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CAIRO: Egypt has made a “good start” to
its reform program despite seeking
waivers for missing targets in June and a
deeper-than-expected currency depreci-
ation, the International Monetary Fund
said yesterday. It should get its $2 billion
IMF loan payment after the year-end
review, the Fund said, but inflation-run-
ning at just under 32 percent in August-
remains the key risk for stability.

Egypt agreed a three-year, $12 billion
IMF loan program in November that is
tied to sweeping reforms such as spend-
ing cuts and tax hikes.

They are designed to help revive an
economy hard hit by a shortage of for-
eign currency and investment in the tur-
moil that followed its 2011 uprising. In a
review since the deal, the IMF said Egypt
should receive a third loan instalment of

around $2 billion after a second check of
progress at the end of this year, but indi-
cators pointed to progress and consoli-
dated economic growth.

“Stabilization is already gaining a
foothold, and we have seen positive
trends,” Subir Lall, IMF mission chief for
Egypt, Middle East and Central Asia, said
in an online briefing.

“This is a very ambitious program. It
takes time to work, but it’s well-calibrat-
ed and over the course of this economic
program of three years, we should defi-
nitely be seeing the payoff.” The IMF has
already approved $4 bil l ion in loan
instalments, most recently releasing
$1.25 billion for Egypt.

Inflation, however, reached three-
decade highs in July after fuel price hikes
under the IMF deal. It has since dipped a

bit although high costs have hit many
Egyptians hard in the import-dependent
state. Since the Egyptian pound was
floated last year, the currency has rough-
ly halved in value.

Lull said Egypt’s inflation is expected
to fall to “slightly above” 10 percent by
the end of fiscal year 2017/2018 and to
single digits by 2019. Annual urban con-
sumer price inflation dipped to 31.9 per-
cent year-on-year in August from 33.0
percent in July, according to the official
CAPMAS statistics agency. Core inflation,
which strips out volatile items like food,
decreased to 34.86 percent from 35.26
percent, according to the central bank. 

The finance minister last week gave a
more cautious outlook saying he expects
inflation to drop below 15 percent by
the end of the 2017-2018 fiscal year.

“The inflation target of 10 percent by
June 2018 seems optimistic. We agree
more with the (Central Bank of Egypt’s)
target of 13 percent (3 percent) by the
end of 2018,” said Radwa El Swaify, head
of research at Pharos Securities
Brokerage in Cairo. 

In a statement earlier, the IMF said
Egypt’s transition to a flexible exchange
rate went smoothly with the parallel
market disappearing and central bank
reserves increasing significantly. Foreign
currency shortages hampered the coun-
try’s ability to purchase abroad, creating
a black market and slowing economic
growth. But foreign reserves have been
recovering since the currency float, ris-
ing to $36.14 bil l ion by the end of
August.  They rose $4.73 billion between
June and July alone. 

“Market confidence is returning and
capital flows are increasing. These augur
well for future growth. The authorities’
immediate priority is to reduce inflation,
which poses a risk to macroeconomic
stability,” the IMF said.  

It said it had agreed to a request for a
waiver after Egypt missed primary fiscal
balance and fuel subsidy bill require-
ments for end-June. The waiver was
granted in part because of planned
strong fiscal adjustments in the next
two years.

The IMF said the country’s current
account deficit was seen narrowing to
4.6 percent of GDP in 2017/18 fiscal year
and to 3.8 percent in 2018/19. It said it
primary fiscal deficit seen at 1.8 percent
of GDP, exceeding the program target of
1 percent. — Reuters 

Egypt on track for year-end IMF payment

SINGAPORE: It is not quite going back to the
horse, even if the bicycle was the first contrap-
tion to replace beasts as a means of personal
transport.  This is a new two-wheeled animal,
though, that millions of consumers in Beijing,
Taipei, Singapore and cities across Asia are rent-
ing via phone apps to cover the last mile of jour-
neys, leaving cars and motorcycles at home, and
forgoing taxis. 

The two-year bike-share boom has put over
16 million bikes in China alone, according to its
Ministry of Transport, with more than 100 mil-
lion riders registered, eating into car use and
gasoline demand growth already expected to
stagnate by 2025.  “I often use bike-sharing serv-
ices because it’s very convenient. I can find it
anywhere and will not worry about losing the
bike,” said life-long Beijing native Wei Zhang, 36,
who uses a shared bike several times a week on
her commute, riding 5 km or more. 

