
Trade in goods reached nearly $6.1 trillion in first quarter of 2022, an annual rise of about 25% 
AGENCIES 

LONDON 

BUSINESS confidence in the 
GCC recorded an upswing in 
the first quarter on the back 
of solid economic recovery 
and demand growth as gov-
ernments across the region 
stepped up investment plans 
thanks to additional oil earn-
ings, Kamco Invest said in its 
GCC Banking Sector Report 
for the first quarter of 2022.

According to the report, 
investment in businesses re-
ceived a fillip from the loose 
fiscal policies of 2021 across 
the region and globally that 
were implemented with an aim 
to boost investments.

The rising business opti-
mism and robust investment 
were reflected in the GCC 
banking sector net profits that 
showed one of the strongest 
quarter-on-quarter growth 
rates in the first quarter at 
25.1 percent to reach one of 
the highest quarterly levels at 
$10.9 billion as compared to 
$8.7 billion during the fourth 
quarter of 2021. The year-on-
year growth was also strong at 
30.7 percent. 

Economic growth showed 
a better-than-expected recov-
ery in 2022 mainly backed by 
elevated oil prices and higher 
volumes that enabled govern-
ments to increase investment 
in the economy.

“The IMF highlighted this 
while upgrading its 2022 real 
GDP forecast for Saudi Ara-
bia by 280 bps and for GCC 
by 220 bps to 7.6 percent and 
6.4 percent, respectively. GCC 
oil GDP is expected to grow by 
10.1 percent during the year 
while non-oil GDP is expected 
to grow at 3.9 percent,” it said.

Moreover, recent economic 
data has shown 9.9 percent y-
o-y GDP growth rate for Saudi 
Arabia in the first quarter of 
2022, the highest since 2011, 
with expectations of sustained 
activity by the end of the year.

Consensus estimates show 
GCC real GDP growth of 6 per-
cent this year, one of the high-
est over several years. In ad-
dition, inflation in the region 
remained significantly below 
the record levels seen in the 

US and Europe. The increase 
in consumer prices ranged be-
tween 1.6 percent and 4.3 per-
cent during the first quarter of 
2022. The overall activity was 
also reflected in the PMI sur-
veys for the region.

Data showed that manu-
facturing activity remained 
well above the growth mark 
with PMI figures of over 50 for 
Qatar and Saudi Arabia during 
the first quarter of 2022.

Data from GCC central 
banks’ monthly publications 
also showed growth in credit 
disbursements in Qatar, Ku-
wait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain 
and Oman. Lending activ-
ity remained robust during the 
first quarter of 2022 resulting 
in record high loan books at 

the end of the quarter.
Gross loans reached $1.8 

trillion, up 2.1 percent q-o-q 
and 10.1 percent y-o-y, mainly 
led by strong growth in Saudi 
Arabia that was partially off-
set by a decline in gross loans 
mainly by Omani and Bahraini 
listed banks. Net loans showed 
a slightly higher growth of 2.5 
per cent q-o-q to reach $1.68 
trillion, backed by growth in all 
markets.

Aggregate return on eq-
uity (ROE) for the GCC bank-
ing sector continued to show 
improvement during the first 
quarter of 2022 reaching an 
8-quarter high level of 10.8 
percent as compared to 10.4 
percent at the end of the fourth 
quarter of 2021. However, the 
ratio remained relatively low 
as compared to pre-pandemic 
levels of over 12 percent.

Fearing Russian gas shut-off, France’s industry turns to oil
AGENCIES 

PARIS 

FRANCE’S energy-intensive 
companies are speeding up 
contingency plans and con-
verting their gas boilers to run 
on oil as they seek to avoid 
disruption in the event any 
further reduction in Russian 
gas supplies leads to power 
outages.

Gathered over the week-
end at a business and econom-
ics conference in southern 
France, several top executives 
said they were preparing for 
possible blackouts.

“What we’ve done is we’ve 
converted our boilers, so 
they’re capable of running on 
gas or oil, and we can even 
switch to coal if we need to,” 
said Florent Menegaux, the 
boss of Michelin, one of the 
world’s leading tyre makers.

“The aim is to avoid having 
to shut down a plant in case 

we face a shortage,” he added, 
saying that while a gas short-
age in Europe was likely, oil 
would still be available as an 
alternative.

It takes days to start up 
tyre production at a manufac-
turing plant, Menegaux said, 
making it essential to main-
tain a steady energy supply.

Russia in June reduced 
flows through the Nord Stream 
1 pipeline, its main route for 
shipping gas into western Eu-
rope, to 40 percent of capacity. 
Politicians and industry are 
concerned there will be further 
supply constraints linked to 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
which Moscow describes as a 
“special military operation”.

