg News poll and the worst
performance since May 2009 at the height of the
global financial crisis. China is the world’s
biggest trader in goods and a key driver of inter-
national growth but its firms have been battered
by weak demand from major markets as the
global economy stutters. In turn, its slowing
expansion has sent commodities prices plung-
ing, battering producer economies such as
Australia. Imports fell for the 16th consecutive
month, plunging 13.8 percent to $93.6 billion,
overshooting the Bloomberg forecast of a 12
percent slide. Analysts with ANZ Research point-
ed to “weakening global trade” and “sluggish
domestic demand” as factors driving the “disap-
pointing” export and import results. 

In a statement, Customs said that “imports
from and exports to major trade partners
declined” in the first two months of the year,
specifically noting a fall in exports of labor-inten-
sive goods, including mechanical and electrical
products and apparel. Imports of iron ore and
crude oil increased in volume while decreasing

in dollar value terms, it said, while coal and steel
import volumes declined. “Prices of major
imported commodities fell across the board,”
Customs added. The trade data and other indica-
tions “suggest that growth momentum weak-
ened further in January-February”, wrote
Nomura analyst Zhao Yang. Beijing’s fiscal stimu-
lus plans “cannot fully offset headwinds from
slowing real estate and manufacturing invest-
ment”, he added.

Investors were mixed on the data, with the
benchmark Shanghai Composite Index falling as
much as 3.27 percent during a volatile day of
trading, but closing up 0.14 percent. The sharp
drop in overseas shipments-the eighth straight
fall-came despite ongoing weakness in the yuan
currency, which was devalued in August and
January, fuelling suspicions Beijing is trying to
make its exports cheaper, which it denies. 

The latest figures will “absolutely” reinforce
depreciation pressure on the currency,
Christopher Balding, professor of economics at
Peking University’s HSBC Business School said.
“You now have a year of pretty bad trade data,
so at this point it is a trend... It’s clearly declining
exports and declining imports.” Michael Every,
head of financial markets research at Rabobank
Group in Hong Kong, said the statistics pointed
towards more monetary and fiscal stimulus
being needed, “and that will argue against the
yuan stability China craves”. “It’s another shock-
er,” he added. 

Fake eyelashes
China’s leaders are meeting this week for the

annual rubber-stamp National People’s

Congress, where premier Li Keqiang set a
growth target of 6.5-7.0 percent for this year.
He did not give a specific target for trade
growth, after values fell last year, only aiming
for “a steady rise in import and export volumes”
and “a basic balance in international payments”.

Beijing is looking to recalibrate its economy
from a dependence on exports and govern-
ment spending to one driven by consumers at
home, but what it calls the “new normal” has it
growing at rates not seen in a quarter of a cen-
tury, albeit still far higher than developed coun-
tries. Chinese trade statistics are regularly ques-
tioned for being open to distortion by practices
such as over-invoicing to disguise capital out-
flows, and Customs have launched a “National
Gate Sharp Sword” campaign to crack down on
false export reports. In a separate statement
Customs said officials in Dalian found that a sin-
gle exporter had over-reported the value of
their fake eyelash exports by five times the real
figure.

One analyst attributed the trade weakness
to the timing of the Lunar New Year holiday.
“This weakness should soon reverse as seasonal
distortions fade,” Julian Evans-Pritchard of
Capital Economics said in a note, saying that an
unusually late holiday last year caused a
February surge in exports that provided an
“unflattering base” for comparison this year.
Authorities have pledged further fiscal and
monetary support to boost the flagging econo-
my. The countr y ’s top economic planner
declared Sunday that the world’s second-
largest economy “absolutely will not have a
hard landing”. — AFP 
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TOKYO: The world’s third-largest economy is
stuck in neutral, as wary Japanese consumers and
corporations opt to hold onto their cash rather
than spend it. The latest data, released yesterday,
showed Japan’s GDP contracted at a 1.1 percent
annualized pace in the last quarter in further evi-
dence the economy is failing to gain traction
despite unprecedented efforts by the central
bank to spur more growth. The revised figures
compared with a 1.4 percent expansion in the
July-September quarter.  They showed a modest
improvement over the previous estimate of a 1.4
percent contraction in October-December. A
monthly consumer survey for February, mean-
while, showed families were likely to cut spending
further following the recent spate of turmoil in
financial markets.

Abenomics
But more recent data suggest Japan’s growth

has remained tepid in early 2016, raising the likeli-
hood of further government moves to help boost
growth. That could include further moves by the
Bank of Japan to encourage lending, extra gov-
ernment spending and possibly a second delay in
a sales tax hike scheduled for April 2017.
“Companies have not been as downbeat about
production in the month ahead since the 2008
recession. What’s more, consumer spending fell
further in January as indicated by dips in ‘core’
household spending and retail sales,” Marcel
Thieliant of Capital Economics said in a commen-
tary. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe faces pressure
both at home and abroad to deliver faster results
three years after launching a recovery strategy,
dubbed “Abenomics” that helped boost share
prices and corporate profits but has not rekindled
growth as quickly as hoped. Abe will be hosting a
summit of the Group of Seven industrial nations
in central Japan’s Mie prefecture in May. His econ-
omy minister, Nobuteru Ishihara, said yesterday
that ahead of that meeting, the government
would convene several seminars with top eco-
nomic experts to study the global economy and
how to cope with slowing growth.

