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TOKYO: Shoppers choose clothes at a store in Tokyo’s Omotesando shopping district. Japan’s economy gained momentum in the April-June quarter, growing at a hearty 4.0 percent annual pace fueled by stronger consumer spend-
ing and corporate capital investment. — AP

Japanese shoppers open their wallets
Spending trends offer hope for PM Abe’s reflation drive

TOKYO: Japan’s cautious consumers are starting
to loosen up, spending more on cars and home
appliances and offering hope that domestic
demand - and not just exports - will be strong
enough to reflate an economy that has been
sluggish for many years.

The tightest labour market since the 1970s
seems to be a playing a role. Temporary and
part-time workers are getting paid more to help
fill shifts, and that is helping lift sales.

Consumption was the main driver behind
Japan’s second-quarter economic growth, which
expanded at an annualized 4 percent, gross
domestic product data released yesterday
showed, the strongest in more than two years
and much higher than the growth achieved by
the United States and the European Union.

“I ended a big project today, and I wanted to
give a present to my girlfriend who has always
been supportive, so I bought her a Tiffany neck-
lace,” said Yusuke Kawashima, a 29-year-old free-
lance software programmer in Tokyo.

“Quite a few of my friends have said they

either had a pay raise or received a large bonus,
so I think they’ll be spending as well.”

Wage hikes for part-time workers in Japan
have accelerated, rising to 2.3 percent year-on-
year in May from 0.7 percent in August 2016.
Salaries for full-time workers, though, have been
little changed. Susumu Ikeda, 70, says shoppers
are buying more at his musical instrument shop
in Tokyo’s tony Ginza shopping district, and sens-
es the economy is taking a turn for the better.

“Some may be cynical about our growth, but
compared to our worst we are getting much bet-
ter,” he said. Furniture maker Nitori Holdings Ltd,
convenience store leader Seven & i Holdings Co
and coffee shop chain Doutor Nichires Holdings
all reported rising domestic sales in their recent
earnings reports.

Sales of new cars accelerated in April-June from
the previous quarter, and GDP data showed higher
purchases of appliances, such as air conditioners.
Private consumption - which accounts for almost
60 percent of GDP - rose in the second quarter at
the fastest pace in more than three years, offering

the most definitive sign yet that consumers have
shaken off the impact of a sales tax hike in 2014.
For some, like 31-year-old Tokyo office worker
Natsuki Abe, the economy just feels healthier.

“I do think the economy is doing better than
it was before, but it’s just a feeling,” she said. “My
company is doing well, and I think I do have the
money to spend on things that I like and want. I
mainly spend on clothes, as I want to look good.”

COMPETING FOR WORKERS
There have been previous such advances that

have turned out to be temporary during Japan’s
many years of economic weakness since the ear-
ly 1990s, with consumer spending often a culprit
as it loses momentum. This time may be differ-
ent, though, some economists argue. That is
because the unemployment rate is now low
enough - 2.8 percent - to lift wages.

Many economists say Japan reaches full
employment, the lowest level of joblessness
before upward wage pressures arise, when the
jobless rate falls to 3 percent.

Japan’s aging population, and the resulting
big drop in the size of its workforce, is a major
reason for this. “Wage growth will accelerate
going forward, because companies have to raise
wages to compete for new workers and to retain
workers,” said Takuji Adia, chief economist at
Societe Generale. “This happens when the unem-
ployment rate falls below 3 percent.”

When Prime Minister Shinzo Abe took office
in late 2012, the jobless rate was at 4.3 percent.
Consumer spending boomed as a stock-market
rally fuelled optimism about the new govern-
ment but then lost momentum because wages
were not rising that much. Some of Abe’s struc-
tural reforms, such as narrowing the wage gap
between contractors and full-time employees
doing the same work, raising the minimum
wage, and encouraging people to move to bet-
ter-paying jobs, are also starting to pay off.

DEFLATIONARY MINDSET
One major concern is that Japan’s consumer

spending revival has yet to translate into faster

inflation; core consumer prices rose a meager 0.4
percent in the year to June and inflation expecta-
tions remain weak.

The United States and Europe are also strug-
gling to generate inflation despite improving
growth, but Japan’s case is peculiar because of
the decades of deflation and stagnation follow-
ing the collapse of the bubble economy in the
early 1990s. 

That ’s produced a deflationary mindset
among many people that cannot easily be
changed. And as the country ’s population
shrinks and ages, saving for the future has
become a top priority for many.

“My husband’s parents and my parents are
getting old, and their pensions will not be
enough for them to sustain themselves,” said
Chisa Tsubuki, a 28-year-old childcare worker. “So
in anticipation for the future where nursing and
healthcare costs will rise for us, we need to save.”

Still, the economy looks like it is at long last
starting to move in the direction the Bank of
Japan predicted. — Reuters

KUWAIT: Zain, Ooredoo, and VIVA, Kuwait’s
leading telecom operators, jointly announced
the launch of the first local Voice Over LTE
(VoLTE) interconnection in the Middle East and
North Africa region. The service is now com-
mercially available between the three opera-
tors’ networks. 

