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ZURICH: The world’s biggest watch fair will open in
Switzerland this week, even as slumping exports of
luxury Swiss timepieces appear to dash hopes of a
market rebound. Global exports of Swiss watches slid
10 percent in February to 1.5 billion Swiss francs ($1.5
billion, 1.4 billion euros), the Federation of the Swiss
Watch Industry (FHS) said Tuesday.

The news cast a shadow over the looming
Baselworld trade fair, which opens its doors to the
media yesterday and to the public a day later. The
giant gathering in the northern Swiss city of Basel is
the highlight of the year for watch and jewellery mak-
ers, with hoards of retailers looking to fill their show-
cases with pricey bling. Investors had been hoping
this year’s 45th edition would open on a more posi-
tive note amid signs that the market was stabilising

and even on the verge of a rebound after two years of
deep crisis.

Citigroup analyst Thomas Chauvet described
Tuesday’s export numbers as a “reality check”. He said
the figures showed there was “no underlying
improvement” in the industry, despite a more “upbeat
mood” from senior watch executives, and a more
optimistic tone from the FHS in its January release.
Exports to Hong Kong, the biggest market for Swiss
watches, slumped 12.1 percent last month. And
exports to the United States, the second biggest mar-
ket, plunged 26.2 percent.

Beijing changes 
Most European markets also fell, and sales to

Japan tumbled 17.3 percent. Exports to China, how-

ever, rose 6.7 percent year-on-year in February. That
represents some much-needed good news for the
industry-China was the main driver of several years of
euphoric growth for Swiss watches, with Chinese
consumers’ thirst for luxury goods sparking a produc-
tion boom. But the market suffered a severe hit after
Beijing in 2013 began cracking down on corruption
by banning extravagant gifts like expensive watches
to public officials.

And since then the storm clouds have multiplied,
with the pro-democracy Umbrella protests in Hong
Kong also chipping away at sales, followed by a range
of deadly terrorist attacks in European cities frighten-
ing off luxury-seeking Asian tourists. In 2016, Swiss
watch exports shrank 9.9 percent, after contracting
3.3 percent a year earlier. But in recent months, there

were some indications the market was stabilising.
Exports to China gradually inched back into positive
terrain during the second half of 2016, and a number
of markets around the world put on a healthy glow
during the holiday season at the end of the year.

Watch makers themselves have also been making
increasingly soothing sounds about the health of the
market and justifying production hikes. Swatch
Group chief Nick Hayek told reporters last week that
he was now aiming for “healthy growth”, driven par-
ticularly by China’s growing middle class, which he
said once again appeared hungry for consumption.
With uncertainty abound, Baselworld, which each
year draws around 1,500 exhibitors and some
150,000 visitors, should help gauge the actual state of
the luxury watch market. — AFP 

Swiss watch exports drop ahead of Basel trade fair

MOSCOW: People walk past a caricature picture of US President Donald Trump on sale in a shopping mall. — AP  

GARNER, Iowa/MEXICO CITY: Farmers in the US
agricultural heartland that helped elect Donald
Trump are now pushing his administration to
avoid a trade dispute with Mexico, fearing retal-
iatory tariffs that could hit over $3 billion in US
exports. The value of exports at risk is based on a
Reuters analysis of a tariff list which Mexico used
in a trucking dispute six years ago and which
Mexican officials have said could serve as a mod-
el if  President Trump sets new barriers to
Mexican goods.    

Pork producers contacted Trump’s transition
team soon after the Nov. 8 election to stress that
tariff-free access to Mexico has made it their top
export market by volume, said John Weber, pres-
ident of the National Pork Producers Council.
The council has sent the administration multiple
letters, including one signed in January by 133
agricultural organizations, and is arranging for
several hog farmers to fly to Washington next
month to talk to officials.

“We just keep pounding them on how critical
trade is to us,” said Weber, who fears Mexico
could revive the list of mostly agricultural prod-
ucts it successfully used to push Washington
into letting Mexican truckers on US highways in
2011. Pork products topped that list and, if
revived, the tariffs would apply to over $800 mil-
lion of annual pork exports, according to data
compiled by IHS Markit’s Global Trade Atlas.
“We’ll be the first to take the hit,” Weber said. 

The lobbying effort by US businesses which
rely on the Mexican market shows how Mexico
can press its case in Washington despite having
an economy 1/17 the size of America’s and rely-
ing on the US market for nearly 80 percent if its
exports. In Iowa, where pigs outnumber people
seven to one, hog and grain farmer Jamie
Schmidt voted for Trump in part on his promise

to cut regulatory burdens for businesses.
Now he and others who farm the flat, rich

land around Garner, Iowa, worry about trade.
Schmidt gets about half of his income from
hogs, earning $4-5 for each of the 425 pigs he
sells per week, usually to a Tyson Foods pack-
ing plant in nearby Perry, Iowa. Tariffs from
Mexico could depress US wholesale prices and
wipe out his profits, Schmidt said. “It would be
devastating.” 

