
Turkey sacks central 
bank governor after 
interest rate hike
ISTANBUL: Turkey fired the governor of its central
bank and replaced him with economist and former rul-
ing party lawmaker Sahap Kavcioglu, according to a
presidential decree published late on Friday, in a move
likely to raise concerns over the bank’s independence.  

Former finance minister Naci Agbal, seen as a mar-
ket-friendly figure, had only been in the position since
November, when he was appointed by President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan as part of an overhaul of his economic
team. No official reason was given for his sacking, but
his dismissal comes after the central bank sharply hiked
its main interest rate by a greater-than-expected 200
basis points on Thursday, from 17 to 19 percent.

Erdogan is a strong opponent of high interest rates
and once called them the “mother and father of all evil”.
Economists blame his unorthodox belief that high inter-
est rates cause inflation-instead of slowing it down-for
many of Turkey’s current economic problems. Erdogan
wants to bring the annual inflation rate down to under
10 percent by the end of next year, and to five percent
by the time he is next scheduled to face an election in
2023. Kavcioglu, who writes an economy column in the
pro-government Yeni Safak daily, suggested in a
February column that the central bank should not insist
on a high interest rate policy, because it would lead to
high inflation. He is the fourth central bank head
appointed since July 2019. 

‘Against high interest rates’
News of Agbal’s replacement came after the markets

closed on Friday.  The Turkish lira has clawed back rough-
ly 15 percent of its value against the dollar since Erdogan’s
November reshuffle, which included the resignation of his
son-in-law Berat Albayrak as finance minister.

Past central bank managers before Agbal have
burned through most of Turkey’s reserves trying to sup-
port the currency while rates remained well below that
of inflation. A modest recovery in the lira’s value since
Agbal’s appointment had given the impression he had
won Erdogan’s blessing to keep the rate high for some
time to ward off inflation and help the lira recover.

But Erdogan’s dislike of high interest rates has
remained consistent, with him saying as recently as
January that he was “absolutely against” them.  “I know
our friends get angry but with all due respect, if I am
president of this country I will keep saying this because
I believe that high interest rates will not help develop
this country,” he said.  — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Mortgage rates are finally ticking
up in the United States, one year after the Federal
Reserve cut its lending rate to boost the economy as
the COVID-19 pandemic arrived, but that’s not
expected to cool the hot housing market. While the
wider US economy has struggled after states restrict-
ed business to stop COVID-19, real estate was one of
the few bright spots in 2020, boosted both by low
mortgage rates and the shift towards remote work
caused by the pandemic.

“We’ve seen mortgage rates move higher in the
past month or so,” Joel Kan of the Mortgage Bankers
Association told AFP. The housing market is a key part

of the world’s largest economy, and mortgage rates are
closely watched to gauge the ease with which
Americans can buy property.

They are tied into the wider US Treasury bond
market, where yields have been rising in recent weeks
as traders fear that the economy’s improving health
could bring inflation with it.

Rates on 30-year mortgages are now ticking up
and expected to hit 3.5 percent by the end of the year,
after dropping in July below three percent, a low not
reached before. “In that sense, it is bad news for buy-
ers, because now they are facing higher interest rates,
higher monthly payments,” said Lawrence Yun, chief

economist at the National Association of Realtors.

‘Incredibly low’ rates 
Mortgage rates have hovered around four percent

for the past decade, but US homebuyers have seen
much higher borrowing costs in the past. Rates were
around eight percent in the early 2000s, and hit their
record high of more than 18 percent in the early
1980s, according to government-sponsored lender
Freddie Mac. Despite the recent uptick in rates, Yun
says they remain “incredibly low,” and predicts better
economic growth that puts more money into
Americans’ pockets will help them overcome the
increased borrowing costs and push real estate sales
up 15 percent this year.

Even with the expectation that offices will reopen
as COVID-19 vaccinations become widespread, some
employees could continue working remotely and look
for new houses that accommodate that-a dynamic
viewed as already boosting sales last year. Kan said
the market is “still looking pretty strong,” and noted
mortgage costs are only once component of the deci-
sions that go into home buying, along with finding a
property the buyer likes.

