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MARKETS and shops across 
the country are witnessing an 
abundance of consumer and 
non-consumable food com-
modities of all kinds, and a 
doubling of supply quotas co-
inciding with the holy month of 
Ramadan, at a time when sales 
outlets are witnessing fierce 
competition to attract shoppers 
through a package of offers and 
discounts on goods.

Food companies, business-
men, and economists affirm 
the availability of sufficient 
stocks of commodities and 
food products to cover local 
consumption, noting that the 
prices of Ramadan commodi-
ties are stable thanks to the 
initiatives of the Ministry of 
Commerce and Industry, and 
the promotions and discounts, 
which led to market stabil-
ity and increased the pace 
of competition. Commercial 
complexes have intensified 
their preparations to receive 
the holy month, where shops, 
especially food departments, 
have increased their activity to 
the maximum degree by offer-
ing various goods and products 
to meet the needs of customers 
at competitive prices.

In their statement to Qatar 
News Agency (QNA), they said 
that the markets and shops are 
witnessing remarkable move-
ment these days by shoppers 
to buy Ramadan goods. Com-
pared to normal months, the 
rate of consumption during the 
month of Ramadan increases 
by about 30 percent, raising 
the consumer’s spending bill, 
which adds a financial burden 
during Ramadan.

To avoid this, one needs to 
set a budget for the holy month, 
avoid being tempted by offers, 
choose the appropriate time for 
shopping, and focus on essen-
tial goods and foodstuffs.

With the start of the blessed 
month, the Ministry of Com-
merce and Industry (MoCI) an-
nounced a number of successive 
initiatives for Ramadan during 
the past week. The ministry 
launched the discounted con-
sumer goods list, which includes 
more than 900 commodities, 
in coordination with about 20 
malls, shops, and commercial 
outlets. It also announced an 

initiative to double the share of 
rice, sugar, oil, and evaporated 
milk for citizens benefiting from 
food supplies, for one time.

In the same context, the 
ministry announced the joint 
national initiative to encourage 
local production and subsidize 
the prices of sheep meat for 
the holy month of Ramadan, 
in coordination with the Min-
istry of Municipality and the 
Widam Food Company, where 
it was agreed to provide about 
30 thousand local sheep, to sell 
them at discounted prices for 
citizens (two sheep per citizen).

The ministry stated that 
these initiatives come within 
the framework of its keenness 
to provide the needs of citi-
zens and residents of consumer 
goods at reduced prices during 
the holy month, as spending in-
creases on the purchase of food 
and consumer goods, and other 
commodities of relative impor-
tance to the consumer, noting 
that it has coordinated with 
sales outlets to reduce the bur-
den on community members.

The joint national initiative 
to encourage local production 
and support sheep meat pric-
es for the month of Ramadan 
comes to ensure the availabil-
ity of red meat to citizens at 
reasonable prices, in addition 
to creating a balance between 
supply and demand, which 
contributes to price stability in 
the markets. 

In response to Qatar News 
Agency’s (QNA) questions, Al 
Meera Consumer Goods Com-
pany stressed it has raised 
its preparedness for the holy 
month by providing a sufficient 
stock of goods and products to 
cover consumption.

In addition, Al Meera 
launched several promotional 
offers from the month of Sha-
ban to encourage customers to 
purchase Ramadan needs with-
in a sufficient period of time 
and avoid crowding, noting 
that it is preparing to launch a 
variety of programs, initiatives, 
and interactive competitions 
throughout the month.

The company added that 

they have a sufficient stock of 
imported commodities, say-
ing that local national prod-
ucts would also be available 
throughout Al Meera branches 
and present in the Ramadan 
promotional offers, in coopera-
tion with local producers and 
Qatari farms.

In addition, Al Meera pro-
vides its customers with vari-
ous offers for more than 500 
products at a low price, includ-
ing basic commodities like 
flour, some dairy products, 
juices, and other highly re-
quested commodities during 
Ramadan, in addition to more 
than 900 commodities at a low 
price provided by the MoCI.

