
Stocks rise, dollar 
struggles on US 
rates outlook
LONDON: Stock markets headed higher Monday
and the dollar lost some ground as investors eyed
less aggressive US interest rate hikes this year with
inflation starting to cool from sky-high levels. Tokyo
was the standout performer, rallying more than one
percent following a blockbuster pre-weekend per-
formance on Wall Street as tech shares rallied.

Comments from top Federal Reserve officials
provided support to equities after they indicated
the bank could lift rates at a slower pace compared
with 2022. The euro on Monday reached the highest
level since April last year, at $1.0927, before slip-
ping back. “Investor confidence has surged into the
Lunar New Year after China lifted its drastic
COVID restrictions and hopes have risen that the
end to interest rate hikes may finally be in sight,”
noted Susannah Streeter, senior investment and
markets analyst at Hargreaves Lansdown.

“There have been signs economies may prove
more resi l ient in the downturn,” she added.
Philadelphia Fed boss Patrick Harker has again
called for slower US rate increases, while Kansas
City Fed boss Esther George said she was opti-
mistic the world’s top economy could still achieve
a soft landing despite worries that a series of big
borrowing-cost hikes last year would tip it into
recession.

In Asia, trading was then with a number of stock
markets closed for the Lunar New Year holiday.
“Although most Asian markets are closed for
Chinese Lunar New Year celebrations, Japanese
and Australian stocks are picking up on the better
mood from US investors and on expectations of
China’s economy returning to some semblance of a
pre-pandemic trend,” said SPI Asset Management’s
Stephen Innes. Crude oil futures extended their
strong start to the year. “Oil prices are trading high-
er on diminishing recession risks while easing infla-
tion pressure suggests the days of outsized hikes
are behind us, broadly supporting risky assets,”
Innes added. — AFP
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MACAU: Macau’s streets were packed in the run-up
to the Lunar New Year after pandemic controls were
abruptly lifted but it is far from business as usual as
the Chinese casino hub wrestles with questions about
its future. Mainland Chinese tourists filled winding
passages leading up to the historic Ruins of Saint
Paul’s, and stores selling local snacks like almond
cookies and meat jerky had trouble keeping up.

“We don’t have enough goods for this Lunar New
Year as we didn’t expect this,” a business owner sur-
named Li told AFP. Tourists may now be back, but
Beijing wants the former Portuguese colony to diversi-
fy its casinos-reliant economy.

President Xi Jinping has led a years-long anti-cor-
ruption campaign that clamped down on money laun-
dering and gambling. Yet quitting gambling-and the
huge tax revenues casinos generate-will be a hard
habit to break. “The government has an inherent con-
flict,” gaming consultant David Green told AFP.

“It needs to be seen by the central government to
be promoting non-gaming, but... it has to be cognizant
of maintaining its revenue stream.” The city of some
700,000 is the only place in China where casinos
operate legally and for years has relied on mainland
Chinese gamblers as its economic lifeline. Last year
Macau saw gaming revenues plunge to a record low of
42 billion patacas ($5.2 billion) after the government
shut down most businesses at the height of a coron-
avirus wave.

‘Can’t use the old ways’ 
Macau issues just six operating concessions for a

multi-billion-dollar industry that, until the pandemic
hit, generated six times the gaming revenue of Las
Vegas. In December, the government awarded new
decade-long concessions to all incumbents, effectively
keeping the status quo but adding new requirements

for non-gaming investment. The firms have since
pledged a total of $14.9 billion on projects including
theme parks, convention and exhibition centers, fine
dining and performance venues. Former lawmaker Sulu
Sou said it was “a step forward” for Macau to set clear
demands for diversification, instead of relying on
vague slogans as it had for years.

“Changes in the industry and shifting attitudes
toward gambling in mainland China forced the
[Macau] government to spell these requirements out in
black and white,” he told AFP. Sou pointed to the
downfall of “junket king” Alvin Chau, who was sen-
tenced to 18 years in jail last week for hosting illegal

gambling on a vast scale. “It was a major signal to
society that even as we return to normality, we can’t
use the old ways to make a fortune anymore,” Sou
said.