In the crosshairs
In December, after fears of a trade dispute

fueled a deep peso slump, Mexico started map-
ping out US states that are most reliant on its
market, replicating the strategy it used in the
trucking dispute, said two senior Mexican offi-
cials. Mexican officials also prepared briefs, seen
by Reuters, on Mexico’s own risks in a dispute,
including losing much of its cost advantage in
building cars, such as the Ford Fusion made in
Hermosillo, Mexico. 

Reuters could not verify a complete list of
products and states Mexico considered target-
ing this time around. But the country’s foreign
minister said last month tariffs could target
Iowa, which raises a third of US hogs and
exports about a quarter of its pork production,
$100 million of which went to Mexico last year.
The minister also said tariffs could aim at
Wisconsin, the center of US cheese production,
and has singled out Texas for its “notable” trade
surplus with Mexico. All three states voted for
Trump in the 2016 election, with the president
taking Iowa and Wisconsin by slim margins. 

Trump has accused Mexico of destroying US
jobs and has vowed to leave the 1994 North
American Free Trade Agreement with Canada
and Mexico if he cannot renegotiate better

terms with Mexico. United States went from run-
ning a small trade surplus with Mexico in the
early 1990s to a $63 billion deficit in 2016.

Impact of trade disputes 
Besides pork, cheese was also a top target in

the trucking dispute in which Mexico retaliated
with tariffs against rules that banned its trucks
from US roads. Some $200 million in current
annual exports of cheese would be targeted if
the tariff list were revived, according to the IHS
database, which the US government uses to
measure the impact of trade disputes. The full
tariff list would apply to $3.25 billion in current
US exports. John Holevoet, the director of gov-
ernment affairs at Wisconsin’s Dairy Business
Association, said he has attended multiple meet-
ings with Wisconsin federal lawmakers this year
where risks of Mexican trade were discussed.

Weber of the pork producers group said he
believed the Trump administration “gets it”
when it comes to the vulnerability of US farm
exports. Republican Congressman Steve King,
who represents Iowa’s agriculture-focused
fourth district, also pointed out that Iowa’s role
as the first state to hold presidential primaries
helps keep farm interests in Washington’s view.

But King told Reuters he was worried the
White House is still not taking trade risks seri-
ously enough.  A possible 20 percent tax on
Mexican impor ts,  which White House
spokesman Sean Spicer has said could also
pay for Trump’s proposed border wall, would
cause a trade war, he said. King said he has
been in contact with the White House on the
matter but has yet to secure a one-on-one
meeting with the president. “I’m making sure
that here in Washington they know what this
means.”  — Reuters 

Farm heartland lobbies to steer 

Trump from Mexico trade war
Retaliatory tariffs could hit over $3bn in exports

LONDON: Britain’s Labor party, which has
made a long journey leftwards since Tony
Blair was leader, is looking to gain political
momentum in an unlikely place: The heart
of London’s financial district. Labor is fight-
ing to break the City of London’s centuries-
old policy of independence from party poli-
tics and end the grip of bankers on Britain’s
most peculiar local government, hoping for
its best ever performance in elections there
this week.

“The aim is to shift policy in a more pro-
gressive direction,” said Peter Kenyon, who
is running the party’s campaign in the tiny
district, nicknamed ‘the Square Mile’.  “The
aim is to see if an ancient institution can be
used for the common good,” said Kenyon,
who worked as a political and financial
journalist for Reuters until the early 1990s.

The City of London, is the oldest, contin-
uous representative local government in
the world, running the area that is home to
the Bank of England and St Paul’s Cathedral
for at least a thousand years. It is also very
rich, unlike most conventional British coun-
cils which are struggling to make ends
meet following deep cuts in funding from
the Conservative-ruled central government.
Britain’s main opposition party, which cur-
rently has just one member of council,
wants to use more of the City’s wealth to
spend on areas such as social housing and
tackling air pollution rather than promoting
financial services. 

The City is older even than the British
parliament. Some of its powers, such as
spending from the vast pool of cash built
up over the centuries, exist outside of par-
liamentary control because they predate
the creation of the modern nation state.
The local authority officially declares its job
is to reinforce the importance of financial
services to the British economy and to pro-
mote those services around the world.

Elections in the City, held every four
years, are unlike any other in Britain
because banks and other companies based
there get to vote on behalf of their employ-
ees. Depending on the size of their staff,
they get up to 79 votes each. The remaining
voters are the borough’s 7,400 residents,
who are vastly outnumbered by the several
hundred thousand workers who pour each
weekday morning into the City, and leave
again in the evening to their homes else-
where in London and beyond.

Small but rich
For most of the 20th century, official

Labor policy was to abolish the area’s
right to govern itself but that ended after
Blair became leader and dropped the
pledge in 1996.  He pulled the par ty
towards the centre and pursued business-
friendly policies as prime minister from
1997 till 2007. Since then, the Labor lead-
ership has swung back to the left. The par-
ty’s finance spokesman John McDonnell
has called in the past for the abolition of
the City’s local government and for its
assets to be shared.