Across Europe, industry 
has been resorting to more 
polluting fuel than gas as it 
gives precedence to tackling 
the cost to the economy of 
business disruption and surg-
ing energy prices, rather than 

longer-term targets to switch 
to zero carbon fuel.

French Finance Minister 
Bruno Le Maire told the top 
corporate executives attend-
ing the conference it would be 
irresponsible not to prepare 
for shortages.

“Let’s prepare for a cut-
off of Russian gas,” he told 
them. “Today it’s the most 
likely scenario.” France relies 
on nuclear power for around 
70 percent of its electricity, 
meaning it is far less directly 
dependendent on Russian gas 
than neighbouring Germany.

However, the state-con-
trolled electricity producer 
EDF is struggling to meet 
France’s needs because of out-
ages at its ageing power plants, 
increasing the strain on the 
rest of the energy sector.

Energy production at 29 
of its 56 nuclear reactors has 
been halted by inspections and 
repairs.

The French government is 
checking company-by-compa-
ny which ones depend on an 
uninterrupted energy supply.

It has also sought to reduce 
the impact of a surge in energy 
prices by capping retail gas 
and power prices until the end 
of the year, which has helped 
to keep French inflation 
among the lowest in Europe.

A chairman of another 
large industrial company, who 
asked not to be named, told 
Reuters on the sidelines of the 
conference he believed all big 
businesses were looking at a 
switch to oil.

Automaker Stellantis is 
weighing options to produce 
its own energy in case of an 
energy crunch, Chief Execu-
tive Carlos Tavares said at a 
French factory last month.

These include building its 
own energy plant or investing 
in an existing one to secure 
part of the production.
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THE value of global trade rose 
by almost 15 percent to a re-
cord $7.7 trillion in the first 
quarter of 2022, an increase 
of about $1 trillion compared 
with the same period last 
year, according to the UN 
Conference on Trade and De-
velopment (Unctad).

The trade value was about 
$250 million more than the 
fourth quarter of 2021, the 
UN body said in its ‘Global 
Trade Update’ report.

Trade in both goods and 
services surged in the January 
to March period.

Trade in goods reached 
nearly $6.1 trillion, an annual 
rise of about 25 percent, while 
trade in services soared about 
22 percent yearly to $1.6 tril-
lion. “Trade growth is ex-
pected to remain positive but 
continues to slow during the 
second quarter,” Unctad said.

In the first quarter, trade 
in goods was significantly 
above the 2021 levels in both 
developing and developed 
countries. 

Exports from developing 
and developed countries were 
about 25 percent and 14 per-
cent higher year-on-year, re-
spectively, in the three-month 
period.

Trade between developing 
countries was about 23 per-
cent higher in the first quar-
ter compared with the same 
period in 2021, and about 42 
percent higher than the pre-
COVID-19 pandemic levels.

“The war in Ukraine is 
starting to influence interna-
tional trade, largely through 
increases in prices,” the re-
port said.

Economic growth fore-
casts for 2022 are being re-
vised downwards due to ris-
ing interest rates, inflationary 
pressures in several econo-
mies and negative global 
economic spillovers from the 
conflict in Ukraine. It is likely 
that global trade will reflect 
these macroeconomic trends, 
with a decrease in trade 
growth, according to Unctad.

“The conflict in Ukraine 
is putting further upward 

pressure on the international 
prices of energy and primary 
commodities,” the report 
said.

“In the short term, be-
cause of the inelastic global 
demand for food and energy 
products, rising food and en-
ergy prices would likely result 
in higher trade values and 
marginally lower trade vol-
umes.”

In April, the International 
Monetary Fund lowered its 
2022 global growth forecast 
to 3.6 percent, down from its 
previous estimate of 4.4 per-
cent in January.

Last month, the World 
Bank slashed its growth fore-
cast for the global economy 
for the second time this year 
as the Ukraine war, now in 

its fifth month, exacerbates 
the slowdown from the pan-
demic.

The Washington-based 
lender lowered its growth 
estimate for 2022 to 2.9 per-
cent, from the 3.2 percent 
projection it issued in April.

In the first quarter, the val-
ue of global trade was about 
30 per cent higher than the 
pre-pandemic levels of 2019. 
However, trade volumes in-
creased to a much lower ex-
tent (about 6 percent). The 
divergence between values 
and volumes is due to rising 
commodity prices, especially 
for energy products and gen-
eral inflation, Unctad said.

The positive trend for in-
ternational trade may soon 
come to an end, the report 

said.
Escalating interest rates 

and the winding down of 
economic stimulus packages 
will have a negative impact 
on trade volumes for the rest 
of the year. Volatility in com-
modity prices and geopoliti-
cal factors will also continue 
to make trade developments 
uncertain.

The evolution of world 
trade for the remainder of 
the year is also likely to be af-
fected by various other factors 
including supply chain dis-
ruptions, transition towards 
a greener global economy and 
rising concerns for debt sus-
tainability.