Supply squeeze 
Yet as more buyers have closed on homes across

the United States, supply has grown short, pushing
prices up and sending developers scrambling. Sales of
existing homes were up 5.6 percent last year from
2019, their highest level since the booming housing
market of 2006, just before the housing bubble burst
and 2008-2010 global financial crisis began. New
homes have also seen brisk sales, pushing prices up
from an average of $384,000 in January 2020 to
$408,800 in January of this year, a gain of 6.5 percent,
according to the Commerce Department. Rubeela
Farooqi of High Frequency Economics predicted
“record-low inventories are likely to support to build-
ing activity, especially in the single-family sector.”
However Chuck Fowke, president of the National
Association of Home Builders, warned that increases in
both interest rates and costs of lumber and other
materials have already caused builders to slow some
construction of single-family homes. —AFP
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Rising prices can’t cool the
hot housing market in US

In this file photo taken on November 21, 2020 a house is for sale in Arlington, Virginia. - AFP

Former finance minister Naci Agbal

Real estate remains one of the few bright spots in 2020

UK gamers and 
politicians take aim 
at console ‘scalpers’
LONDON: Furious British gamers and lawmakers are
training their sights on “scalpers” who are buying up
coveted PS5 and Xbox consoles and selling them
online at vastly inflated prices.

The popular consoles have also been hard to come
by in other parts of the world, but in Britain anger has
boiled over to the point where some lawmakers want
to ban the practice of reselling them online at higher
prices. “I’ve been trying to get a PS5 for four months
now, but I can’t get one at a normal price,” said Tracey
Ford, a student in Manchester, northwest England.

The 24-year-old gamer has made frequent visits to
the store, and registered for alerts when new stocks
arrive-but nothing has worked. “It’s so frustrating”, she
said. The cause of her anger is console “scalping”, in
which people use “bots” to snap up huge quantities of
stock online faster than regular consumers can, and
resell them at sky-high prices. The practice, which is
legal in the UK, is usually associated with concert tick-
ets and limited edition footwear. But it has taken on a
new dimension with the release of two highly-antici-
pated consoles at the end of 2020: the Sony
PlayStation 5 and the Microsoft Xbox. 

While a PS5 normally costs between £360 and
£450 ($500/$627, 420/525 euros) depending on the
model, its median resale price on sites like eBay is
£650-750, according to US researcher Michael
Driscoll. Faced with an in-store shortage, many gamers
pay full price, which only feeds the market further.

Juicy profits 
Driscoll estimates that around 52,000 copies of

both consoles have been resold in Britain on eBay and
StockX for a total of £42 million, generating £10 mil-
lion in profit.  That figure is likely to hugely underesti-
mate the problem as it only takes into account the
“grey market” and not the black market, “which is defi-
nitely larger”, said Driscoll, who is from Georgia
Institute of Technology in Atlanta.

The sudden surge in console scalping is being driv-
en by much stronger demand than usual, with gamers
having “extra money due to be not be able to travel”
because of coronavirus restrictions, he added. “Plus
there is a global shortage of high-end silicon used for
making good computer chips,” he said. The Nvidia
RTX30 graphic card and processors from US chip
manufacturer AMD are also being sold at inflated
prices online, but consoles are the worst hit, according
to Driscoll.

Driscoll believes the situation will “eventually sta-
bilise” as more gamers get hold of stock and push
down demand. But if the same marketplace conditions
exist in five years when the PlayStation 6 is due to
come out, he warned: “It’s going to happen again.”

Endgame 
Many gamers are calling on manufacturers to

address the issue. But neither Sony nor Microsoft have
spoken out, and declined requests for comment from
AFP. Others say that responsibility lies with the outlets
selling consoles in the first place, such as CeX, Currys,
PC World and Argos. Argos said that it has “stringent
processes in place” to prevent its stocks of PS5 rapid-
ly selling out. 

