
PARIS: When Matt Danzico began seeing
cryptocurrency logos in the packaging of gro-
cery store items, he knew he had a problem.
Danzico had been swept up in the global craze
for trading digital currencies during the pan-
demic, and very quickly it had grown into an
obsession.

“I would have these sleepless nights where I’d
be tossing and turning, trying to get these charts
out of my head,” said the Barcelona-based de-
signer and visual journalist. “I thought I was los-
ing my mind.” Cryptocurrencies like bitcoin and
ethereum are notorious for their volatility, and
the 39-year-old saw “years worth of money won
and lost in a very short amount of time”.

His emotions went on a similar rollercoaster,
not helped by the fact that he was speculating in
the depths of a COVID-19 lockdown. His wife
noticed him becoming anxious and angry. Danz-
ico declines to specify the damage the experi-
ment did to his finances-suffice to say that “for
our bank account, it was bad”.

Reflecting months later during a trip home to
the United States, the cheerful American mostly
feels relieved that he nipped his addiction in the
bud fairly quickly. But as cryptocurrencies have
grown from being a niche interest to a more
mainstream one, Danzico says experiences much
darker than his own are unfolding worldwide.

“We’re talking tens of millions of people who
are trading cryptocurrencies,” he said. “If one
small fraction of those people are becoming
hooked, we’re talking about a burgeoning po-
tential mental health crisis on a scale that I don’t

think that the world has ever seen.”

The darkness of crypto Twitter 
Danzico points out that you need look no fur-

ther than Twitter, where crypto enthusiasts con-
gregate, for a sense of the mental health
consequences of the tokens’ chronic instability.
Tweets by “people discussing deep depression,
really extreme thoughts of isolation and suicide”
often accompany plunges in value.

In September, a Czech man’s tale of his dis-
astrous attempt to get rich from crypto-taking
on spiraling debts as he attempted to claw back
his losses-went viral on Twitter. Depressed and
homeless, he was too ashamed to ask for help.
“When I called my mom I just said it’s all ok, I
have (a) good job, place to sleep etc. In reality I
was starving,” wrote the user named Jirka, who
has since started rebuilding his life.

Disturbed by his own experience and others
described online, Danzico began researching
crypto addiction, writing up his findings in an ar-
ticle for crypto news site Cointelegraph. He
found just one small-scale study into crypto ad-
diction in Turkey, and a few therapists offering
professional help, from Thailand to the US.

Experts regard the phenomenon as a form
of gambling addiction, noting similarities with
Wall Street traders whose investments have
spun out of control. Castle Craig, a Scottish
rehab clinic, describes crypto addiction as a
“modern day epidemic”. The problem is more
common in men, the clinic notes on its website,
“but this might just be because women trade

cryptocurrencies less than men”.
For Danzico, it’s “alarming” that more spe-

cialised help isn’t available. Part of the problem,
he suspects, is that people don’t realise quite
how mainstream crypto speculation has become.

Trading platform Crypto.com estimated in July
that 221 million people were now trading world-
wide. That figure had more than doubled in six
months as millions began dabbling while stuck
at home during the pandemic. — AFP
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Crypto addiction: A hidden epidemic?

BANGKOK: The Siam Commercial Bank (SCB) headquarters is pictured in Bangkok yesterday, after the bank
announced a deal to acquire a 51 percent stake in the Thai cryptocurrency exchange Bitkub worth 17.85 billion
baht ($535 million). — AFP

Markets gain as Fed
unveils taper plan
HONGKONG: Markets rose yesterday to track another record
on Wall Street after the Federal Reserve said it would this month
start tapering its pandemic support programme but would be pa-
tient in hiking interest rates as the economy continues to recover.

The announcement brought to an end months of speculation
about the bank’s plan for the bond-buying programme, and re-
moved some unease among traders who were concerned that of-
ficials were leaving it too late to respond to rocketing inflation.
The Fed is the latest bank to move away from its emergency
measures and it comes after rate hikes in several countries includ-
ing Canada and South Korea, while the Bank of England is ex-
pected to follow suit later in the day.

