
Business
THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 22, 2016

Denmark eyes looming skills 

shortage as economy picks up

Page 22

Why it matters: 

Minimum wage

Page 22

Peppered with tough

questions, Wells Fargo

CEO is taken aback

Page 23

Japan tweaks policy, keeps interest rate unchanged
Page 25

YANGON: This photo taken on September 1, 2016 shows bankers counting Myanmar kyat notes at a bank. —AFP

YANGON: Carrying her wages in wads of cash
across Myanmar was once a risky, onerous but
unavoidable ritual for maid Khin Myint Oo. But
now she just pings off a text to move the mon-
ey to her children back home as mobile bank-
ing sweeps into a country whose people have
for decades been locked out of basic financial
services. Myanmar is spinning through a
thrilling economic revival since shedding junta
rule in 2011. But with an embryonic banking
system-an estimated 90 percent of the popula-
tion still do not have an account-the country’s
new civilian leaders are banking on mobile
money as a shortcut. 

“People keep money in their homes in a
box,” explained Khin Myint Oo, who moved to
Myanmar’s biggest city Yangon to work as a
housekeeper and support her children in
northeastern Shan state. With no bank
branches nearby, the family faced two
options: long trudges to the nearest teller or
shipping stacks of tattered notes by bus. With
just some 1,500 branches in a largely rural

country the size of France, experts say it will
take years to build enough banks to reach the
51 million population.

Many also have bad memories of 50 years of
military rule, when bank runs and currency col-
lapses were frequent and painful. But change is
afoot. Khin Myint Oo now wires home to her
children in a matter of minutes using Wave
Money, one of the first mobile banking firms to
roll out services. The company, a tie-up
between a telco operator and a private bank,
has built a network of 4,000 mum-and-pop
shops around the country where clients can
deposit and withdraw cash by phone.

Referred to as “human ATMS”, these stores
are far more accessible and numerous than
bank branches. Wave constantly monitors their
liquidity and dispatches agents to replenish
shops running low on cash. “The advantage is
it now takes very little time to transfer money,”
Khin Myint Oo said from inside the apartment
she cleans for $2 a day-a sizeable raise from her
days as a farmhand. 

Don’t bank on it 
In one of its first moves since taking power

in April, the government passed regulations
allowing non-banks to enter the e-money
market and offer services to the country’s
oceans of “unbanked”. “In terms of things you
could do straight away that would improve
people’s lives ...this (policy) would float right to
the very top,” said Sean Turnell, an Australian
economist advising the administration. Mobile
money began in Kenya a decade ago and is
now used by nearly half the population.

Similar systems have since taken root
across Sub-Saharan Africa and in other devel-
oping nations, providing millions of people
with safe ways to move and manage their
money. Myanmar’s promise as a frontier mar-
ket is beginning to show especially as phone
towers are erected. Just four years ago only 10
percent of the population had a mobile
phone-now it is 60 percent, with most using
smartphones.

“Myanmar was always the market that

everyone would talk about in mobile money
conferences because it was so untouched,”
said Wave Money CEO Brad Jones. Yet unleash-
ing the technology’s full potential rests on
overcoming an age-old obstacle: trust. During
its economic heyday under British colonial
rule, Myanmar was home to the highest con-
centration of foreign-owned banks in
Southeast Asia. But its fortunes swiftly
changed after a military clique grabbed power
in 1962 and nationalized all banks, the first of
many policies that sunk the nation into pover-
ty. Faith in the financial system tanked after a
flurry of demonetization decrees in the 1980s
wiped out nearly two thirds of the cash in cir-
culation, triggering bank runs and driving
many people to convert any savings into gold.

Gold and gem stones 
“Getting people to trust ephemeral mone-

tary value will be the first challenge. If people
have any surplus at all they often buy gold and
gem stones,” said Turnell. Changing this behav-

ior is a crucial step on the path out of poverty.
Physical assets like gold cannot be cashed
quickly, forcing the poor to turn to loan sharks
in times of need.

Mobile money is Myanmar’s best bet at
swiftly linking its poor to safer, more regulated
financial services, said Paul Luchtenburg from
the UN’s Capital Development Fund in Yangon.
“If it was only bank-led, it would take a long
time because the banks are so busy just get-
ting their house in order,” he told AFP. In Dala,
a muddy suburb across the river from Yangon,
those who want to save money have two
options: take the boat to a bank in the city or
bury it in the backyard. Like much of the coun-
try, there are zero banks or ATMs in town. Yet
several shops have started offering mobile
banking services.  “When this service becomes
more popular, it will be so much more helpful
to people than banks,” said Zaw Zaw Oo,
whose small convenience store is now part of
Wave’s network of “human ATMs”. Until then,
they’ll have to wait for the next ferry. —AFP 

Myanmar banks on mobile money
Nation spinning through a thrilling economic revival

DUBAI: Bourses in the Gulf were mixed yester-
day with Saudi Arabia’s bourse supported by the
petrochemical sector while Egypt lost steam as
local and regional funds exited positions. Saudi
Arabia’s index rose 0.4 percent in moderate trade
as Brent prices firmed over $46 a barrel. Saudi
Basic Industries, the petrochemical heavyweight,
climbed 0.9 percent.