Chau was the figurehead of an industry that
thrived on enticing high rollers from mainland China
to gamble in Macau, by running VIP rooms and
extending credit for bets. VIP guests contributed
around 15 percent of industry earnings before the
pandemic, but the majority of this would be “perma-
nently gone” due to regulatory concerns, according
to Credit Suisse analysts.

“China’s multi-year campaign against capital out-

flow and cross-border gambling carried on, rather
than eased,” they wrote earlier this month.

Pandemic legacy lingers 
Last month, Macau dismantled most of its pandemic

controls and reopened its borders, following Beijing’s
abrupt decision to abandon its signature zero-COVID
policy. For residents like pharmacist Mariana Soares,
the reopening capped off nearly three years of anxiety
and economic doldrums-but it also came with a sense
of whiplash.

“It’s a shock to the system,” she told AFP.
“Suddenly everyone is coming in and it’s like whatever
happened before had been erased.” Dance studio
owner Kam Pang said he was closing his business after
two “mentally draining” years, adding that he lost up to
$25,000 when the government ordered businesses to
close.

“We couldn’t do business because all of a sudden
we were in lockdown for half a month,” he said. Eager
to make the virus a memory, Macau officials have dou-
bled down on new year celebrations with the hopes
that the economic momentum can be sustained. High-
end hotels were fully booked during the festive period
and officials said weekend visitor arrivals have recov-
ered to around half of pre-pandemic levels.

Mass-market gaming revenue should be up to 55
percent of pre-pandemic levels by the end of the year,
and 85 percent in 2024, according to Credit Suisse ana-
lysts. Soares told AFP the pandemic changed how she
saw her home city and that she would consider leaving
for better economic opportunities. “Macau will bounce
back, I just don’t know whether it would go back to its
glory days,” she said. Pang said he believed Macau was
“slowly establishing new ways of surviving”. “The ques-
tion is whether people would like to come to Macau not
to gamble but for other things.” — AFP

Macau ponders future even as 
tourists and gamblers return

It is far from business as usual at Chinese casino hub

MACAU: This photo shows tourists from mainland China strolling down a street in the southern Chinese enclave
of Macau. Streets were packed in the run up to the Lunar New Year after pandemic controls were abruptly lift-
ed, but Macau remains far from business as usual as the Chinese casino hub wrestles with questions about its
future. — AFP

NEW YORK: Traders work on the floor of the New
York Stock Exchange during opening bell in New
York City. — AFP

German antitrust 
watchdog opens 
probe into PayPal
BERLIN: Germany’s antitrust watchdog said Monday
it had launched an investigation into PayPal to examine
whether the US online payment giant was using its
dominance to restrict competition. The Federal Cartel
Office (FCO) said it would examine whether the condi-
tions set out in PayPal’s terms of use amount to a pos-
sible “hindrance of competitors and restriction of price
competition”.

Paypal is Germany’s leading online payments serv-
ice but also its most expensive, the regulator said. “We
will now examine what market power PayPal has and to

what extent online retailers are dependent on offering
PayPal as a payment method,” FCO president Andreas
Mundt said in a statement. The charges paid by sellers
to use PayPal’s service start at 2.49 percent of the pay-
ment amount plus 0.35 euros per transaction.

According to the FCO, traders are not allowed to
offer their goods and services at lower prices if cus-
tomers choose a cheaper payment service, nor may
they express a preference for payment methods other
than PayPal. This could prevent rival services from
entering the market, keeping the surcharges high. In
the end customers lose out, Mundt said, because “ulti-
mately they pay for these higher fees indirectly
through the product price.”

New legislation in 2021 gave Germany’s antitrust
watchdog sweeping powers to take action against tech
companies suspected of abusing their dominant mar-
ket positions. The FCO has also opened proceedings
against Google, Amazon and Facebook. — AFP

For corporates in 
India, getting right 
talent is a task
MUMBAI: Like in other parts of the world, a good
majority of employees in India have started return-
ing to offices as COVID-19 restrictions are eased
and the local economy reopens. However, high
workloads and growing expectations have led many
workers to remain constantly connected, with the
subsequent burnouts becoming a problem for the
corporate sector.