Japan’s economy
Japan’s economy grew 0.5 percent in 2015

after flat-lining in 2014. In quarterly terms, the

economy shrank 0.3 percent in the last quarter
compared with a preliminary estimate of a 0.4
percent contraction. Business investment climbed
1.5 percent, helping to offset a decline in spend-
ing on housing. Overall public investment
dropped 3.4 percent. Economists are divided on
whether the Bank of Japan, which holds a policy
meeting next week, will expand asset purchases
that are pumping trillions of yen (hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars) into the economy to help combat
deflation. Last month, the central bank began
charging a fee on some commercial banks’
deposits, imposing a “negative interest rate” poli-
cy that has driven bond yields and interest rates
on mortgages and savings deposits lower. Stuck
with diminishing returns on their savings and
resistant to a newly implemented official identifi-
cation system known as “My Number,” many
Japanese households are shifting investments

overseas or just stashing cash at home: sales of
safes have soared so quickly that retailers say
manufacturers cannot keep up with demand.

Bank of Japan Gov Haruhiko Kuroda defended
the central bank’s strategy in a speech Monday.
Companies and consumers will eventually begin
spending more, he said, enabling Japan to reach a
2 percent inflation target and vanquish deflation.
“Japan’s economy has improved significantly from
three years ago,” Kuroda said, pointing to low
unemployment and record-high corporate profits
that mostly reflect a weakening of Japan’s curren-
cy thanks to the BOJ’s monetary easing. Since
banks’ profit margins are being squeezed, “there is
a strong concern that the introduction of a nega-
tive interest rate will make the situation even
worse,” Kuroda said. But he said he was confident
that ending deflation would lead to higher inter-
est rates in the long run. — AP

Japan spins wheels as wary 

consumers stash their cash

BEIJING: China yesterday criticized a move
by Washington to slap restrictions on one of
the country’s biggest telecommunications
equipment companies, ZTE, for violating US
trade sanctions on Iran. The US Commerce
Department said ZTE Corp and related com-
panies set up a scheme to circumvent sanc-
tions and “illicitly export” controlled items to
Iran, violating United States laws. ZTE, China’s
second-biggest telecom equipment maker,
must now apply for permission on exports
from the US to the company, it said. Such lim-
its could hamper ZTE’s ability to purchase
technology hardware and software in the US.

“China expresses strong dissatisfaction
and firm opposition to this,” China’s ministry
of commerce said in a statement, quoting an
unnamed official. “The US move will severely
affect the Chinese company’s normal busi-
ness activities,” it said, but added the govern-
ment hoped to negotiate over the issue.
Founded in 1985, ZTE offers both telecom
equipment and services, with customers in
more than 160 countries, according to the
company.

On the sidelines of China’s annual meet-
ing of lawmakers, foreign minister Wang Yi

told reporters: “This is not the correct way to
handle economic and trade disputes. It will
hurt people without benefitting oneself.” The
case dates back to 2012 when the US
Department of Commerce first began investi-
gating the transfers of US technology to Iran,
according to media reports. The US govern-
ment agency said on Monday that ZTE used
a series of shell companies to illicitly reexport
controlled items to sanctioned countries.  

In a separate statement Tuesday, ZTE said
it hopes to resolve the matter. “ZTE
Corporation is committed to abiding by inter-
national industry conventions and the laws
and regulations of the countries it is present
in,” it said. The statement added ZTE “is com-
mitted to seeking a plan to resolve the matter
as soon as possible.” Washington in January
eased several restrictions on doing business
with Iran, following an international agree-
ment over the country’s nuclear program. But
sanctions tied to accusations that Tehran sup-
ports terrorism remain in effect, still largely
blocking US companies from business with
Iran. Shares of ZTE were suspended for a sec-
ond day on the Hong Kong and Shenzhen
stock exchanges, where they trade. — AFP 

China hits out at US 

restrictions on ZTE

BARCELONA: Visitors test smart phones at the ZTE’s stand during the Mobile World
Congress in Barcelona. The United States said it is placing trade restrictions on
Chinese telecommunications equipment giant ZTE due to violations of US sanctions
on Iran. — AFP 

QINGDAO: Trucks transport containers at a port in Qingdao, east China’s Shandong province  yesterday. China’s exports saw their heaviest fall
in nearly seven years in February, diving more than a quarter as feeble global trade offset the weaker yuan and raised pressure on Beijing to
ramp up domestic demand as a driver of expansion. — AFP 

China exports record 

heaviest fall in years
Feeble global trade raises pressure on Beijing

TOKYO: Lipstick shades are kissing off
Japan’s short-lived economic recovery,
and fashion industry hues are turning as
sombre as a central banker after another
ineffectual splurge of money printing. In
the first year of “Abenomics”, the eco-
nomic stimulus program of Prime
Minister Sinzo Abe, when stocks were
booming, exports rising and deflation in
retreat, Shiseido Co introduced a sassy
new lip gloss that reflected the new
confidence.

