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Signals back to green for Deutsche Bahn

BERLIN:(L-R) Head of main lines and transport, Berthold Huber, board member, Ronald Pofalla, CEO of the German rail-
way operator Deutsche Bahn (DB), Richard Lutz, and Head of Communications and Marketing, Oliver Schumacher hold
the company’s annual results news conference in Berlin yesterday.—AFP

WASHINGTON: The number of
Americans filing for unemployment
benefits unexpectedly rose last week,
but remained below a level associated
with a strengthening labor market.
Initial claims for state unemployment
benefits increased 15,000 to a seasonally
adjusted 258,000 for the week ended
March 18, the Labor Department said
yesterday. Claims for the prior week
were revised to show 2,000 more appli-
cations received than previously report-
ed. The government revised the claims
data going back to 2012 and published
new seasonal factors for 2017. 

The revisions showed claims falling
to 210,000 for the week ended Feb. 25,
the lowest level since 1969. Claims have
now been below 300,000, a threshold
associated with a healthy labor market
for 80 straight weeks. That is the longest
stretch since 1970 when the labor mar-
ket was smaller.  The labor market is cur-
rently near full employment. 

The four-week moving average of
claims, considered a better measure of
labor market trends as it irons out week-
to-week volatility, rose only 1,000 to
240,000 last week. US stock index
futures were modestly higher as
investors turned their attention to
President Donald Trump’s first signifi-
cant policy test, as he looks to get a
Republican-sponsored healthcare bill
passed in Congress.

Prices of US Treasuries were mostly
lower, while the dollar was slightly high-
er against a basket of currencies. The
claims data covered the period during
which the government surveyed

employers for March’s nonfarm payrolls
report. The four-week average of claims
fell 7,750 between the February and
March survey weeks, suggesting anoth-
er month of strong job gains.

Job growth has averaged 209,000 per
month over the past three months and
the unemployment rate is at 4.7 per-
cent, close to the nine-year low of 4.6
percent hit last November.  Tightening

labor market conditions and rising infla-
tion enabled the Federal Reserve to
raise interest rates last week. Yesterday’s
claims report also showed the number
of people still receiving benefits after an
initial week of aid fell 39,000 to 2.0 mil-
lion in the week ended March 11. The
four-week average of the so-called con-
tinuing claims declined 32,000 to 2.0
million. — Reuters 

BERLIN: Publicly-owned German rail operator Deutsche Bahn
said yesterday it returned to profit in 2016, after it booked its
first loss in more than a decade the previous year.

Net profit stood at 716 million euros ($773 million) last
year, a rebound from the 1.3 billion euros lost in 2015 as
Deutsche Bahn struggled with problems in its freight division,
the impact of harsh storms in Germany and repeated train
drivers’ strikes. “2016 was a good year for us,” chief executive
Richard Lutz told a press conference in Berlin-just one day
after formally taking the reins from former boss Ruediger
Grube, who abandoned the top job over disagreements about
extending his contract. 

Since mid-2015, Deutsche Bahn has been tightly focused
on quality as it fends off low-cost competition from long-dis-
tance bus operators. “We’ve clearly increased the quality of
our products and our punctuality,” Lutz said, with “a record
number of passengers on main-line trains” last year.

While the rail operator was able to increase punctuality-
which it defines as arriving with less than six minutes’ delay-to
79 percent in 2016 and 84 percent so far in 2017, it remains
the butt of frustrated but fond jokes among the German pub-
lic. The new year has also seen Deutsche Bahn install free wifi
service on all of its high-speed ICE trains.

Across Europe, the rail company transported people on
some 4.4 billion journeys by train and bus last year, an
increase of 81 million over 2015’s figure. But freight division
DB Cargo continues to weigh the firm down, making an oper-
ating loss of 81 million euros.

“I can’t promise to our customers and employees that all
the Bahn’s problems will vanish at a stroke,” Lutz declared
from a podium between two ICE trains at a Berlin mainte-
nance site.

“But I and my colleagues on the board promise to work
with all our might to make Deutsche Bahn more attractive
day by day.” Looking ahead to this year, Deutsche Bahn aims
to bring in revenues of 41.5 billion euros-around one billion
more than 2016 — for an operating profit of at least 2.1 bil-
lion euros. —AFP

Brexit delaying major UK
infrastructure projects

LONDON: Britain’s move to leave the European Union is
delaying major UK infrastructure projects from tower
blocks and power stations to new roads and rail lines, con-
struction and services company Kier Group said yesterday.
Peers such as Capita, Mitie, Interserve and Carillion have all
reported tougher trading in their UK businesses since last
June’s Brexit referendum.

But whereas most firms have been reluctant to give
details, Kier CEO Haydn Mursell highlighted specific areas
of weakness as his company reported a 4 percent rise in
first-half profit.

Construction contracts for high-rise buildings and large
office blocks in major cities, as well as public funding and
approvals for large-scale road, transport works and power
stations are all being delayed, he told Reuters. “Certainly
job starts have gone back on large projects,” he said,
adding contracts for the HS2 high-speed rail project had
been pushed back by about a year.

“I think Brexit has created a distraction for government,”
he added. However, Mursell said the market was still buoy-
ant for repeat public sector work, as well as smaller deals
with an average value of about 10 million pounds ($12.5
million)- where Kier’s regional business does a lot of its
work.  Helped by this, Kier said its order book stood at
about 9 billion pounds at the end of December, up from
8.7 billion at the end of June. This means the company has
secured 100 percent of its forecast revenue for the year
ending June 2017, and about 70 percent for the next finan-
cial year, it said.

Kier’s first-half underlying operating profit rose to 56.5
million pounds from 54.4 million a year earlier. The company
also announced a joint venture with CKH Developments, an
east England-focused housing association, to free up funds
to invest in other parts of its business. “We believe the out-
look for Kier is bright,” JP Morgan Cazenove analysts wrote
in a research note, lifting their share price target to 1,639
pence from 1,613 pence.  — Reuters 

US jobless claims jump; 
labor market still strong

Weekly jobless claims increase 15,000

LONDON: British exporters cannot
count on enjoying the “sweet spot”
which was created by the Brexit vote
last year, a top Bank of England official
said yesterday, underscoring the BoE’s
cautious view on the outlook for the
economy. Deputy Governor Ben
Broadbent said the fall in sterling- down
around 16 percent against the dollar
since June’s vote to leave the European
Union-would normally provide a power-
ful incentive to exporting companies.

But businesses are probably already
tempering their investment decisions
because of uncertainty about the coun-
try’s trading prospects once it leaves the
EU, Broadbent said. Prime Minister
Theresa May is poised to start the
process of taking Britain out of the EU
this month, kicking off two years of
negotiations which will rework the

country’s relationship with its largest
trading partner. Uncertainty about the
outcome of the negotiations has
weighed on the pound.

“Either the currency market is right
about the consequences of Brexit, in
which case the UK’s trading relation-
ships will become less favourable; or it’s
wrong, in which case sterling is likely to
recover,” he said in a speech at Imperial
College. Britain’s economy has so far
proven to be much more resilient than
expected to the shock of the Brexit deci-
sion.  Strong consumer spending helped
the economy to grow more quickly than
all other Group of Seven nations bar
Germany last year. While there have
been some signs recently that shoppers
are now feeling the impact of rising
inflation, manufacturers are getting a
boost from sterling’s fall.— Reuters
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