Analysts can’t keep up with bike numbers, let
alone estimate how much gasoline consump-
tion growth has dropped off due to the rapid
rise in bike-sharing. But it is clear from industry
estimates, government reports and a Reuters
survey that bike services are resulting in fewer
trips by motor vehicles.  “Bike-sharing has been
crazy since late last year ... The general belief is
that (it) boosts the utilization of public transport
as shared bikes help to complete the journey,”
said Harry Liu, downstream consultant with IHS
Markit.  Even before the number of bike-share
units began growing by multiples, analysts had
already been saying greater fuel efficiency in
autos and the rising use of electric cars meant
gasoline’s big growth story was over. 

China’s gasoline demand growth is expected
to slow to nearly 4 percent this year, compared

with 6.5 percent growth last year, said Sri
Paravaikkarasu, head of East of Suez oil at FGE. 

And Chinese demand for gasoline is expected
to peak as early as 2025, according to state-
owned China National Petroleum Corp. “There
used to be long queues of taxis waiting for cus-
tomers outside train stations, but I don’t see
them anymore,” said a Beijing analyst, who took
part in a Reuters survey of bike-share users and
wanted to be known only by her surname Wang. 

For a story on the Reuters survey results, see:

Asian bikes, Asian cities 
Just in the past month, Chinese bike-sharing

start-up Mobike introduced its services in Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia, and Bangkok, Thailand, as
well as in US capital Washington, D.C. 

Mobike, which launched in April 2016, and
China-owned rival Ofo have attracted combined
funding of more than $2 billion from venture
capital and private equity firms that include
Temasek Holdings, Tencent Holdings, DST Global
and Ant Financial. 

Ofo - which has more than 10 million bikes
globally to Mobike’s 7 million - says it is on track
to increase its global bike units to 20 million over
the next three months. 

The investments “demonstrate investors’ con-
fidence in the global bike-sharing industry,” said
Lawrence Cao, head of Asia Pacific business for
Ofo.  Consultancy Roland Berger said the
“unforeseeable” amounts of venture capital put
into bike schemes made it almost impossible to
estimate the growth potential of bike operators,
particularly in China, over the last two years. 

Taiwan, where the government backs a bike-
sharing scheme, is aiming to have bikes account
for a 12 percent share in trips to work by 2020,

up from about 5 percent now. 
The Taipei city government is expanding

bike-sharing program Youbike - which uses
docking stations - to have a bike station within a
10-minute walk of every citizen by 2018.
Singapore-owned Obike and US-based VBikes -
both free-range systems - are also operating in
Taiwan. “Once bike-sharing pushes it really to
the limit, to the extent to impact the way people
think of mobility, then it could be disruptive,”
said IHS’s Liu. 

Four wheels bad 
A survey done by Mobike of 100,000 cus-

tomers across 36 cities in China found that car
trips among the respondents had more than
halved since its service was introduced.  A report
from the Transport Commission of Shenzhen,
one of China’s richest cities, said more than
500,000 bike-share units there had replaced
nearly 10 percent of travel by private car or 13
percent of gasoline consumption. 

Bike-sharing could pose a risk to gasoline
consumption “if a stronger state push to reduce
carbon intensity and improve air quality trans-
lates to more drivers replacing shorter-distance
driving with bike rides,” said Peter Lee, an oil and
gas analyst at BMI research.  Chinese growth of
passenger car sales, which grew an average
annual rate of 10.1 percent over 2011 to 2016, is
expected to slow to 2.5 percent over the next
five years, said BMI’s Lee.  Still, mismanagement
of bike numbers and misuse of some bicycles
may attract legislation that could curb their use.
New shared bikes were recently banned in some
areas in the Chinese cities of Wuhan, Shanghai
and Guangzhou, because of bicycles being dis-
carded in public spaces. — Reuters 

Bike boom nibbles on Asia, 
gasoline demand growth

More people dropping cars, buses for bicycles to cover last-mile

CHICAGO: This file photo taken on May 14, 2017 shows workers installing windows in
a townhome complex under construction in Chicago, Illinois. — AFP

WASHINGTON: US new home sales slowed
sharply for the second straight month in
August, relieving some pressure on a tight
market, the Commerce Department report-
ed yesterday. The decline brought the sales
rate to its lowest level in since December
while prices fell and inventories rose.

Sales fell 3.4 percent from July to an
annual rate of 560,000, seasonally adjusted,
surprising analysts who forecast a decline
of only 0.5 percent. And the sales pace was
1.2 percent below the rate in August 2016.
Meanwhile, July’s numbers were revised
upwards slightly, somewhat muting the
drop from June to 5.5 percent.