“The corporate culture that employees need to be
available 24/7 is not new or only a post-pandemic
phenomenon,” says Sonica Aron, managing partner
and founder of Marching Sheep, an HR advisory com-
pany. “During work-from-home, where personal and
professional lines got blurred, this pinch was felt even
more by employees.” It has now become “more preva-
lent” in companies “to authentically address this issue”
and try to bring a balance between “work expectations
and giving employees adequate time to recharge and
rejuvenate”, she says.

For many companies, the pandemic and how
employees delivered during those stressful days has
changed the way they look at their staff’s well-being,
human resources experts say. Implementing measures
for the physical and mental health of employees is the
foremost priority in a bid to retain skilled workers - of
whom there is often a shortage in the country.
Companies across industries in India are trying to hire
aggressively, but 83 per cent say that they find it diffi-
cult to fill positions amid a dearth of the right talent in
the country, according to an employment outlook sur-
vey by ManpowerGroup India released in 2022.

Other schemes being introduced by companies in
India to help attract and retain staff and prevent them
from burning out include offering unlimited days off,
counseling services, working retreats and hybrid work
options.

“There is a choice for employees these days to look

for better opportunities if they are getting excessively
overworked at an organization,” says Gaurav Bhagat, a
business coach and founder of the Gaurav Bhagat
Academy.

“There are many companies in India that allow
employees to sign off when not at work and hence
these are the companies that get recognized as great
places to work and they get the right talent.”

The corporate sector in India is increasingly wit-
nessing a “mindset shift when it comes to employee
welfare and mental health”, says Neeti Sharma, co-
founder and president of TeamLease Edtech, a learn-
ing solutions company in India, which is focused on
improving employability.

“Organizations that take steps to create a good
work culture tend to retain employees and witness
reduced absenteeism and less instances of sickness.
“Reduced turnover also leads to reduced hiring costs
and thereby improves the bottom line for any organi-
zation.” As well as companies developing more aware-
ness of the importance of holidays to recharge, many
organizations are also “implementing a no-call policy

post office hours”, Sharma says.
It is “encouraging to see such steps being taken”,

she adds. Depending on the nature of work, there
could be companies where co-workers would need to
be contacted while on leave or after work hours for
urgent matters, she states. RP Yadav, chairman and
managing director of Genius Consultants, a human
resources solutions company in India, agrees.

“I am not very sure about the practicality of this
situation in a company,” he says. “In case [a] person,
who has the authoritative power of taking a decision is
not connected at such times due to implementation of
a policy where you will be fined, it can lead to major
work being put off and can have serious implications.”
Nonetheless, it is a good step and similar “unplug”
policies have been rolled out across some multination-
al companies in Europe and the US. 

Dream11 is the first company in India to make such
a public announcement, Yadav says. Even before the
pandemic, there were calls for India’s corporate cul-
ture to change and help ensure a healthier work-life
balance among employees. — Agencies

Ecuador: Trade 
talks with Mexico 
at a ‘dead end’
QUITO: Ecuadoran President Guillermo Lasso said
on Sunday that negotiations for his nation to reach a
free-trade accord with Mexico are at a “dead end.”
Such a free-trade deal would have been a stepping
stone for Ecuador to enter the Pacific Alliance, a
broader trade bloc. But Mexican President Andres
Manuel Lopez Obrador “has told me that the
banana and shrimp producers in Mexico don’t want
shrimp and plantains or bananas from Ecuador
arriving there,” Lasso said. “We are at a dead end.”
Ecuador warned in December that it would be
“impossible” to sign a free-trade accord with
Mexico unless a deal included shrimp and bananas,
its major exports after petroleum.

Lasso, speaking to a local reporter in an interview
later released by his government, said that the failure
to get a trade accord with Mexico “is not so serious”
since Ecuador has expanded and intensified trade
talks elsewhere. Mexico is one of the founding mem-
bers of the Pacific Alliance, which also includes Chile,
Colombia and Peru. Lasso said Ecuador sought entry
to the Pacific Alliance “in order to access Asian mar-
kets” but that “today we are doing so directly,” not-
ing that Ecuador is expected to sign a free-trade
accord with China imminently. Ecuador is also pur-
suing trade talks with South Korea, Canada, Costa
Rica and the United States. —AFP