Under its current leader, veteran social-
ist Jeremy Corbyn, Labor lags far behind
the Conservatives in national opinion polls
but it has high hopes for today, when it is
fielding eight candidates for the lower
house of the two-chamber council. Labor
began contesting the City’s elections after
the onset of the global financial crisis. The
party failed to take any seats in 2009 or
four years later, but won its first seat in a
by-election three years ago.

Unlike other elections where Labor
competes with rival parties, it will be up
against independent candidates includ-
ing bankers, lawyers, accountants and a
film producer. The City of London is the
smallest, but richest local authority in
Britain,  according to an analysis  by
Reuters. It is an autonomous fiefdom gov-
erned separately from greater London,
with its eight million inhabitants.   

The area has about 5 billion pounds
($6.2 billion) in reserves, making it six
times wealthier than Britain’s largest local
government in Birmingham, even though
the City of London’s population is 145
times smaller,  an analysis by Reuters
show. The City wants to fend off the entry
of party politics, arguing that it will make
it harder to make long-term decisions in
the interests of Europe’s biggest financial
services hub. 

A spokesman for the City of London
says the wealth it has built up over cen-
turies benefits Britain as a whole. This
includes spending on the arts, education
and conservation. William Taylor, Labour’s
first elected councilor in the area, is step-
ping down after the elections but the par-
ty is guaranteed at least one seat - one
Labour candidate has no challenger and
will be elected unopposed. — Reuter

Britain’s Labor challenges

bankers in their territory 

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s
Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU) shows Britain’s Leader of the opposition Labour
party, Jeremy Corbyn as he speaks during Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs) in the
House of Commons yesterday. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: Eurogroup chief Jeroen
Dijsselbloem faced calls to quit yesterday as a
row escalated over his comments that south-
ern European countries blew their money on
“drinks and women”. “The sooner he goes the
better,” former Italian Prime Minister Matteo
Renzi said in comments that underlined how
Dijsselbloem’s gaffe has exposed simmering
north-south tensions within the European
Union’s single currency zone.

“He has missed a perfect opportunity to
shut up,” Renzi said in a post on a Facebook
page that reflected criticism of the Dutch
finance minister from across the EU’s so-called
Club Med group of countries. Dijsselbloem’s
influential position as leader of his colleagues
in the 19-country eurozone was already up in
the air after his party lost out in elections last
week.  And he has lost significant backing
from political allies on the centre-left as a
result of an interview that appeared in
Germany’s Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
newspaper on Monday.

“During the euro crisis, the countries of the
north of the eurozone showed solidarity with

the countries in crisis,” he was quoted as say-
ing. “For me, as a social democrat, I think that
solidarity is extremely important. But whose
who benefit also have duties,” he added. “I
can’t spend all my money on drinks and
women and then ask for help.”

Dijsselbloem refused to apologise late
Tuesday. “No, certainly not,” he told a
European Parliament lawmaker during a hear-
ing when asked if he would say sorry. But he
faced mounting criticism in Europe. Manfred
Weber, the head of the largest group in the
parliament, the centre -right European
People’s Party, tweeted yesterday: “Eurozone
is about responsibility, solidarity but also
respect.  No room for stereotypes.
@J_Dijsselbloem.”

‘Clogs, Tulips and Windmills’ 
“I truly wonder how someone with these

views can still be head of the Eurogroup,” said
Gianni Pittella, the head of the Socialist group
in the European Parliament, branding his
remarks “shameful” and “discriminatory
towards the countries of southern Europe”.

The row was a top story on Italian news bul-
letins yesterday as commentators rounded on
a politician already regarded with suspicion
because of what are seen as his hawkish views
on the application of EU budget rules to Italy.
Corriere della Sera daily said Djisselbloem’s
comments should cost him his role.

“One would have thought that in
Amsterdam they know a thing or two about
pubs and brothels, even spending their loose
change in their coffee shops,” the broadsheet
said in a reference to the Netherlands’ legal
cannabis cafes. La Stampa also mocked the
Dutch politician’s use of what it termed tired
old stereotypes. Noting that he had refused to
apologies, the Turin daily said Djisselbloem
“then pulled on his clogs and went back to his
marvelous windmill in a field of tulips.”

Portuguese Foreign Minister Augusto
Santos Silva said in Washington Tuesday that
Dijssebloem’s remarks were “absolutely unac-
ceptable” and that he was “not fit to remain
head of the Eurogroup”. Dijsselbloem is set to
lose his job as Dutch finance minister in the
coming months after his Labor party suffered

heavy losses in the Netherlands’ general elec-
tion. But his mandate as head of the Eurogroup
lasts until January 2018 and EU rules do not
specify that the person holding the position
must actually be a finance minister. He has won

praise for steering the eurozone through the
Cyprus and Greek debt crises, but there have
long been tensions in the single currency area
between austerity-pushing northern countries
and the debt-hit south. — AFP 

Club Med ‘drinks and women’ 

slander threatens Euro chief

BRUSSELS: Eurogroup President and Dutch Finance Minister Jeroen Dijsselbloem is pic-
tured ahead of a Eurogroup finance ministers meeting at the European Council. — AFP 