Officials said Hurricane Harvey, which
made landfall in southeast Texas late last
month, slowed the flow of data from some
disaster stricken areas but its precise effect
on the numbers was not immediately clear.
At the current sales rate, the volume of
homes for sale represented a supply of 6.1
months, up seven percent from July and
the highest level in three years.

Meanwhile, the median home price fell
6.2 percent for the month to $298,000.
Sales fell sharply in the US South, dropping
4.7 percent, and in the West and Northeast,
declining by 2.7 percent and 2.6 percent,
respectively. Though they can see big
swings from month to month, August’s
sales numbers could mean pressure is
momentarily easing on would-be home-
buyers.  But analysts say the current eco-
nomic recovery, with steady job creation
and slowly rising wages, has created strong
demand for housing and this trend is likely
to continue. Impediments to construction,
including scarce labor and rising costs for
materials, have meant that supply has not
kept pace with demand. Mickey Levy of
Berenberg Capital Markets said the hurri-
canes’ destruction came at a moment when
barriers to homebuilding already were sti-
fling supply levels.

“The necessary rebuilding in the South
will strain a housing sector already con-
strained by various supply factors,” he said
in a note to clients, highlighting in particu-
lar workers shortages. “Builders will have
difficulty finding skilled construction work-
ers that  are in short supply-residential con-
struction employment is just touching
2002 levels, as employment in other sec-
tors have long-passed 2002-07 levels.”

Consumer confidence
US consumer confidence slipped in

September, partly weighed down by hurri-
canes Harvey and Irma which slammed
into Texas and Florida, according to a

monthly survey released yesterday. The
monthly decline was less than forecast by
analysts, who said the result actually
showed underlying strength in consumer
sentiment. However, some parts of the
Conference Board survey showed signs of
increasing pessimism. The consumer confi-
dence index fell 0.6 points to 119.8, revers-
ing two  straight months of gains and
bringing the level to its lowest point since
June, according to the Conference Board.

A consensus forecast had expected the
index to fall  even further, to 119.4.
“Consumer confidence decreased slightly
in September after a marginal improve-
ment in August,” Lynn Franco, the board’s
head of indicators, said in a statement.
“Confidence in Texas and Florida, however,
decreased considerably, as these two states
were the most severely impacted by
Hurricanes Harvey and Irma.”

But on the whole, consumer attitudes
about current conditions remained “quite
favorable,” she added, saying that short-
term expectations were also bullish.
However, consumers views of the current
situation did darken slightly. The share of
those saying conditions were “good” fell 0.6
points to 33.9 percent, while those saying
conditions were “bad” rose by the same
amount to 13.8 percent. The short-term
outlook also showed some signs of increas-
ing concerns, as the share of those expect-
ing conditions to worsen rose 1.9 points to
9.9 percent, while those foreseeing an
improvement rose just 0.4 points to 20.2
percent. The hit to confidence in the hurri-
cane-affected zones was pronounced. In
Texas, it fell 25.5 points to 119.9. And in
Florida, it dropped 8.4 points to 126.7.

Economists say the storms, which forced
millions to evacuate, caused tens of billions
in damages and shuttered much of US oil
production and refining capacity, should
slow third-quarter GDP growth but spark a
rebound at the end of the year.

Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon
Macroeconomics said 2005’s Hurricane
Katrina, which caused nearly 2,000 deaths
in New Orleans, had caused a far larger
dent in consumer sentiment.

“This report continues the pattern of
much less bad post-hurricane data than
after Katrina, despite the much bigger
areas affected by Harvey and Irma,” he said
in a research note. “It might not be the last
word, and we can’t rule out a further
decline in October, but so far it seems likely
that the overall national economy will suf-
fer only a brief and modest hit from the
hurricanes.” — Agencies

US new home sales
sink in August

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron’s
government is set to unveil its first annual budg-
et today, balancing tricky priorities as it seeks to
cut taxes while also slashing the deficit.  The
young centrist president has pledged to find 16
billion euros ($20 billion) of savings next year,
seeing a reduction in the deficit as key to boost-
ing France’s credibility in Europe as he eyes a
shake-up of the European Union.

France is one of the few remaining nations in
the EU’s bad books for spending beyond the
bloc’s deficit limit of three percent of gross
domestic product. Macron wants the deficit to
come in lower than that this year for the first
time in a decade. 

But the former investment banker is also eye-
ing tax cuts for companies and families worth a
total 10 billion euros, leaving his government
with less cash to make up the balance.

“Its ambitions are three-fold: considerable tax
cuts, higher spending in certain sectors, and
bringing down the deficit,” said Alain Trannoy,
head of research at the School for Advanced
Studies in the Social Sciences.