Trade patterns are expect-
ed to reflect the increasing 
global demand for products 

that are green or environmen-
tally sustainable. This would 
largely depend on the im-
plementation of government 
policies regulating the trade 
of carbon intensive products, 
Unctad said.

Given the rising levels of 
global debt, concerns of debt 
sustainability are likely to in-
tensify in the coming quarters 
due to mounting inflationary 
pressures and associated in-
terest rate hikes.

“The ongoing tightening 
of financial conditions is ex-
pected to heighten pressure 
on the most highly indebted 
governments, amplifying vul-
nerabilities and negatively 
affecting investments and in-
ternational trade flows,” the 
report said.

Global trade hits record 
$7.7 trillion in Q1: Unctad

Across Europe, industrial companies like Michelin has been resorting to more polluting fuel than gas as 
it gives precedence to tackling the cost to the economy of business disruption and surging energy prices, 
rather than longer-term targets to switch to zero carbon fuel.

In the first quarter of 2022, trade in goods was significantly above the 2021 levels in both developing and developed countries. 

GCC business 
confidence rises 
on back of oil 
windfall: Kamco

Economic growth showed a 
better-than-expected recovery in 
2022 mainly backed by elevated 
oil prices. 
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SamSung Electronics expects 
operating profits in the second 
quarter to rise 11.4 percent, 
the South Korean tech giant 
said in a statement Thursday, 
despite ongoing global supply 
chain woes.

The world’s biggest smart-
phone maker forecast 2022 
second-quarter operating 
profits of about 14 trillion won 
($10.7 billion), up from 12.6 
trillion won in the same quar-
ter last year.

Samsung expected sales in 
the april-June period to have 
increased by 21 percent on-
year to 77 trillion won. The fig-
ure would represent a down-
grade from its first-quarter 
sales of 77.8 trillion won.

analysts said Samsung 
was helped by its continued 
strong performances in the 
memory chip business, mak-
ing up for declines in smart-
phone sales over the period.

“Samsung’s smartphone 
shipments for the second 
quarter are expected to be just 
over 60 million units, which 
is worse than expected,” Park 
Sung-soon, an analyst at Cape 
Investment & Securities, told 
aFP.

Samsung shipped 74.5 
million smartphones in the 
first quarter, according to 
global research firm Coun-
terpoint, topping the global 
shipments market with 23 
percent, trailed by apple’s 18 
percent.

With memory chips now 
used in a wide-ranging array 
of devices and cloud servers 
-- essential for remote work-
ing in the pandemic era -- the 
sector has become less de-
pendent on seasonally driven 
demand for gadgets such as 
smartphones and laptops.

But concerns are growing 
over uncertainty in the global 
economic outlook due to Rus-
sia’s ongoing war in ukraine 
and mounting fears of reces-
sion driven by inflationary 
pressure.

under such circumstanc-
es, it will be “hard for con-
sumer demand for IT gadg-
ets to improve in the coming 
months”, analyst Park said.

Samsung Electronics is 
the flagship subsidiary of 
the giant Samsung group, by 
far the largest of the family-
controlled empires known as 
chaebols that dominate busi-
ness in South Korea.

The conglomerate’s over-
all turnover is equivalent to 
about one-fifth of South Ko-
rea’s gross domestic product.

The world’s biggest mem-
ory chip maker, Samsung 
Electronics has aggressively 
stepped up investment in its 
semiconductor business as 
the world battles chip short-
ages that have hit everything 
from cars and home applianc-
es to smartphones and gam-

ing consoles.
Last week, the company 

became the first chipmaker 
in the world to mass-produce 
advanced 3-nanometre mi-
crochips as it sought to match 

and eventually outpace Tai-
wan’s TSmC in the race to 
manufacture the most ad-
vanced microchips.

The new chips will be 
smaller, more powerful and 
efficient, and will be used in 
high-performance computing 
applications before being put 
into gadgets such as mobile 
phones.

The news came after its 
may announcement of a 450 
trillion won investment over 
the next five years to “bring 
forward the mass production 
of chips based on the 3-na-
nometer process”.

The vast majority of the 
world’s most advanced mi-
crochips are made by just two 
companies -- Samsung and 
TSmC -- both of which are 
running at full capacity to al-
leviate a global shortage.

Samsung is the market 
leader in memory chips, but it 
has been scrambling to catch 
up with TSmC in the advanced 
foundry business.

The supply of memory 
chips has garnered global 
geopolitical significance, with 
leading governments scram-
bling to secure advanced chip 
supplies.

That was demonstrated 
in may when u.S. President 
Joe Biden kicked off a South 
Korea tour by visiting Sam-
sung’s sprawling Pyeongtaek 
chip plant. Russia’s invasion 
of ukraine has “further spot-
lighted the need to secure our 
critical supply chains”, Biden 
said at the plant, underscor-
ing the importance of bol-
stering technology partner-
ships among “value-sharing”  
countries.

