
SHANGHAI: A worker wearing personal gear walks on
a street during a COVID-19 coronavirus lockdown in
Shanghai on May 18, 2022. —AFP

TOKYO: Japan’s economy shrank slightly in the
f irst  quarter  of  2022, of f ic ia l  data showed
Wednesday, hit by COVID-19 restrictions and
higher prices. The world’s third-largest economy
shrank 0.2 percent quarter-on-quarter in the
January-March period, slightly less than the mar-
ket expectations of a 0.4 percent contraction.

It followed a modest rebound in the final three
months of 2021 that proved short-lived after
Japan put COVID restrictions in place as an out-
break fuelled by the Omicron coronavirus variant
took hold in January. Growth was also hit by the
rising cost of imports with energy prices surging
and the yen falling to its lowest level against the
dollar in 20 years.

Economists expect the economy to recover
again in the April-June quarter now that virus
restrictions have been lifted, but caution there are
some caveats. “We see three headwinds to this
expected recovery,” said UBS economists
Masamichi Adachi and Go Kurihara in a note
ahead of the GDP data release. “First is a rise in
food and energy prices. Second is a drag from the
lockdown in China,” and third is the risk of a
potential resurgence in virus infections, they said.

Others point to ongoing uncertainties linked
to “tensions in international relations and military
conflicts”, according to a survey among econo-
mists  conducted by the Japan Center  for
Economic Research. During the current earnings
season, major Japanese firms such as Sony and
Nissan have offered cautious forecasts because
of the uncertainty, particularly over supply chain
disruption and the effect of COVID lockdowns in

China. Wednesday’s data showed the economy’s
rebound in the last quarter of 2021 was 0.9 per-
cent, slightly weaker than an initial estimate of 1.1
percent growth.

Rising prices 
Japan is battling a series of economic head-

winds linked to the pandemic and Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, which has sent energy costs
soaring. The yen has also slumped against the
dollar, with a widening gap between Japan’s
ultra-loose monetary policy and tightening in the
United States as the Federal Reserve attempts to
combat inflation. Rising energy prices and other
hikes are squeezing Japanese consumers and
businesses, with household spending dipping 2.3
percent in March from a year earlier.

Analysts have warned that the pace of nominal
wage increases in Japan is unlikely to track rising
prices, dampening spending appetites. Last
month, the government unveiled a 6.2 trillion yen
(around $48 bil l ion) economic package that
included handouts for low-income families to
help cushion the impact of rising prices and
energy costs. Looking ahead, “net trade will
boost growth over the coming months as supply
shortages ease and the weak yen boosts exports
and softens demand for  imports ,”  Tom
Learmouth, Capital Economics economist, said in
a note.

“With coronavirus cases continuing to fall and
nearly 60 percent of the population triple-jabbed,
another round of restrictions looks unlikely for
now.” “However, we expect GDP growth to disap-

point across 2022 due to the hit to household
income from higher inflation and signs that elderly
consumers remain wary of catching the virus,” he
added. Japan has seen a smaller COVID outbreak

than many countries, although cases surged
because of the highly transmissible Omicron vari-
ant. The country has recorded around 30,050
deaths despite avoiding harsh lockdowns. —AFP

Sony brings 
zero-carbon 
goal forward 
TOKYO: Japanese giant Sony brought for-
ward its deadline for reaching carbon neu-
trality by a decade on Wednesday, saying it
is now targeting net-zero emissions across
its business by 2040. The electronics and
entertainment firm said the decision was
taken “as climate change risks become more
apparent and serious worldwide, and the
transition to a decarbonised society has
become an urgent issue”. Climate cam-
paigners praised the move, but  ra ised
doubts over an element of how Sony aims to
reach the goal-investing in new technology
that removes carbon from the atmosphere
or converts it into a less harmful compound.

Sony said it wants its own factories to be
carbon neutral by 2030, also a decade earli-
er than its previous goal, and plans to reach
that by increasing use of renewable power
and energy-saving. Eliminating emissions
from areas “such as products, supply chains,
and logistics”, however, is to be achieved in
part by investing in start-ups focused on
carbon removal and projects that encourage
carbon absorption with so-called augment-
ed ecosystems.

But that technology remains unproven,
said Eri Watanabe, senior finance cam-
paigner at Japanese climate group 350.org.
Sony’s announcement “is a positive signal
that the company is serious about tackling
climate change”, but these removal methods
are “unproven, and (it is) uncertain if it can
contribute to the decarbonisation pathway”,
she said. She said Sony could influence oth-
er Japanese firms to upgrade their climate
targets but urged the company not to rely
“on unproven technologies to reduce its
emissions.”