The insurance sub-index, usually actively
traded by day traders, added 1.7 percent as
almost all the constituents advanced, recouping
some of the heavy losses of the week. BUPA
Arabia, a mid-sized medical insurer, rose 2.9 per-
cent. But banking shares were mixed, with the
sub-index losing 0.2 percent as the sector’s
heavyweights diverged. Al Rajhi Bank, the
largest listed Islamic lender, dropped 2.7 percent.

“There is an overhang from the construction
sector on Saudi banks, but we believe that the
capital buffers in top-tier banks are sufficient,”
said Kunal Damle, institutional sales for broker-
age at Bahrain’s Securities & Investment
Company (SICO). Samba Financial Group, which

derived 11 percent of its net income from cor-
porate banking in the first half of the year,
jumped 4.9 percent.

The exchange will be closed today in obser-
vance of the kingdom’s national day holiday and
will resume trade on Sunday Sept 25. Qatar’s
stock index slipped 0.04 percent, after advancing
1.0 percent on Tuesday as passive funds flowed
into the companies now included in the FTSE’s
secondary emerging market index.

Dubai drops 
Seven of the 22 shares which are now FTSE

members pulled back, with Ezdan Holding
Group dropping 1.2 percent, while five of
them advanced with Masraf Al Rayan adding
0.3 percent. But mobile operator Ooredoo,
now a member of the FTSE emerging market
index, added 2.4 percent after the company
said late on Tuesday it had no intention of
selling any of its interest in Indonesian sub-
sidiary Indosat Ooredoo. There had been
media speculation it was considering a stake

sale to focus on Middle Eastern markets.
Dubai’s index failed to hold onto small gains

from earlier in the day and dropped 0.3 percent
as declines in blue chips weighed on the
exchange. Emaar Properties retreated 1.3 per-
cent and Dubai Investments lost 1.0 percent. But
Abu Dhabi’s index rose 0.2 percent although
activity was lower than previous sessions this
week. Union National Bank, which has shed 6.7
percent since Sunday, added 1.0 percent.

Cairo retreats 
Cairo’s main index retreated 1.4 percent in

this week’s highest volume of trade as both local
and regional funds cashed out, bourse data
showed. All 30 shares declined with real estate
developer Amer Group Holding slumping 6.9
percent and Qalaa Holdings dropping 5.3 per-
cent. “Investors are hopeful, but are not holding
their breath waiting for the IMF $12 billion loan
and the host of policy actions that should be
taken to secure it,” said a Cairo based portfolio
manager. —Reuters
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DUBAI: Airbus announced yesterday that the US gov-
ernment has granted it a license to sell the first 17 air-
planes involved in a landmark deal with Iran made
possible by last year’s nuclear agreement. The
announcement comes as Iranian leaders and US offi-
cials are gathered this week in New York for the United
Nations General Assembly and serves as a sign that
the outgoing administration of President Barack
Obama will honor the economic terms of the accord.

Airbus received the license from the US
Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control, Airbus
spokesman Justin Dubon told The Associated Press.
He said the first 17 planes will be A320s and A330s.
He declined to offer a breakdown of how many of
each are involved in the initial sale, but said Airbus
hoped to receive a second license allowing it to sell
the remaining planes to Iran.

Iranian officials had no immediate comment and
its state media did not immediately report the
approval. Though based in Europe, Airbus was
required to get the US Treasury’s license for the deal
as at least 10 percent of Airbus components are of
American origin. In January, national carrier Iran Air
signed agreements to buy 118 planes from Airbus,
estimated to be worth some 22.8 billion euros ($25
billion). The deal included 21 A320ceos, 24

A320neos, 27 A330ceos, 18 A330neos, 16 A350-
1000s and 12 double-decker A380s.

Base model A320s are currently listed at an aver-
age of $98 million, while A330s start at $231.5 mil-
lion. That puts the value of the approved 17 aircraft
in the first license around at least $18 billion and
possibly much higher based on list prices, though
buyers typically negotiate sizable discounts for bulk
orders. Most Iranian planes were purchased before
the 1979 Islamic Revolution that ousted Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and brought Islamists to
power. Out of Iran’s 250 commercial planes, 162
were flying in June, while the rest are grounded due
to lack of spare parts.

The announcement by Airbus will be closely
watched by Chicago-based Boeing Co., which has
an agreement with Iran that Iranian officials have
suggested could be worth as much as $25 billion.
Such a deal would be the biggest between an
American company and Iran since the Islamic
Revolution and US Embassy takeover. In a June let-
ter to the US Congress, Boeing said the deal involves
Iran Air buying 80 aircraft with a total list price of
$17.6 billion, with deliveries beginning in 2017 and
running until 2025. Iran Air also will lease 29 new
Boeing 737s. —AP
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