It had been more than 20 years since
a red as bright as Shiseido’s Lacquer
Rouge 413 had been popular, the com-
pany said, recalling the boom era before
Japan tumbled into two decades of
stagnation and deflation in the early
1990s. Now growth has again turned
negative, inflation is flatlining and con-
sumer spending has notched up a fifth
straight month of declines, the color is

draining from Shiseido’s lips. Sales are
shifting to hues like Maquillage Dual
Color Rouge 10, which is closer to natu-
ral Japanese l ip color,  and 800 yen
cheaper than its hot red cousin.

Japan’s fading recovery is being
matched in the fashion industry. “There
were hopes in society that something
good would happen when Prime
Minister Abe’s government started,” said
Reiko Ohno, spokeswoman for the
Japan Fashion Color Association. “That
timing matched the momentum when
the fashion industry was trying to intro-
duce colorful items.” Last year, though,
as optimism ebbed, fashion turned to
more dowdy beiges, greys and navy
blues, she said. With the Bank of Japan
expected to cut growth and price fore-
casts for next year, sources say, the
palette for 2017 could be very dour
indeed. — Reuters

Abenomics ‘losing its gloss’

SYDNEY: Australia’s Fortescue Metals yes-
terday opened the door to joint ventures
and other investment deals with the
world’s biggest iron ore producer Vale
under an agreement aimed at serving
Chinese customers. As iron ore prices
jumped a record 19 percent overnight on
the prospect of more Chinese stimulus,
Fortescue Metals Group said it had entered
into a non-binding memorandum of under-
standing with the Brazilian giant. “(It) will
allow us to work together to deliver long-
term value to our customers, through the
efficient supply of an attractive and com-
petitive new iron ore blend in China,”
Fortescue chief executive Nev Power said.

Fortescue, of which billionaire Andrew
“Twiggy” Forrest is a major shareholder,
said the memorandum of understanding
proposed the formation of one or more
joint ventures for the blending of selected
volumes of iron ore from both companies.
It also provided a framework for potential
investment by Vale in Fortescue “through a
minority acquisition of shares on market
and/or investment in current or future min-

ing assets”, a statement said. After the
announcement, Fortescue issued a clarify-
ing statement, saying the memorandum of
understanding “contemplates an acquisi-
tion of its listed shares of between 5 per-
cent and 15 percent, as agreed between
the parties”. 

Iron ore producers had been battling a
supply glut and softening Chinese demand,
which has seen the price of the key steel-
making ingredient plunge. But commodity
markets surged on Monday with iron ore
spiking 19 percent to US$63.73 on China’s
weekend announcement to expand spend-
ing, with the prospect of increased steel
consumption boosting iron ore. Shares in
Fortescue, which exports 165 million tons
of iron ore annually from its deposits in
Western Australia’s Pilbara region, soared
23.7 percent on Monday, but closed down
9.42 percent after Tuesday’s announcement
at Aus$2.79 in an overall falling market.
Fortescue said the Vale agreement, which
had been under discussion for about a year,
was subject to board and regulatory
approvals. — AFP 

Australian miner Fortescue 

to team up with Brazil’s Vale

TOKYO: A man enters a store in Tokyo’s Ginza shopping district. Japan says its economy con-
tracted at a 1.1 percent annualized pace in the last quarter, stymied by slow consumer
demand and weaker exports. — AP 

NEW YORK: Verizon will pay a $1.35 million
fine over its “supercookie” that the govern-
ment said followed phone customers on the
Internet without their permission. Verizon will
also have to get an explicit “yes” from cus-
tomers for some kinds of tracking.  The super-
cookies landed their name because they were
hard, or near-impossible, to block.  Verizon
uses them to deliver targeted ads to cellphone
customers. The company wants to expand its
advertising and media business and bought
AOL for its digital ad technology in 2015.  

The Federal Communications Commission
said Monday that it found that Verizon began
using the supercookies with consumers in
December 2012, but didn’t disclose the pro-
gram until October 2014. Verizon updated its
privacy policy to disclose the trackers in
March 2015 and gave people an option then
to opt out. The FCC settlement says con-
sumers now must opt in to letting Verizon

share data with a third party. But for data-col-
lection and sharing within Verizon itself, the
company can choose to have customers
either opt in or automatically do it and give
consumers the option to stop it, a less strin-
gent requirement.

The New York company has already
changed some practices that critics consid-
ered most invasive. In an emailed statement,
the company said that the FCC settlement rec-
ognizes that it had already made adjustments
to its ad programs that give consumers more
choices.  Nate Cardozo, a staff attorney at the
Electronic Frontier Foundation, a privacy
watchdog that had been critical of the super-
cookies, said the settlement was an “unquali-
fied win” for consumers.  “Today’s order will
mean that other companies contemplating
similar involuntary tracking will think twice
before proceeding without explicit consumer
consent,” he wrote in an email. — AP 

Verizon to pay $1.4 million in 

‘supercookie’ FCC settlement