Samsung Electronics forecasts 
11.4% rise in 2nd quarter profits

Samsung Electronics is the flagship subsidiary of the giant Samsung group, by far the largest of the family-controlled empires known as chae-
bols that dominate business in South Korea.

Samsung forecasts 2022 second-quarter operating profits of about 14 trillion won ($10.7 billion)

Sales up
● Samsung expected sales 
in the April-June period to 
have increased by 21 
percent on-year to 77 
trillion won.

● The figure would 
represent a downgrade 
from its first-quarter sales 
of 77.8 trillion won.

● Samsung shipped 74.5 
million smartphones in the 
first quarter

Chinese bank  
depositors face 
police in protest

Agencies

a large crowd of angry Chi-
nese bank depositors faced 
off with police Sunday, 
some roughed up as they 
were taken away, in a case 
that has drawn attention 
because of earlier attempts 
to use a COVID-19 tracking 
app to prevent them from 
mobilizing.

Hundreds of people 
held up banners and chant-
ed slogans on the wide 
steps of the entrance to a 
branch of China’s central 
bank in the city of Zheng-
zhou in Henan province, 
about 620 kilometres (380 
miles) southwest of Beijing. 
Video taken by a protester 
shows plainclothes security 
teams being pelted with 
water bottles and other 
objects as they charge the 
crowd.

Later videos posted 
on social media show in-
dividual protesters being 
shoved forward and down 
stairs by security teams 
dressed in plain white or 
black T-shirts. It’s unclear 
how many were subjected 
to this treatment. Phone 
calls to Zhengzhou city and 
Henan province police rang 
unanswered Sunday.

The protesters are 
among thousands of cus-
tomers who opened ac-
counts at six rural banks in 
Henan and neighbouring 
anhui province that of-
fered higher interest rates. 
They later found they could 
not withdraw their funds 
after media reports that the 
head of the banks’ parent 
company was on the run 
and wanted for financial 
crimes.

“We came today and 
wanted to get our savings 
back, because I have elder-
ly people and children at 
home, and the inability to 
withdraw savings has seri-
ously affected my life,” said 
a woman from Shandong 
province, who only gave 
her last name, Zhang, out 

of fear of retribution.
What had been a local 

scandal became a national 
incident last month be-
cause of the misuse of the 
COVID tracking app. many 
who set out for Zhengzhou 
to demand action from 
regulators found that their 
health status on the app 
had turned red, preventing 
them from travelling. Some 
reported being questioned 
by police after checking 
into their hotel about why 

they had come to the city. 
Five Zhengzhou officials 
were later punished.

The protesters assem-
bled before dawn on Sun-
day in front of the People’s 
Bank of China building in 
Zhengzhou. Police vehicles 
with flashing lights can be 
seen in videos taken in the 
early morning darkness. 
Police closed off the street 
and by 8 am had started 
massing on the other side, 
protesters told The associ-
ated Press.

Besides uniformed po-
lice, there were the teams 
of men in plain T-shirts. 
One banking regulator and 
one local government of-
ficial arrived, but the pro-
testers refused to talk to 
them.

Duped 
The protesters are among 
thousands of customers 
who opened accounts at six 
rural banks in Henan and 
neighbouring Anhui province 
that offered higher interest 
rates. They later found they 
could not withdraw their 
funds after media reports 
that the head of the banks’ 
parent company was on the 
run and wanted for financial 
crimes.

Agencies

WHEn antonio mcgowan 
left the mississippi State Pen-
itentiary at Parchman after 
serving 17 years, he was free 
for the first time since he was 
15. But as an adult finally out 
from behind bars, he immedi-
ately found himself confined 
to menial labour.

mcgowan needed stable 
work, for a paycheck and to 
keep busy, but temporary 
gigs were all he could find. 
Just as those around him 
counseled the importance 
of maintaining a routine, he 
became trapped in a cycle of 
odd jobs and irregular hours. 
He trimmed grass one week 
and painted a house the next. 
But he couldn’t land anything 
full time, and the unpredict-
ability of his income proved 
challenging. Disconnection 
notices and unpaid bills piled 
up.

“Things weren’t in place,” 
mcgowan said. “They weren’t 
where I wanted them to be 
as far as being an individual 
back in society. It was a strug-
gle.”

after several years adrift, 
mcgowan was finally able to 
regain his footing with the 
help of the Hinds County 
Reentry Program, a work-
force training program for 
former inmates created in Oc-
tober. Reentry programs are 
one way employers are trying 
to fill some of the 11.3 million 
open jobs in the u.S. amid a 
dire national labour shortage. 
The practice of employing 
people with a criminal record 
is known as “second-chance 
hiring.”