The company noted the 
availability of sufficient sup-
plies of commodities and basic 
food products at all times. The 
company said that it operates 
according to a vision in which it 
possesses resources and strate-
gic plans that enable it to over-
come any obstacles and prepare 
proactively for various circum-
stances based on in-depth stud-

ies of market conditions on an 
ongoing basis.

Al Meera revealed its con-
tinuous coordination with vari-
ous government and private 
institutions and agencies in the 
country throughout the year 
and not only during the month 
of Ramadan, stressing the con-
certed efforts to enhance the 
well-being of the people of Qa-
tar, meet their needs, and al-
ways provide the best.

Al Meera noted that during 
Ramadan it launched a dona-
tion campaign in cooperation 
with a group of leading brands 
that donate part of their sales 
revenues to Qatar Charity to 
support needy families, and 
their customers will be able to 
donate directly at the payment 
boxes also for the benefit of 
these groups, as well as offer-
ing 1,000 vouchers for the Qa-
tar Charity, which in turn de-
livers them to the beneficiaries.

Al Meera Consumer Goods 
Company is a shareholding 
company in the retail busi-
ness and manages a network 

of more than 60 branches over 
the country. Al Meera also has 
diversification in supply chains 
in anticipation of any emergen-
cy challenges.

It maintains strategic 
stocks in partnership with the 
MoCI at all times, as well as 
its cooperation with local and 
international suppliers as the 
company imports from various 
markets around the world and 
provides continuous supplies 
for all the needs of consumers 
in Qatar while adhering to the 
highest quality standards. 

Economic expert Khalid 
Al Kuwari pointed to the high 
demand for food commodi-
ties as the rate of consumption 
during the month of Ramadan 
increased by 30 percent com-
pared to the regular months, 
noting that this week saw a 
turnout increase as citizens 
and residents went to buy their 
needs of food commodities and 
Ramadan requirements. In 
the holy month, as usual, ban-
quets, invitations, and family 
gatherings increase the rate of 
consumption compared to oth-
er months.

Al Kuwari told QNA that 
consumer spending volume 
increases during the blessed 
month, despite its rituals, spir-
itual specificity and sublime re-
ligious dimensions.

Therefore, it is difficult to 
control the budget that is set 
for this month, as sudden and 
unforeseen demands appear 
during this period, he said, 
adding that the rate of spend-
ing increases either due to fam-
ily occasions or evening parties 
in addition to an increase in 
spending on Eid necessities at 
the end of Ramadan.

To rationalise food con-
sumption in Ramadan, the 
Ministry of Commerce and 
Industry presented a package 
of advice to consumers during 
the holy month, including set-
ting a budget for shopping, a 
list for purchasing basic needs 
and adhering to them, avoid-
ing rushing to buy unneces-
sary goods and foodstuffs, 
choosing the appropriate time 
for shopping which should not 
be durung the hours of fasting, 
in addition to avoiding being 
drawn into fake offers and dis-
counts and ensuring the price 
of the product before and after 
discount, among others.

Shops offer abundance of goods at 
competitive prices during Ramadan

Food companies, businessmen, and economists affirm the availability of sufficient stocks of commodities and food products to cover local consumption. 

SATYENDRA PATHAK
DOHA

LISTED banks in the GCC region 
continued their post-COVID recov-
ery with strong double-digit asset 
while maintaining a conservative 
approach to credit provisioning, 
tight cost control and healthy capi-
tal levels, amid a future outlook 
based on cautious optimism, Omar 
Mahmood, Head of Financial Ser-
vices, KPMG in the Middle East, 
South Asia, and Caspian Region and 
Partner, KPMG in Qatar, has said.

With banks looking to navi-
gate through pandemic-driven 
difficulties toward economic re-
covery and stability, KPMG pub-
lished the eighth edition of its 
GCC-listed banks’ results.

Titled ‘Cautious Optimism’, 
the report offers a thorough analy-
sis of the financial results and key 

performance indicators (KPIs) of 
leading listed commercial banks 
in the region, in comparison with 
the previous year, to highlight the 
main financial trends in the GCC 
countries.

Out of all the GCC nations, 
KPMG said, Qatar had the lowest 
cost-to-income ratio (22.8 per-
cent) and the highest coverage ra-
tio on stage 3 loans (91.6 percent), 
with Qatar National Bank being 
the largest bank by assets in the 
region at $327 billion.