It also makes the Fed the latest monetary authority to begin
winding back the measures put in place at the start of the pan-
demic which have been crucial to the global rebound and an 18-
month equity rally to multi-year or record highs. Policymakers
had said at the outset that they would only start tapering when
they were satisfied the world’s number one economy was well on
the recovery track with unemployment under control and inflation
running hot for an extended period.

Inflation has been surging for months, while jobs creation con-
tinues to scorch along, albeit with the rare blip-reinforced by data
Wednesday showing private businesses hired far more people
than expected in October. However, while bank boss Jerome Pow-
ell was pleased with the economic recovery, he said he wanted to
see the labour market heal more before hiking interest rates from
record lows, telling reporters: “We think we can be patient.”

The expectation is still for borrowing costs to rise in the middle
of next year, soon after the bond-buying has come to an end. “I
don’t think we are behind the curve. I believe policy is well-posi-

tioned to address the range of plausible outcomes,” Powell said.

Oil extends losses 
Still, the bank must tread a careful path as it contends with

global supply chain snarls, rising commodity prices, surging wage
costs and rocketing demand, all against the ever-present back-
drop of the Covid pandemic. The announcement helped Wall
Street’s main indexes reverse early losses to surge to new record
highs for a fourth straight day.

And the upbeat mood filtered through to Asia, with Tokyo up
almost one percent as it reopened after a one-day break, while
Hong Kong, Shanghai, Sydney, Seoul, Mumbai, Bangkok, Manila
and Jakarta also rallied.

Paris opened with more gains after clocking up a second
straight all-time high, while London and Frankfurt also rose. “With
the tapering debate out of the way, the focus shifts to the rates
outlook,” said JP Morgan Asset Management global market
strategist Kerry Craig. “Our view has always been tapering then
tightening and that is what we heard from the Fed, with Chair
Powell careful to separate the two policy tools.” He added that
the announcement “ticked many of the boxes in starting the taper
process without causing market disruption while pushing back a
little on the market pricing for early rate hikes.

“Remember that tapering is not tightening, and this is the first
step away from emergency policy settings.” Oil prices edged up
after Wednesday’s sharp losses that followed news that US inven-
tories had risen for the fifth time in six weeks, while the progress
of Iran nuclear talks raised the possibility of more crude being al-
lowed back into the market if sanctions on the country are lifted.
A meeting of OPEC and other major producers later in the day
is the next point of attention, with discussion to focus on
whether it will lift its output quota. “The US/Iran news has likely
wiped out any last hope that OPEC+ will increase production
targets, which may be supportive later in the session,” said
OANDA’s Jeffrey Halley. —AFP

Roche repurchases 
own shares held 
by rival Novartis 
ZURICH: Swiss pharmaceuticals giant Roche said yesterday
that it will buy back around one third of its voting capital cur-
rently held by rival Novartis as the two groups disentangle
their ties for greater strategic flexibility. The two drugmakers
said in separate statements that Roche would repurchase 53.3
million of its own shares currently held by Novartis for around
19 billion Swiss francs (18 billion euros, $20 billion).

“After more than 20 years as a shareholder of Roche, we
concluded that now is the right time to monetise our invest-
ment,” said Novartis chief executive Vas Narasimhan. Novartis
has been a shareholder of Roche since May, 2001 and cur-
rently holds 33 percent of its outstanding voting shares.

“Today’s announcement is consistent with our strategic
focus and we intend to deploy the proceeds from the trans-
action in line with our capital allocation priorities to max-
imise shareholder value,” he said. Novartis acquired the
stake between 2001 and 2003 for $5.0 billion “as a long-
term financial investment” from which it has since earned
more than $6.0 billion.

Today, however, “Novartis does not consider the financial
investment in Roche as part of its core business and therefore
not a strategic asset,” it said. Roche chief Christoph Franz said
he was “convinced that the envisaged transaction is in the best
interest of Roche and the holders of Roche equity securities
from a strategic and economic perspective.” —AFP