In rosier economic times, 
many former prisoners faced 
steep obstacles to finding 
work. The labour shortage 

sparked by the COVID-19 
pandemic now presents them 
with opportunities, said Eric 
Beamon, a recruiter for mag-
Cor, a company that provides 
job training to people in mis-
sissippi correctional facilities.

“We think the pandemic, 
in a sense, was a big help,” 
Beamon said. “If no one 
wants to work anymore or if 
everyone wants to work from 
home, employers are begging 
for employees.”

Some studies have shown 
that stable jobs are a major 
factor in reducing recidivism. 
Still, not everyone is willing to 
hire an ex-convict, and a lack 
of job opportunities for those 
with a criminal record is still 
stymieing workforce partici-
pation in the economy, Steph-
anie Ferguson, a senior man-
ager of employment policy 
at the u.S. Chamber of Com-
merce, wrote in a may report.

according to the national 
Conference of State Legisla-

tures, barriers faced by people 
with felony convictions were 
linked to a loss of at least 1.7 
million employees from the 
workforce and a cost of at 
least $78 billion to the econ-
omy in 2014, the year that 
mcgowan left prison.

The current desperate 
straits in which employers 
now find themselves could 
help spur a change. In a 2021 
survey conducted by the So-
ciety for Human Resource 
management, or SHRm; the 
SHRm Foundation and the 
Charles Koch Institute, 53% 
of human resource profes-
sionals said they would be 
willing to hire people with 
criminal records — up from 
just 37% in 2018.

That’s where programs 
like Hinds County Reentry 
and magCor step in, help-
ing to make former inmates 
more desirable as candidates 
by properly training them to 
reintegrate into society and 

matching them with jobs tai-
lored to their skills and inter-
ests.

mcgowan said he’d like 
to work in air conditioning 
and heating repair, and the 
program’s staff members rec-
ommended him to upchurch 
Services, a mississippi-based 
company that allows work-
ers to take classes in repair 
services while gaining expe-
rience in the field. mcgowan 
was hired the second week of 
may.

He makes $15 per hour, 
working 40 hours per week 
with paid overtime. He said 
he has full health care cover-
age — and he loves the work.

“Summer, winter, spring 
or fall, you’ll need either heat 
or air conditioning,” he said. 
“So I found something I can 
help people out with. at the 
same time, it can keep me in 
the working class, so I don’t 
fall back into the things I used 
to do.”

Beamon, one of numer-
ous recruiters staffing booths 
at a job fair for ex-prisoners 
in Jackson recently — other 
companies represented in-
cluded Waffle House, amazon 
and Columbus, mississippi-
based Lyle machinery — said 
he has seen an influx of new 
jobs and wages that are ris-
ing precipitously, some to as 
much as $20 per hour. mis-
sissippi has not enacted a 
state minimum wage, and the 
federal standard is still $7.25.

In addition to skills train-
ing, the workforce reentry 
programs can provide parol-
ees with mentors who have 
firsthand knowledge about 
the travails of life after in-
carceration. For Savannah 
Hayden, who was released 
from prison in november af-
ter serving time for five felony 
convictions, that person was 
Cynetra Freeman. Freeman is 
the founder of the mississippi 
Center for Reentry, an organi-

zation offering work readi-
ness programs to inmates 
preparing to leave prison.

Freeman remembers tak-
ing a bus to an employment 
agency the day after she was 
released from prison. She said 
the agency told her she would 
never get a job because of her 
record.

“This crushed me and 
made me think about others 
who felt the same devasta-
tion,” Freeman said. “Em-
ployment is one of the tough-
est aspects for a person who is 
just returning home.”

Hayden thought she 
might string together tempo-
rary jobs to make ends meet. 
But Freeman encouraged her 
to think long term, specifi-
cally about a job in which she 
could use her experience as a 
formerly incarcerated person 
to help others reentering so-
ciety. Hayden now works for 
Freeman as the mental health 
and drug addiction coordina-

tor at the Center for Reentry.
“after so many doors are 

slammed in your face, you get 
tired of asking,” Hayden said. 
“But there will be a person 
who says ‘yes,’ and that will 
change your life.”

Hayden was adopted and 
spent years in the state’s fos-
ter system.

“It didn’t dawn on me that 
I might be able to help people 
who grew up in the same posi-
tion,” she said. “I think I found  
my niche.”

mcgowan, who had been 
convicted of violent crimes, 
said his work is more than 
just a job.

“It’s the look on some-
one’s face,” he said. “When 
you fix something of theirs 
that’s been broken, they just 
smile. I spent so many years 
hurting people. So I know the 
look people have when they 
feel hurt. To see the reverse of 
that, it’s enough to make me 
happy.”

