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WASHINGTON: Federal Reserve offi-
cials last month kept a key interest rate
unchanged but saw the decision as a
“close call.” Many believed that the case
for a rate hike had strengthened in
recent months.

Minutes of the Sept. 20-21 meeting
released Wednesday showed Fed offi-
cials were inching closer to hiking rates
for the first time since last December.
But they decided to hold off, given that
inflation was still running below their 2
percent target and there was little sign
of rising wage pressures.

The minutes said that some officials
believed it would be appropriate to
raise rates “relatively soon” if the labor
market kept improving. Analysts said
they believed the minutes provided fur-
ther evidence that the Fed will keep
rates unchanged at the next meeting in
November but will be ready to raise
rates in December.

“The meeting minutes make plain
that the case for a rate hike was a close
call  and it  looks l ike the only way
(Federal Reserve Chair Janet) Yellen
could hold down the get-going voices
of the hawks was to promise them a
rate hike later this year,” said Chris
Rupkey, chief financial economist at
MUFG Union Bank in New York. “At this
point there would have to be some very

weak economic data for the Fed not to
raise rates in December.”

The minutes, released after the cus-
tomary three-week lag, covered the
Fed’s Sept. 20-21 meeting. After that
meeting, the Fed announced that it was
keeping its key interest unchanged but
sent a strong signal that it could raise
rates before year’s end.

7-3 vote approval
The September decision was

approved on a 7-3 vote with a rare
three dissents. Three presidents of
Federal Reserve regional banks - Esther
George of Kansas City, Loretta Mester of
Cleveland and Eric Rosengren of Boston
- all dissented. All wanted the Fed to
raise rates at the September meeting.

The deep divisions were evident in
the minutes, which said that the offi-
cials pushing for an immediate rate hike
were concerned that further delay
risked eroding the Fed’s credibility, “giv-
en that recent economic data had large-
ly corroborated the committee’s eco-
nomic outlook.” But the majority of Fed
officials argued for delay, contending
that inflation was still very low and
three was still room for the unemploy-
ment rate to fall further without trigger-
ing high inflation.

“Some participants believed that it

would be approprriate to raise the tar-
get range for the federal funds rate rela-
tively soon if the labor market contin-
ued to improve and economic activity
strengthened, while some others pre-
ferred to wait for more convincing evi-
dence that inflation was moving
towards the committee’s 2 percent
objective,” the minutes said.

Last week, the government reported
that employers added 156,000 jobs in
September, fewer than the 167,000 in
August and well  below last year’s
monthly average of 230,000.

Analysts believe that the central
bank will wait until its last meeting of
the year in December before raising
rates. The Fed’s next meeting is Nov. 1-
2. But it’s not expected to make a move
then, given that it will be just a week
before the presidential election.

In December last year, the Fed hiked
its benchmark lending rate after leaving
it at a record low near zero since
December 2008.

It indicated at the time that it might
raise rates another four times in 2016.
But since then, turbulence in financial
markets, concerns about China and an
unexpected vote by Britain in June to
leave the European Union have
prompted the Fed to delay further rate
hikes. — AP
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Key interest rate unchanged 

Taiwan divided as offshore 
casino referendum looms

TAIPEI: As one of Taiwan’s islands prepares to vote on
whether to allow casinos, the prospect of new mega-resorts is
dividing communities and politicians.  While gambling is ille-
gal in most of Taiwan, apart from state-approved lotteries, out-
lying islands are permitted to develop casinos with a number
of caveats, including that local residents agree. 

That ruling was made in 2009, lifting the previous blanket
gambling ban that covered all of Taiwan’s territory. Since then
the process of going ahead with casino development has
stalled due to local objections and a government divided over
legal gambling.

But with Taiwan’s economy stagnating, advocates say now
is the time to finally give the green light. Others argue the
costs still outweigh the benefits, fearing the arrival of gam-
bling resorts would ruin some of Taiwan’s most stunning natu-
ral highlights. 

On the remote western archipelago of Penghu, which has a
population of 100,000 and is popular with visitors for its pris-
tine beaches and turtle sanctuaries, residents will vote
Saturday on whether to allow a casino to be developed. 

It is the second time they have voted, after rejecting the
idea seven years ago. Supporters say it would bring extra jobs
for young people and overhaul infrastructure. They want to
see Macau and Singapore-style “integrated resorts”, offering
restaurants, malls, theme parks and shows, as well as gaming.
“Without casinos, no foreign investor will come to Penghu,”
said Chuang Kuang-hui of the Penghu Internationalization
Promotion Alliance, which initiated the new referendum. 

Local businesswoman Felicia Chen is also backing the “yes”
camp, which argues casinos would help the economy during
the six-month tourist low season from November to April.
“Where there are crowds, there is money to boost tax rev-
enues, which can be used for social welfare for local people,”
she said. But opponents say rubbish and waste water generat-
ed from a huge increase in tourist numbers would pollute the
air and sea.  They also question whether there will be real eco-
nomic benefits, with gaming revenues in Asia shrinking, par-
ticularly in Macau, due to China’s anti-corruption crackdown
and slowing economic growth. “Given the regional gaming
downturns, it could even be a drag on the local economy,”
said Penghu-born Sheng I-che, head of the pro-environment
Tree Party. 

Slow process 
Even if there is a “yes” vote on Saturday, the path to build-

ing a casino is unlikely to be smooth. The Matsu islands opted
to approve a casino in a referendum in 2012, but it has never
been built as parliamentary approval is still pending. 

Politicians from the ruling Democratic Progressive Party
(DPP), which is anti-gambling, have opposed a parliamentary
act dealing with gaming licensing and regulations that would
enable the casino to proceed. And even some in the opposi-
tion Kuomintang party, which was in power when the original
blanket ban was lifted, have reservations. 

However, observers say in the face of continued economic
problems, residents will expect the government to adhere to
their wishes if they vote “yes”. “If Penghu passes the referen-
dum, it can join hands with Matsu to negotiate with the cen-
tral government and demand voters’ wishes be respected,”
said Liu Day-yang, a gaming industry expert at National
Taiwan University of Science and Technology. “The DPP has to
carefully reconsider its position to revive the economy.”
Investors have already shown interest in Penghu. US real
estate developer Cordish Companies, behind America’s
Seminole Hard  — AFP

WASHINGTON: In this Wednesday, Sept. 21, 2016, file photo, Federal Reserve Board Chair Janet Yellen answers a ques-
tion during a news conference on Federal Reserve’s monetary policy. — AP

PENGHU’ERCUN, TAIWAN: In this photo taken October 4,
2016, supporters of the Penghu Internationalization
Promotion Alliance display placards calling on the public
to support the casino referendum in Penghu. — AFP


