
HANOI/SINGAPORE: Vietnam’s VietJet Avia-
tion said yesterday it was standing by a contro-
versial “bikini” calendar, a marketing ploy
featuring scantily clad female models that has
prompted criticism in conservative Southeast
Asia and beyond.

The annual calendar,
which has gone viral on-
line, is part of a broader
marketing push by Viet-
Jet that has propelled
the start-up airline’s
rapid growth, as it has
taken market share from
Vietnam Airlines. The
publication of the 2018
calendar - which critics
say overly sexualizes the image of flight atten-
dants and other airline staff - comes as there is
a growing debate in the global airlines industry
about sexual harassment and in-flight assault of
both passengers and employees. 

VietJet, founded by Nguyen Thi Phuong
Thao - Vietnam’s first female billionaire and one
of a handful of women running a major airline
globally - said the calendar emphasized free
choice of people to wear whatever they wanted. 

“We are not upset when people associate us
with the bikini image. If that makes people de-
lighted and happy, then we’ll be happy,” Luu
Duc Khanh, VietJet’s managing director, said in

emailed comments to Reuters.
When asked about the views of Thao, Khanh

said the CEO thought people “have the right to
wear whatever they like, bikini or traditional ao
dai”, referring to the traditional Vietnamese long

dress.  Thao was un-
available for interview. 

The calendar has
caused an online storm
in Vietnam, with some
people criticizing and
others defending the
campaign. The 2018 cal-
endar and a YouTube
video of the photo shoot
have been viewed more
than 910,000 times

since first appearing at the end of last month.
“I think (the calendar) is beautiful, not un-

pleasant at all,” one user posted on Facebook
under the avatar Mai Co.  Another person,
named as Van Nhi, said the airline was “creating
scandal to gain attention. It’s getting more un-
pleasant.”  Critics say VietJet’s risque marketing,
including the calendar and bikini fashion shows
on board planes, presented an archaic and sexist
image of cabin crew, even as the risk of harass-
ment and assault go widely underreported.

VietJet is “taking us back 50 years by hyper-
sexualising a female dominated work group in
order to make a few bucks off a couple of

cheesy calendars,” said Heather Poole, a veteran
U.S.  flight attendant and author of a book about
working the not-always-friendly skies. 

“Women have to work so hard to be taken
seriously, and in this case it’s a woman in charge
taking us back to the days of ‘Coffee, Tea or
Me?’,” she added, alluding to a 1960s book
about two fictitious female flight attendants that
emphasised their sexual appetite. 

Khanh said Vietjet flight attendants have
been trained to handle sexual harassment situa-
tions.  VietJet is not the first firm to use racy cal-
endars to raise its profile. Italian tire maker

Pirelli - known for its calendars of glamorous fe-
male models - has overhauled the annual offer-
ing in recent years with less of a focus on nudity.
Irish budget carrier Ryanair Holdings PLC in
2014 scrapped an annual charity calendar fea-
turing female cabin crew posing in bikinis in
favour of more family-friendly images.

Khanh, who said the proceeds from sales of
the VietJet calendar go to charity, acknowledged
that there could be big changes in the content
for the next version. “Male models is a good idea
for us to introduce in our calendars next year,”
he said. — Reuters
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LONDON: Buoyant commodity prices along-
side a pullback in US bond yields and the dol-
lar propelled world stocks to new record
highs yesterday, signaling the rally would
likely extend into 2018.

MSCI’s world equity index, which tracks
shares in 47 countries, has risen about 22 per-
cent this year and looks set for a record 14th
straight month of gains. US stock futures too
rose, indicating a stronger day ahead on Wall
Street. This year’s equity rally has been led by
the bumper performance in Asia, which is on
track for its best year since 2009, with MSCI’s
index of Asia-Pacific shares outside Japan ap-
proaching late-2007 highs.

Equity markets have fed off this year’s re-
covery in world trade and economic growth,
which have in turn lifted company earnings

and commodity prices, with copper futures at
new four-year highs for an annual gain of over
30 percent. Oil prices meanwhile are near 2-
1/2-year highs and gold climbed to a one-
month top. Traders anticipate the equity rally
continuing into next year, especially if US tax
cuts further boost growth in the world’s
largest economy.“Commodities are driving
trade in the final days of 2017,” analysts at
London Capital Group said in a note. “(Cop-
per) has rallied 25 percent since the beginning
of June, and with this in mind Dr Copper is
telling us we could be in for a strong 2018,”
they added, referring to the perception of
copper as a key barometer of economic
growth. Another tailwind for world stocks is
the fact that US tax cuts, which will lead to
significantly higher borrowing in coming
years, have not so far translated into higher
borrowing costs.

In fact, US 10-year Treasury yields have
retreated after briefly last week breaking
above the key 2.50 percent level, falling as
much as seven basis points on Wednesday.

Two-year yields too are off nine-year
highs after showed US consumer confidence
tumbling from 17-year highs. Brokerage
FXTM noted that 10-year yields had reversed
almost half the gains they had made since
mid-December.—Reuters
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JOHANNESBURG: Credit ratings agency
Moody’s downgraded debt held by embattled
South Africa-based home retail giant Steinhoff
yesterday and warned of further downgrades
amid “increasing pressure” on the company’s
cashflow. Moody’s said in a statement it was cut-
ting Steinhoff’s credit rating from “B1”, or specu-
lative with a high credit risk, to “Caa1”, or poor
quality and a very high risk.

Earlier this month, Steinhoff revealed it was
under criminal and tax investigations over suspi-
cions of accounting irregularities, with a reported
six billion euro ($7 billion) hole in its accounts.
German investigators have been conducting an
inquiry into possible “falsification of a balance
sheet” since the European summer, according to
media there.

That news sent the stocks of the Frankfurt-
listed firm tumbling more than 80 percent, with
South African authorities, where the company has
a secondary listing, calling for action against the
company.  Moody’s had already cut Steinhoff’s
credit rating by four notches to “B1” after the
scandal was revealed. Moody’s said that the de-

cision to further cut Steinhoff’s credit worthiness
to “Caa1” was intended to “reflect the increasing
pressure on the company’s liquidity profile”. 

“The situation has been compounded by its
operating companies placing an additional liquid-
ity burden on Steinhoff’s centralized treasury,” the
statement said.

“Moody’s notes that the operating companies
have experienced a reduction or cancelation of
credit insurance lines in recent weeks, with credit
facilities increasingly being suspended or with-
drawn.” Steinhoff had been a darling of fund man-
agers with its eclectic, sprawling,
consumer-focused empire with outposts in 30
countries. Its businesses include British high street
discounter Poundland, France’s Ligue 1 sponsor
Conforama and Pep Africa, which runs the conti-
nent’s largest clothing factory.

Chief executive Markus Jooste and chairman
Christo Wiese both resigned in the wake of the
scandal. David Shapiro, the deputy chairman of
the Sasfin Securities brokerage, told the eNCA
broadcaster that Steinhoff remains mired in un-
certainty following the downgrade. 

“This is big. We’ve had other (corporate scan-
dals) but this is big...  They’re not quite sure the
magnitude of these irregularities,” he said. “So
you sit back and say ‘hold on a second, what hap-
pened around those board tables?’.” On Tuesday
December 5, Steinhoff shares were changing
hands for three euros  a piece in Frankfurt, but by
the market open yesterday they were selling for
just 30 cents. — AFP
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