“That inevitably creates a tension.” Prime
Minister Edouard Philippe has warned there will
be tough choices, saying last month that he was
“not here to be nice”.

An interim budget for 2017 finalized in July
included cuts to housing subsidies and defense
spending which sparked a backlash from left-
wingers in parliament and the head of the
armed forces.  Social security is set to see a 5.5-
billion-euro cut next year, according to a source
close to budget preparations, while nearly 1,600
civil service jobs will be axed.

In better news for many families, some 80
percent will see their household tax reduced in a
move the government hopes will increase the
spending power of consumers. 

Open for business?  
Macron came to power in May promising to

make France a more attractive destination for
investment, starting his presidency by pushing
through reforms to the country’s famously com-
plex labor laws. “France suffers from two ills: a
lack of attractiveness and a lack of competitive-
ness,” said Geoffroy Roux de Bezieux, vice presi-
dent of business lobby Medef.

The budget “essentially responds to the first
problem”, he said. Macron’s Socialist predecessor
Francois Hollande had already pledged to bring
down corporate tax from the current 33.3 per-
cent to 28 percent by 2020. The new president
plans to cut this again to 25 percent by 2022 as
he seeks to cast off France’s reputation for being
a difficult place to do business.

Despite the tax cuts, the budgets of several
ministries are set to go up in 2018 — notably
that of defense, after the armed forces chief quit
in a blazing row this summer over Macron’s

plans to slash military spending.
People with diesel cars meanwhile face a 10

percent tax rise to 7.6 cents ($0.09) a litre as his
government seeks a greener economy. The envi-
ronment was at the center of a 57-billion-euro
investment fund unveiled Monday which

includes cash incentives for drivers to trade in
heavily polluting cars. France is forecast to post
economic growth of 1.7 percent this year, but
Macron has vowed to make a priority of lower-
ing unemployment stuck at around 9.5 percent-
about twice that of Britain or Germany. — AFP

KUWAIT: Kuwait invited bids to develop
non-associated gas fields in the north,
Platts reported yesterday. 

Quoting unnamed sources, the report
noted that engineering, procurement
and construction companies have been
invited to submit bids, with the closure
date end of February 2018. 

Kuwait has so far failed to develop the
high-pressure, sulfur-rich sour gas
deposits in the northern part of the
country, despite a project launched in
2010. Kuwait currently produces around
180 MMcf/d of non-associated gas, notes
Platts, an international energy publica-

tion. However, Kuwait Oil Co. is already
working to raise this to 510 MMcf/d,
along with 200,000 b/d of light oil, by the
end of the year. 

The tender follows two contracts
signed last February worth more than
$1 billion with oilfield services giant
Schlumberger and a Kuwaiti company
for the development of oil  and gas
facilities at the East Raudhatain field,
as par t  of  the second phase of the
Jurassic gas project. The local Safwan
Petroleum Technologies  Co.  was
awarded the West Raudhatain field
development.

Kuwait invites bids
to develop gas fields

Macron government to unveil 
belt-tightening first budget

PARIS: This file photo taken on July 12, 2017 shows French Economy Minister Bruno Le Maire
(right) and Public Action and Accounts Minister Gerald Darmanin (left) leaving the Elysee
Palace in Paris after a weekly cabinet meeting. — AFP

DOHA: Qatar Airways announced yesterday it
has placed an order worth more than $2 bil-
lion for six Boeing planes, which it said reflect-
ed the airline’s continued expansion in the
United States.

A statement on the Gulf carrier’s website
said it had placed an order for two Boeing
747-8 Freighters and four 777-300ERs. It
added that the order was valued at $2.16 bil-
lion (1.8 billion euros) “at list prices”. “The
order, a sign of the airline’s continued expan-
sion and contribution to the US economy,
adds to the airline’s current fleet of nearly 100
Boeing widebody airplanes and its more than
100 additional Boeing aircraft on order,” read
the Qatar Airways statement.

The announcement was made at Boeing’s

manufacturing plant in Everett, Washington,
in the US. The decision to buy the new planes
may be seen as strategically as well economi-
cally important.

Gas-rich Qatar has made it clear it is seek-
ing further investment opportunities in the
US. In 2015, it said it would invest up to $35
billion in the United States over the following
five years, after targeting high-profile acquisi-
tions in Europe. Last December, Doha also
announced the fund would invest $10 billion
in US infrastructure projects. The purchase
also comes at a time of high political tensions
within the Gulf. Qatar has found itself region-
ally isolated since June 5 after Saudi Arabia,
the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt
cut all ties. — AFP

Qatar Airways announces 
$2bn Boeing plane order