Dire US labour shortage provides opportunity for former prisoners

Incarcerated at 15, Jackson resident Antonio McGowan says he had 
limited prospects coming out of prison after being released in 2014. 
However, McGowan later enrolled in the Hinds County Reentry Pro-
gram, which provides workforce training for formerly incarcerated 
people, which led to a work-based learning program at Hinds Commu-
nity College, which placed him in a job that is giving him maintenance 
training in heating and air conditioning, while employed.

Eric Beamon, HOPE coordinator with MagCor, a company that provides 
realistic work experiences for sentenced, adult offenders residing 
within Mississippi correctional facilities, that can lead to gainful  
employment upon release, confers with event sponsors during the 
2022 Mississippi Re-Entry Job Fair, in Jackson.

Robert Allen, director of work based learning, left, and Rod Mallett, 
work based learning coordinator, center, at Hinds Community College, 
discuss programs and opportunities with a job seeker, right, during 
the 2022 Mississippi Re-Entry Job Fair, in Jackson.
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Crypto plunge is cautionary tale 
for public pension funds

When the Houston Firefight-
ers Relief and Retirement 
Fund bought $25 million 
in cryptocurrencies, with 
the fund’s chief investment 

officer touting their potential, retired fire 
Capt. Russell Harris was concerned.

Harris, 62, has attended the funerals of 
34 firefighters killed in the line of duty. He 
was already worried about his pension after 
an overhaul by state and city officials cut 
payments as they grappled with the abil-
ity to pay out benefits. He didn’t see crypto, 
unproven in his eyes, as an answer.

“I don’t like it,” Harris said. “There’s 
too many pyramid schemes that everybody 
gets wrapped up in. That’s the way I see this 
cryptocurrency at this time.... There might 
be a place for it, but it’s still new and no-
body understands it.” The plunge in prices 
for Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies in re-
cent weeks provides a cautionary tale for the 
handful of public pension funds that have 
dipped their toes in the crypto pool over the 
past few years. Most have done it indirectly 
through stocks or investment funds that 
serve as proxies for the larger crypto mar-
ket. A lack of transparency makes it difficult 
to tell whether they’ve made or lost money, 
let alone how much, and for the most part 
fund officials won’t say.

But the recent crypto meltdown has 
prompted a larger question: For pension 
funds that ensure teachers, firefighters, 
police and other public workers receive 
guaranteed benefits in retirement after 
public service, is any amount of crypto in-
vestment too risky? Many public pension 
funds across the U.S. are underfunded, 
sometimes seriously so, which leads them 
to take risks to try to catch up. That doesn’t 
always work out, and the risk extends not 
just to the funds but to taxpayers who might 
have to bail them out, either through higher 
taxes or diverting spending away from oth-
er needs.

Keith Brainard, research director for 
the National Association of State Retire-
ment Administrators, said he wasn’t aware 
of more than a handful of public pension 
funds that have invested in crypto.

“There may come a day when crypto set-
tles down and becomes adequately under-
stood and mature as a potential investment 
that public pension funds might embrace 
them,” Brainard said. “I’m just not sure 
that we’re there yet.” The U.S. Department 
of Labor urges “extreme care” in crypto in-
vestments because of the high risks. The 
recent plunge in crypto prices has caused 
Washington to more closely scrutinize the 
freewheeling industry. After the collapse 
of $40 billion crypto asset known as Ter-
ra, senators in both parties have proposed 
legislation that would regulate crypto for 
the first time, and Treasury Secretary Ja-

net Yellen has called for more oversight of 
crypto ventures.

The Houston Firefighters Relief and Re-
tirement Fund’s cryptocurrency investment 
wasn’t very big — just $15 million in what 
was then a $5.5 billion portfolio.

It’s not clear how that panned out in 
the cryptocurrency market slide this year. 
Officials from fund and the union didn’t 
respond to multiple requests for comment. 
But the fund bought in when bitcoin prices 
were close to their peak of nearly $67,000, 
and they’ve been on the decline since then, 
dipping below $20,000 in June.

The fund’s chairman, Brett Besselman, 
said in a first-quarter report that it was 
healthy with an overall rate of return of 
33.7% in 2021. Houston Mayor Sylvester 
Turner said earlier this year that the 2017 
overhaul is working well and, thanks to 
strong returns in 2021, has put his city’s 

pension funds well ahead of schedule to-
ward eliminating their unfunded liabilities.

Houston’s experiment, which fund 
managers touted as the first announced 
direct purchase of digital assets by a U.S. 
pension plan, followed a series of bigger 
but indirect investments by two pension 
funds for Fairfax County of Virginia. They 
put over $120 million into funds that seek 
opportunities in the crypto world, such as 
blockchain technology, digital tokens and 
cryptocurrency derivatives. As in Houston, 
the Virginia investments are a tiny share of 
the funds’ $7.2 billion in assets.