UN climate experts say humanity has
fewer than three years to halt the rise of
planet-warming carbon emissions, and less
than a decade to slash them by nearly half
to have a shot at capping global warming at
a target 1.5 degrees Celsius. Japan, which is
highly dependent on imported fossil fuels,
aims to become carbon neutral by 2050.
The country is the world’s sixth-biggest
carbon emitter if the EU is counted as one
bloc, according to European Commission
data. —AFP

Japan battling a series of economic headwinds

Japan’s economy shrinks 
slightly as COVID wave hit

TOKYO: Employees cheer for their colleagues as they compete in a tug of war event among companies in the
Marunouchi, Otemachi and Yurakucho area in Tokyo. —AFP

KUWAIT: Amid Gulf Bank’s upcom-
ing addition to the MCSI World Index,
the Bank’s CEO, Tony Daher, recently
discussed the Bank’s latest achieve-
ment with Bloomberg. Daher noted
that Gulf Bank’s upcoming inclusion to
the MCSI World Index is both a testa-
ment to, and continuation of, the
country’s national success. “As it turns
out, Gulf Bank is no stranger to the
MCSI World Index, having been a
part of the index when Kuwait was
added in November 2020,” noted
Daher. “We are very pleased to be
back on the index.”

Foreign investor engagement
When asked about its standing

with foreign investors, Daher noted
that the Bank currently has a market
cap of about 4 billion U.S. dollars, and
a foreign ownership of about 13% and
(or the equivalent of roughly 500 mil-
lion U.S. dollars). Amid a backdrop of
excellent relationships with foreign
investors and coverage from
ARQAAM Capital and EFG Hermes,
Gulf Bank is maintaining a positive
outlook for the stock, with expected
foreign investment inflow reaching
USD 100m to 150m. “We are already
engaged with foreign investors and
we expect more inflow into the stock
with the index upgrade,” said Daher.

A positive outlook
When asked about how the recent

MSCI World Index upgrade is set to
influence Gulf Bank’s  outlook for
profitability amid an uncertain global
monetary policy backdrop, Daher
noted that Gulf Bank is maintaining a
positive outlook.

“In Kuwait, we have two forces
coming together at the same time: on
the one hand, we have a rising interest

rate and we are fairly early into the
cycle which the local banking sector
will benefit from. At the same time, we
do have high oil prices which are
good for the Kuwaiti economy and
the local banking sector in general,”
said Daher. “While we understand the
difficulty in the global markets, we do
hold a somewhat positive outlook
here in Kuwait for the rest of the
year.”  Daher also noted that current
oil prices have given way to surpluses
in the government budget, resulting in
a fairly positive outlook for future
project spending in Kuwait.

He continued: “Over time we
expect that surplus to go into project
spending. We are the second largest
conventional bank in Kuwait, and we
expect to participate in that project
spending as it comes to fruition, so
the balance is fairly positive for proj-
ect spending here in Kuwait going
forward.” Daher indicated that the
rise in oil prices above the level of
$100 per barrel, in light of the budget
price of about $75 per barrel, is likely
to get the country out of the deficit
phase and return to achieving sur-
pluses again, which reinforces the
optimistic view regarding the increase
in investment spending on infrastruc-
ture projects. .

Investment government spending
As for how Gulf Bank is planning to

deliver growth to international
investors, Daher emphasized Gulf
Bank’s local touch, as well as its mini-
mal exposure to the variable regional
economy. “Gulf Bank is a local bank,
so we are quite exposed to the local
economy and we have very little
exposure to the regional economy.
When you look at our balance sheet,
less than 10% is exposed to the
GCC,” said Daher. “We are mainly a
Kuwaiti bank, so when foreign
investors invest in our stock, they are
investing in pure local play.”

Product diversification
Although Gulf Bank is primarily a

local bank, Daher emphasized that
diversification remains a major unique
proposition of the Bank. “Although
diversification (in terms of geography)
is very limited, diversification (in
terms of product) is fairly well-
renowned here in Kuwait. We partici-
pate in all aspects of the economy -
across both retail and corporate - and
currently, the output is fairly positive
across the board.”