“As part of this, PlayStation 5’s are limited to one
per customer and any duplicate orders are cancelled,”
said a spokeswoman.  But it is far cry from measures
demanded by gamers, who want websites to use a
“Captcha” test, which asks users to complete a task
that robots cannot perform.

Several scalpers contacted by AFP declined to
comment. A group of British MPs filed a bill in mid-
December to ban the “unfair” practice. People are
“very angry”, said Douglas Chapman, a Scottish
National Party MP who tabled the bill after dozens of
calls from his constituents.

The proposal is still under consideration but has lit-
tle chance of succeeding, according to Chapman,
although he hopes it will “put pressure on the govern-
ment to take action”.  The culture ministry said it was
“discussing this issue with the trade association for the
video games industry... who we understand are cur-
rently looking at any further actions” to prevent it
happening.  But Daniel Sumner, a 35-year-old gamer
living in Plymouth, southwest England, believes a light
financial penalty “certainly won’t work” in the face of
huge profits to be made by scalping.  “I feel sorry for a
lot of people who work hard to buy consoles only to
find themselves unable to afford them,” he said. — AFP 

BA mulls HQ 
sale amid 
telecommuting boom
LONDON: British Airways is mulling the sale of its
headquarters near Heathrow Airport to raise funds, as
many employees embrace telecommuting during the
coronavirus pandemic.

“The global pandemic has shown us that many of
our colleagues enjoy working remotely and want to
continue, and this has accelerated our approach to
offering more agile and flexible ways of working,” BA
said in a statement emailed to AFP on Friday. “Our aim
is to find a hybrid working model that suits our busi-
ness, blending the best of office and remote working
for our people.

“We’ve also re-structured our business to emerge
from the crisis and are considering whether we still
have the need for such a large headquarters building.”
The company’s sprawling Waterside office complex
employs around 2,000 people and is situated on the
outskirts of Heathrow in Harmondsworth, west of the
British capital. The Financial Times reported that BA
has already hired property consultants to evaluate a
sale, citing an internal staff email.

The group is in the early stages of reviewing differ-
ent options and no final decisions have yet been made,
however. IAG, the British carrier’s parent company, has
axed 10,000 jobs at BA, or one quarter of its work-
force, as it responds to nosediving demand in the
global health emergency. Friday’s news comes after
IAG last month posted a record annual net loss of 6.9
billion euros ($8.4 billion) as Covid-19 paralyzed air
travel. IAG, which also owns Spanish airline Iberia and
Ireland’s Aer Lingus, revealed that revenues dived by
70 percent to 7.8 billion euros in 2020 as government
travel restrictions slashed passenger numbers. — AFP 

US bankers plead 
for maximum 80 
hour work week
NEW YORK: Overworked and stressed-out new
hires at the Goldman Sachs investment bank are asking
that their work week be limited-to 80 hours. They
made their case in an 11-page, official looking presen-
tation of the kind the bank would prepare for a client,
complete with statistics and graphs.

It stems from a poll of 13 first-year Goldman Sachs
employees who said they have worked an average of
98 hours a week since the beginning of the year and
generally go to bed around 3 am. They said their phys-
ical and mental health are suffering: 77 percent said
they are “victims of workplace abuse.”

“I can’t sleep anymore because my anxiety levels
are through the roof,” one worker says in the presen-
tation. “I didn’t come into this job expecting... 9am-
5pms, but I also didn’t expect consistent 9am-5ams
either,” another complained. In order to “rectify the
situation,” the proposal said an 80-hour work week
should be considered “max capacity.” The presenta-
tion began to circulate on social media Wednesday
before becoming available on Twitter Thursday. “We
recognize that our people are very busy, because
business is strong and volumes are at historic levels,”
the investment bank said. “A year into COVID, people
are understandably quite stretched, and that’s why we
are listening to their concerns and taking multiple
steps to address them.” —AFP