Since 2018, the Fairfax County Employ-
ees’ Retirement System and Fairfax County 
Police Officers Retirement System have put 
money into venture capital funds that invest 
in blockchain and a hedge fund that seeks 
to harness some of the volatility inherent 
in the space, said Jeffrey Weiler, executive 

director of Fairfax County Retirement Sys-
tems. He said the goal was to invest in in-
frastructure that underlies blockchain tech-
nology, which managers continue to view as 
a high-growth area.

Crypto-related investments aren’t nec-
essarily deliberate. The Minnesota State 
Board of Investment manages a portfolio 
worth around $130 billion for several public 
employee pension plans and other entities. 
A recent report shows it held small stakes as 
of Dec. 31 in the crypto exchange Coinbase 
Global and the bitcoin miners Riot Block-
chain and Marathon Digital Holdings with 
a combined market value of $5.3 million. It 
also listed two holdings of fixed-income se-
curities from Coinbase with a market value 
of $2.2 million.

Mansco Perry, the board’s executive di-
rector and chief investment officer, said the 
board invests heavily in stock indexes, so 

those holdings were most likely in one of its 
index funds or were purchased by an out-
side investment manager.

“We don’t own cryptocurrency, but if a 
company is big enough to be in an index, 
more than likely we own it,” Perry said.

The Minnesota board may look at 
crypto-related investments someday just 
to learn about them, Perry said, “but it’s 
not a high priority.... I would say we’re 
nowhere close to making an investment 
decision to move forward, but that doesn’t 
mean we never will.” The country’s largest 
public pension fund, the California Public 
Employees’ Retirement System, known as 
CalPERS, took a tiny stake in 2017 in Riot 
Blockchain that grew to over $1.9 million by 
late 2020. Securities and Exchange Com-
mission filings show it reached $5.4 million 
before CalPERS got out sometime in the 
second quarter of 2021. Officials declined 
to give details, but it was a miniscule play in 
CalPERS’ total portfolio of well over $400 
billion.

According to SEC filings, the State of 
Wisconsin Investment Board apparently 
began testing the waters early last year with 
purchases of Coinbase, Marathon and Riot 
Blockchain. Those holdings grew to at least 
$19.3 million, against a total portfolio of 
$48.2 billion, by the end of the first quarter 
this year. Board officials did not respond to 
requests for comment.

New Jersey’s main state pension fund 
appears from SEC filings to have started 
investing in some crypto-related stocks in 
the second quarter of 2021. As of the end 
of March 2022, the state had about $9.5 
million in combined holdings in Coinbase, 
Riot Blockchain and Marathon. New Jersey 
state treasury officials said they don’t com-
ment on specific investments.

Other public funds that have taken 
smaller stakes include the Utah Retirement 
Systems, which once held a $13.2 million 
stake in Coinbase but doesn’t anymore. The 
Pennsylvania Public School Employees’ Re-
tirement System held as much as $2.6 mil-
lion worth of Coinbase last summer but was 
down to $681,000 by the end of the first 
quarter, after selling most of its stake, while 
adding about $398,000 worth of Marathon 
starting in the second half of 2021.

Harris, the retired Houston fire captain, 
said he sees his pension as a contract that 
should be honored, given the risks that fire-
fighters routinely take. While he’s generally 
happy with how his pension fund has per-
formed, he’s still uneasy about crypto. He 
also points out that firefighters in Houston 
and many other U.S. communities gener-
ally aren’t eligible for Social Security.

“There’s just a lot of people out there, 
if they lose that pension it’s over,” Harris 
said. “Some of these older retirees, I just do 
not know how they’re surviving.”

Retired Houston Fire Captain Russell Harris poses for a photograph inside his workshop at his home Wednesday, June 22, 2022, in East Bernard, Texas.
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BALES of hay lie burning 
along Dutch highways. Su-
permarket shelves stand 
empty because distribution 
centers are blocked by farm-
ers. Then, at dusk, a police 
officer pulls his pistol and 
shoots at a tractor.

Dutch farmers are em-
broiled in a summer of dis-
content that shows no sign 
of abating. Their target? 
Government plans to rein in 
emissions of nitrogen oxide 
and ammonia that they say 
threatens to wreck their ag-
ricultural way of life and put 
them out of business.

The reduction targets 
could radically alter the 
Netherlands’ lucrative ag-
riculture sector, which is 
known for its intensive farm-
ing, and may also foreshadow 
similar reforms — and pro-
tests — in other European 
nations whose farmers also 
pump out pollutants.

That turmoil seems a long 
way off Friday at Jaap Zeg-
waard’s dairy farm, which 
occupies 80 hectares (200 
acres) of grassland close to 
the port city of Rotterdam, 
whose chimneys and cranes 
form a backdrop to his fields.

