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JAKARTA: Indonesian models parading in traditional Batik outfits at a display along a street in Jakarta. Indonesia has a rapidly growing middle class, and domestic consumption has been a key pillar of growth. — AFP 

UK minister warns of Brexit ‘rollercoaster’
Pound hits three-year low after May remarks

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s government has transferred delayed funds to
construction giant Saudi Binladin Group so it can pay back-wages to
its remaining employees, the company said yesterday.

The firm “received some payment in the last couple of weeks”,
Yaseen Alattas, Saudi Binladin Group’s chief communications officer,
told AFP. He declined to comment on the amount.

Delayed receipts from the government, whose oil revenues have
dropped significantly over the past two years, have left tens of thou-
sands of employees of the kingdom’s construction firms struggling
while they wait for salaries. Alattas said Saudi Binladin Group has
already finished payments to around 70,000 laid-off workers.

“They got paid completely with all their due salaries and their
final indemnities,” he said, adding that the expatriates among them
have gone home. Some workers still with the company have also
received their delayed wages, “based on the payments that are com-
ing now from the government”, whose business is the foundation of
Saudi construction contracts.

Alattas said those payments will continue “based proportionately
to the payments as they come from the government”. He was not
specific about how many employees remain with the company, but
said it is a “floating number” based on projects.

Alattas has previously said the number of laid-off workers was a
fraction of manpower at the Group which built some of the king-
dom’s landmarks. The Wall Street Journal, citing two people familiar
with the matter, reported Sunday that the government paid Saudi
Binladin Group between $800 million and $1.1 billion in September
to cover unpaid wages. Alattas told AFP in May that there had been
“multiple reasons” for the wage delays, but one was related to “cash
flow”. The firm was also suspended for several months from new gov-
ernment projects after a deadly crane accident in September last
year at Mecca’s Grand Mosque.

Saudi Binladin Group was founded more than 80 years ago by the
father of Al-Qaeda leader Osama bin Laden, who was killed five years
ago by US Navy SEALs. Tens of thousands of employees of once-
mighty construction firm Saudi Oger are also suffering. Many have
gone unpaid for up to nine months. — AFP

Saudi Binladin Group 
gets delayed fundsDUBAI: Gulf stock markets were weak yes-

terday as Saudi Arabia swung widely, hit by
plans for reforms to the telecommunica-
tions industry, but Egypt rose sharply on
hopes that its International Monetary Fund
loan would be finalized soon.

The Saudi index fell more than 2 per-
cent at one stage as Saudi Telecom, the
country’s top operator, tumbled as much as
8.5 percent after the government said it
would provide telecommunications firms
with “unified licenses” allowing them to
offer a full range of services. Analysts said
this could mean more competition for
Saudi Telecom. The stock closed 4.9 per-
cent lower and the Saudi index finished
down 0.6 percent at 5,416 points, its lowest
close since March 2011, in active trade. On
Sunday, the index tumbled 3.1 percent on
concern over government austerity meas-
ures. Last week it reduced allowances for
public sector employees and some
investors fear further steps - perhaps new
fees or taxes on foreign workers.

Austerity worries caused many stocks
exposed to domestic demand to underper-
formed again on Monday. Retail chain Jarir
Marketing sank 4.7 percent and Al Rajhi
Bank lost 1.5 percent. On Sunday, the cen-
tral bank told commercial banks to
reschedule the consumer loans of cus-
tomers hit by the public sector pay cuts,
which could cost banks money.

Petrochemical shares, dependent on
overseas demand, fared relatively well with
Saudi Basic Industries up 0.6 percent. 

There was massive trade in a rights
issue of Takween Advanced Industries - the

trading period for the rights ends on
Thursday. The rights soared 28.7 percent
while the underlying shares gained 1.4 per-
cent to 11.05 riyals.

Elsewhere in the Gulf,  where most
bourses had been closed on Sunday for
Islamic New Year holidays, sentiment was
weak partly because of concern about the
Saudi market. Dubai’s index fell 1.9 percent

to 3,408 points, breaking technical support
on the August and September lows of
3,430-3,442 points. That triggered a minor
head & shoulders pattern formed by the
highs and lows since July and pointing
down to around 3,250 points. Builder Drake
& Scull, which has substantial operations in
Saudi Arabia, dropped 3.2 percent. Abu
Dhabi lost 1.8 percent as First Gulf Bank slid

2.5 percent, while Qatar fell 0.9 percent as
Qatar National bank, the region’s largest
listed lender, sank 1.9 percent. In Egypt, the
market rose sharply on hopes that an inter-
national financing package would be
finalised soon after this week’s annual
meetings of the IMF and World Bank
Group. The Egyptian stock index climbed
3.2 percent in a broad rally, with invest-
ment bank EFG Hermes rising 6.5 percent.