Local market fairly well-balanced
Amid a global trend of banking

consolidations, Daher also noted that

the local market is fairly well-bal-
anced, with no plans of local bank
consolidations in the near future.
Daher said, “Kuwait currently has 10
banks: five Islamic banks and five
conventional banks. However, the
market is fairly well balanced, and it
is not really ‘overbanked.’ 

Gulf Bank’s vision is to be the
leading Kuwaiti Bank of the Future.
The Bank is constantly engaging and
empowering its employees as part of
an inclusive and diversified work-
place in recognit ion of  every
employee’s role in delivering cus-
tomer excellence and serving the
community at large. With its exten-
sive network of branches and inno-
vative digital services, Gulf Bank is
able to give its customers the choice
of how and where to conduct their
banking transactions, a l l  whi le
ensuring a s imple and seamless
banking experience.

Gulf Bank is committed to main-
taining a robust sustainability pro-
gram at the community, economic,
and environmental levels through
sustainability initiatives that are
strategically selected to benefit both
the country and the Bank. Gulf Bank
supports Kuwait Vision 2035 “New
Kuwait” and works with various par-
ties to achieve it.

Siemens Energy 
to delist troubled 
Spanish subsidiary
FRANKFURT: Siemens Energy is considering making a
takeover bid for its troubled wind power subsidiary
Siemens Gamesa with a view to delisting the Spanish-
German company, it said on Wednesday. The manage-
ment of Munich-based Siemens Energy is “considering
a cash tender offer for all outstanding shares in

Siemens Gamesa Renewable Energy with the intention
to delist”, the group said in a statement. Siemens
Energy holds a 67-percent stake in Siemens Gamesa,
which manufactures onshore and offshore wind tur-
bines. “The outcome of this consideration is open. No
decision has been made and there is no certainty that a
transaction will materialize,” Siemens Energy said.

The Spanish stock exchange regulator had on
Wednesday morning announced the temporary sus-
pension of Siemens Gamesa’s shares on the Madrid
stock exchange “due to circumstances that could dis-
rupt the normal course of trading in the shares”.
Trading later resumed with Siemens Gamesa shares up
more than 11 percent in Madrid, while shares in

Siemens Energy rose nearly four percent in Frankfurt
Siemens Energy, whose products include gas turbines,
steam turbines and generators as well as wind turbines,
has been dragged down lately by the poor financial
performance of Siemens Gamesa.

The group revised down its overall forecasts for
2022 in April after its Spanish subsidiary reported a
heavy first-quarter loss due to rising costs and a lack of
competitiveness. Integrating Siemens Gamesa could
help Siemens Energy compete better with rivals such
as Denmark’s Vestas, simplify its financial reporting and
improve internal synergies. Siemens Energy will hold
an investor day in Berlin next Tuesday which may pro-
vide more details on the project. —AFP
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China urges urgent 
boost to economy
BEIJING: China’s premier called for greater
“urgency” in rolling out measures to support the
virus-battered economy, state media reported
Wednesday, days after data highlighted the stark
impact of COVID-19 restrictions. China - the last
major global economy sticking to a rigid zero-COVID
policy - is battling an economic slump due to pro-
longed virus lockdowns that have constricted supply
chains, quelled demand and stalled manufacturing.

“All localities and departments should step up
their sense of urgency, and new measures that can
be used should be used,” Li Keqiang said at a sym-
posium on Wednesday, according to state broad-
caster CCTV. He added that efforts to support the
economy should bring it “back to normal quickly”
after admitting that indicators have “weakened sig-
nificantly” since March, with a particular dip in April.

On Monday, data showed retail sales and factory
output last month had slumped the most since the start
of the pandemic, while unemployment edged back
toward its February 2020 peak. Beijing’s unrelenting
approach to Covid-19 outbreaks has snarled supply
chains and locked down tens of millions of people, hit-
ting major financial, industrial and tourist hubs. The

country’s borders also remain closed to most foreign
travelers and a slew of international sports events have
been scrapped over pandemic concerns.

China has targeted full-year growth of around
5.5 percent, but data published in April showed that
first-quarter growth slowed to 4.8 percent after the
world’s second-biggest economy lost steam in the
latter half of last year. And the economic targets
have a political dimension for Chinese leader Xi
Jinping, who is eyeing another term in power. Xi has
pinned his legacy to China’s strong economic
growth and winning the “battle” against COVID.
But the current outbreak is the country’s worst
since the virus emerged in Wuhan in late 2019, and
the economy is beginning to weaken. —AFP