Most of Zegwaard’s herd 
of 180 cattle, mostly black 
and white Holstein-Frie-
sians, graze in meadows close 

to a traditional Dutch wind-
mill and large white wind tur-
bines. And even if the farm 
has been in Zegwaard’s fam-
ily for five generations, some 
200 years, he doesn’t know 
if he would recommend the 
farming life to his a 7-year-
old daughter and 3-year-old 
twin boys.

“If you ask me now, I’d 
say, please don’t even think 
about it,” the 41-year-old 
said. “There are so many wor-
ries. Life’s much too beautiful 
to deal with what’s going on 
in the agriculture sector at 
the moment.” “Ask the aver-
age farmer: it’s profoundly 
sad,” he said.

At the heart of the clash 
between farmers and the 
Dutch government are moves 
to protect human health and 
vulnerable natural habitats 
from pollution in the form 
of nitrogen oxides and am-
monia, which are produced 
by industry, transport and in 
the waste of livestock.

The Netherlands, a na-
tion of 17.5 million people 
inhabiting an area a little 
larger than Maryland, has 
1.57 million registered dairy 
cattle and just over 1 million 
calves being raised for meat, 
statistics show. The coun-
try’s farms produced exports 
worth 94.5 billion euros in 
2019.

Nitrogen oxides and am-

monia raise nutrient levels 
and acidity in the soil, lead-
ing to a reduction in biodi-
versity. Airborne nitrogen 
leads to smog and tiny par-
ticles that are damaging to 
people’s health.

When the Council of 
State, the country’s top ad-
ministrative court and leg-
islative advisory body, ruled 
in 2019 that Dutch policies 
to rein in nitrogen emissions 
were inadequate, it forced 

the government to consider 
tougher measures.

Unveiling a map detailing 
nitrogen reduction targets 
last month, the Dutch gov-
ernment called it an “una-
voidable transition.” It said 
the coming year would finally 
bring clarity for Dutch farm-
ers, “whether and how they 
can continue with their busi-
ness. The minister sees three 
options for farmers: become 
(more) sustainable, relocate 

or stop.” The Dutch govern-
ment aims to slash nitrogen 
emissions by 50% by 2030 
and has earmarked an ex-
tra 24.3 billion euros ($25.6 
billion) to fund the changes. 
Provincial authorities have 
one year to draw up plans for 
achieving the reductions.

Nitrogen expert Wim de 
Vries, a professor at Wage-
ningen University and Re-
search, doubts that deadline 
is realistic.

“It seems to be very fast 
and there is a legacy, al-
ready for 40 years, because 
the problem was much big-
ger in the 1980s. We then 
called it ‘acid rain,’” he said. 
“Considering that legacy, it 
doesn’t make so much dif-
ference if we do it in 7 or 10 
or 12 years. We anyhow have 
to wait for decades for na-
ture to improve seriously.” 
Farmers have been protest-
ing for years against the gov-
ernment’s nitrogen policies, 
but the emissions targets 
unleashed new demonstra-
tions, with tractors clogging 
highways and supermarket 
distribution centers that led 
briefly to some shortages of 
fresh produce.

Farmers also clashed 
with police outside the home 
of the minister in charge of 
the government’s nitrogen 
policies. And this week an 
officer opened fire on a trac-
tor driven by a 16-year-old. 
After initially being held on 
suspicion of attempted man-
slaughter, the young driver 
was released without charge.

The Dutch government 
has appointed a veteran po-
litical negotiator to act as a 
middleman, but the gesture 
was immediately rejected by 
activist farmers and the na-
tion’s largest farming lobby 
group.

“The government does 

not offer any space to enter 
into a real conversation,” 
said the farming lobby group 
LTO. “Under these condi-
tions, speaking with the 
mediator is pointless.” The 
LTO, which represents about 
30,000 farms — nearly a 
half of the Dutch total — de-
scribed the nitrogen reduc-
tion target as “simply unfea-
sible.” Dutch farms produced 
exports worth 94.5 billion 
euros in 2019.

The group says the gov-
ernment is focused on reduc-
ing livestock and buying up 
farms and not paying enough 
attention to innovation and 
sustainable farming prac-
tices.

Environmentalists say 
now is the time to act.

“You rip a plaster off a 
wound in one go,” said Andy 
Palmen, director of Green-
peace Netherlands. “Painful 
choices are now necessary.” 
Zegwaard’s farm is in an 
area where the government 
is seeking only a 12% cut in 
emissions, yet he also dem-
onstrates out of solidarity 
with others and supports the 
protests.

“The average person cur-
rently sees the Netherlands 
as a nitrogen polluter, while 
we are also a food producer. 
It seems like people have for-
gotten that,” he told The As-
sociated Press.

Anger simmers for Dutch farmers who oppose pollution cuts

Protesting farmers block a drawbridge at locks in the Princess Margriet canal, preventing all ship traffic 
from passing in Gaarkeuken, northern Netherlands.
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