This collaboration will offer a seamless and
direct local VoLTE-to-VoLTE HD voice experi-
ence between Zain, Ooredoo, and VIVA cus-
tomers, providing a fully-operational and sta-
ble interconnect experience during phone calls
on supported devices. The technical teams of
Kuwait’s three mobile operators showcased
exceptional dedication and commitment to
execute this major strategic project within the
planned deadlines. All parties worked closely
with the GSMA, the trade association for the
mobile operator community, to help make
Kuwait the first country in the MENA region to
commercially launch IMS Interconnect.

Before the commercial launch, the three
operators jointly conducted several successful
tests of the VoLTE interconnection in partner-
ship with Huawei, a leading global ICT solu-
tions provider. The contribution of Huawei’s
highly-flexible infrastructure and long-term
expertise was key to the success of the project. 

Daaij Al-Oud, Acting Chief Technical Officer
of Zain Kuwait, commented: “this accomplish-
ment adds a tremendous value to our cus-
tomers, where they will be able to enjoy
unprecedented features on the interconnected
network. Our continuous investment and dedi-
cation to develop our 4G LTE infrastructure will

allow full independence from the older 2G/3G
infrastructure”. 

Al-Oud continued: “this achievement will
further strengthen our capabilities in providing
an end-to-end high quality IMS experience off
of Zain’s network. The next step will see trials of
a similar interconnection but on an interna-
tional scale, where our customers will be able
to enjoy high-quality end-to-end VoLTE calls
with our other partners through VoLTE roam-
ing services.”

Hendrik Vorster, CTO Ooredoo Kuwait, com-
mented: “this initiative further enhances our
Customer Experience and increased Quality-of-
Service for our subscribers within Kuwait. Faster
call-setup times and higher quality Voice and
Video calling, with VoLTE interconnect, places
Kuwait at a technology forefront and will be the
springboard for further development of new
IMS-based Value Added Services. Our Advanced
LTE network, combined with extensive cover-
age on the back of recently completed network
modernization, will ensure the best experience
for our customers”.

Eng Zarrar Khan, Chief Technology Officer at
VIVA Kuwait, commented: “In 2015, VIVA has
introduced the VoLTE technology on its net-
work, making it possible for customers to
receive high quality voice calls and HD video
calls through the LTE network, facilitating the
development of existing innovations and
paving the way for the future development of
many applications for both consumers and busi-
nesses”.  Khan added: “We believe it is vital to
foster close partnership with other operators in

the Kuwaiti telecom market, to continue provid-
ing unique and unrivaled services and products.
At VIVA, we have pledged to enrich the lives of
our customers through our innovative strategy
and vision not only as a technology leader, but
also as a truly customer-centric company.” 

Alex Sinclair, Chief Technology Officer, GSMA,
said: “This is a major step forward for the region
and will provide mobile subscribers in Kuwait
with an enhanced, high-definition voice calling
experience. We congratulate Ooredoo, VIVA and

Zain for taking a leading role in the Middle East
and North Africa and delivering next-generation
services to their customers in Kuwait, and we
encourage other operators around the world to
follow their example”.

Jason Jiang, Huawei Kuwait VP, commented:
“the launch of VoLTE interconnect among three
operators represents a significant milestone for
LTE development in Kuwait. It will greatly benefit
consumers with HD voice services and strength-
en Kuwait’s position as an LTE service leader in

the region. As a global ICT solution provider,
Huawei is committed to continue its collabora-
tion with operators in and out of Kuwait to
release VoLTE international roaming services as
part of 4G evolution, and will continue to con-
tribute towards the development of new tech-
nologies and innovative services in the Kuwaiti
market”. The fruitful results of the three opera-
tors’ collaboration highlights the advanced capa-
bilities of the Kuwaiti telecommunications sec-
tor, and is considered a positive step for the
Middle East and North Africa markets. 

Voice over Long-Term Evolution (VoLTE) is a
standard for high-speed wireless communica-
tion for mobile phones and data terminals.
Voice calls over LTE are recognized as the
industry-agreed progression of voice services
across mobile networks, deploying LTE radio
access technology as it provides a more effi-
cient use of spectrum than traditional voice
and meets the rising demand for richer, more
reliable and clear voice services. 

VoLTE brings users a number of significant
improvements. The service enhances the overall
user experience without interrupting their LTE
Internet experience. Connection times will be
significantly shorter, which will come to comple-
ment and improve customers’ experience.
Additionally, customers making connections on
the LTE network while on a phone call will be
able to do so in a smooth manner without any
time lag on the existing phone call. The VoLTE
advancement technology offers users the
chance to perform a clear phone call while surf-
ing the internet in full speed capacity. 

Zain, Ooredoo, and VIVA launch first 
local VoLTE interconnection in MENA 

A better connected Kuwait 

KUWAIT: (Left to right)  Hendrik Vorster, Zarrar Khan and Daaij Al-Oud.