Egypt has reached a staff-level agree-
ment for a $12 billion loan program from
the IMF and must secure around $6 billion
in bilateral financing to obtain final
approval for the program.  It has been in
talks with China for $2 billion, while Saudi
Arabia and other rich Gulf states may also
provide money.

Officials attending the Washington
meetings could finalize the bilateral financ-
ing, and Arqaam Capital said in a report
that the IMF’s board might then give final
approval to its program as soon as in the
following week. Arqaam said that at the
same time, Egypt might also, at about the
same time, take another major step to
attract foreign fund inflows and resolve an
endemic hard currency shortage with an
aggressive devaluation of the Egyptian
pound, perhaps to 12 against the US dollar
or beyond compared with its current offi-
cial rate of 8.88. 

The central bank could move to a new,
hybrid foreign exchange system combining
managed and free floats, while hiking
interest rates by between 1 and 3 percent-
age points to ensure market stability,
Arqaam said. — Reuters

Saudi swings widely, IMF boosts Egypt

BIRMINGHAM, United Kingdom:  The pound
hit a three-year low against the euro yesterday
after Prime Minister Theresa May said Britain
will trigger Brexit negotiations by the end of
March and her finance minister warned of eco-
nomic “turbulence”.

Sterling dropped to 87.46 pence against
the euro, the lowest level since August 2013,
after May’s government gave more details
about how Britain will leave the European
Union at the Conservative Party conference in
Birmingham, central England. 

Speaking before his keynote address yes-
terday, finance minister Philip Hammond
warned Britain’s economy faces “turbulence” as
ministers hammer out Brexit, adding con-
sumer and business confidence could go up
and down like a “rollercoaster”.

His comments came the day after May
revealed Britain would start the two-year exit

process by the end of March, putting it on
track to leave by early 2019 and opening the
door for painful negotiations with EU partners.
The new premier, who took power in July after
David Cameron quit following the Brexit vote,
also indicated willingness to leave the single
market in order to secure control over immi-
gration from the EU.

At the start of the week’s trading in London,
sterling also fell to $1.2853 against the dollar, a
fall of around 0.5 percent since closing on
Friday. “Whilst markets welcome the update
(from May), there is still a great degree of
uncertainty surrounding what Brexit negotia-
tions will involve,” said Ana Thaker, a market
economist at PhillipCapital UK. “It is generally
considered that the more May insists on immi-
gration control, the more the EU is likely to
close access to the single market,” an analysis
but Rabobank Financial Markets Research

added. “The drop in the value of the pound this
morning reflects investors’ concerns.”

Long-term uncertainty 
Britain’s economy has performed more

strongly than some analysts expected in the
aftermath of June’s surprise Brexit vote. In a
key indicator of the strength of the manufac-
turing sector, the Markit/CIPS UK manufactur-
ing PMI (purchasing managers’ index) rose to
its highest level since mid-2014, according to
figures out yesterday. Sterling stabilized on
the news, which showed manufacturing had
benefited from the lower pound. However,
there is uncertainty among many major
employers about long-term investment deci-
sions due to Brexit. 

Last week, carmaker Nissan’s chief execu-
tive Carlos Ghosn said it was delaying new
investment at its giant plant in Sunderland,

northeast England, announcing: “We cannot
stay if the conditions do not justify that we
stay.” Hammond acknowledged Monday that
there could be difficult times ahead as Britain
negotiates its exit from the EU.

“We must expect some turbulence as we
go through this negotiating process,” the
chancellor of the exchequer told BBC televi-
sion. “We have to expect a period when confi-
dence will go up and down-perhaps on a bit
of a rollercoaster-until we get to a final agree-
ment”. Hammond is seen as a proponent of a
more gradual “soft Brexit” that would retain
access to the EU’s single market, while other
“hard Brexit” proponents in May’s cabinet
want a clean break with the EU.

He also signalled a break with predecessor
George Osborne’s goal of eliminating Britain’s
deficit by 2019-2020 and has not set an alter-
native timetable for balancing the books.

Instead, Hammond opened the door for more
investment to boost Britain’s economy, includ-
ing the launch of a £3 billion (3.4 billion euro,
$3.9 billion) fund to build more than 200,000
new homes. The pound has faced severe pres-
sure on currency markets since Britain voted in
June to leave the European Union-handing a
boost to the country’s exporters. In a key indi-
cator of the strength of the manufacturing
sector, the Markit/CIPS UK manufacturing PMI
(purchasing managers’ index) rose to its high-
est level since mid-2014, according to figures
out yesterday.

“It is... apparent that sterling’s marked
weakening is giving an important lift to for-
eign demand for UK manufactured goods,”
said Howard Archer, chief European economist
at IHS Global Insight.The pound struck a 31-
year low against the dollar in the immediate
wake of the Brexit vote, at $1.2798. — AFP 

RIYADH: A Saudi man displays gold bracelets at his jewelry shop in Tiba market
in the capital Riyadh yesterday. —AFP 