The following salient findings 
emerged from the financial re-
sults’ analysis for the year ended 
31 December 2022 for the GCC 
region as a whole:

Profitability saw another dou-
ble-digit increase of 25.3 percent, 
driven particularly by growth in 
loan books, increased interest 
margins, lower loan impairment 
and a continued focus on cost ef-
ficiencies.

Asset growth remained robust 
as banks increased their asset base 
by 9.9 percent, which was driven by 
lending to high-quality customers.

Net interest margins increased 
by 0.2 percent, as a result of the 

rising interest rate environment, 
which helped drive profit growth.

The overall NPL ratio for the 
GCC banking sector decreased by 
0.1 percent and now stands at 3.8 
percent, reflecting the conserva-
tive approach to credit risk man-
agement. Net impairment charges 
on loans and advances decreased 
by an average of 11.2 percent, with 
the drop observed mainly in stage 
2 and 3 portfolios, indicating an 
improvement in credit quality.

Cost-to-income ratios reduced 
compared to 2021 (40.9 percent to 
39.9 percent), reflecting the con-
tinued focus on cost reductions 
and operating efficiency initiatives.

The average coverage ratio 
for stage 2 and 3 loans increased 
by 0.4 percent and 1.7 percent 
respectively from the prior year, 
demonstrating how banks con-
tinue to be cautious in relation to 
their approach to provisioning.

Share prices overall remained 
stable year on year with a mar-
ginal increase of 0.7 percent com-
pared with the previous year.

The report also highlighted a 
1.2-percent decrease in return on 
equity (ROE), compared to 2021, 

as equity growth outpaced profit-
ability increases. The dividend 
payout ratio in the region also 
witnessed a near-identical drop of 
about 1.3 percent as banks looked 
to safeguard their earnings to fur-
ther bolster equity positions and 
support future growth.

According to the report, banks 
continued extending adequate 
coverage for their performing 
loan book as stage 1 net provision 
charges grew six-fold compared 
to 2021. Furthermore, while 
well above the minimum regula-
tory requirements across all GCC 
countries, the average sector capi-
tal adequacy ratio dipped margin-
ally (0.3 percent) to reach 18.6 
percent.

The GCC listed banks’ results 
anticipate the banking sector in 
the region to continue its pursuit 
of building on its strong founda-
tion, aided by a robust economic 
environment. As banks in the 
region aim to look past the COV-
ID-19 crisis, it is expected that 
accelerated innovation plans, 
technology focus and continued 
government investment will wit-
ness further growth in the future.

Listed GCC banks continue 
post-COVID recovery: KPMG

Omar Mahmood, Head of Financial Services, KPMG in the 
Middle East, South Asia, and Caspian Region and Partner, 
KPMG in Qatar. 

Out of all the GCC 
countries, Qatar                        
had the lowest                                         
cost-to-income ratio
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UDC celebrates Global Recycling Day and World Water Day

TRIBUNE NEWS NETWORK
DOHA

UNITED Development Com-
pany, the master developer of 
The Pearl and Gewan Islands, 
held two campaigns aimed at 
protecting the marine environ-
ment; Beach Cleanup Drive at 
Bahri Villas South beach, and 
World Water Day awareness 
campaign that aims to promote 
the usage of automated water 
taps instead of traditional ones. 

These initiatives were 
launched to commemorate 
Global Recycling Day, which is 
celebrated annually on March 
18, and World Water Day cele-
brated on March 22, where the 
two campaigns highlight the 
role recycling plays in reduc-
ing waste and preventing water 
pollution, leading to a healthier 

marine environment.

 Global Recycling Day 2023 
(Beach Clean Up Drive) 

In partnership with Sea-
shore Recycling, UDC and its 
affiliate companies Qatar Cool, 
Ronautica Middle East, Hospi-
tality Development Company, 
and Corinthia Yacht Club, par-
ticipated in a beach cleanup at 
Bahri Villas South at The Pearl 
Island, to reflect their com-
mitment towards protecting 
marine life and promoting a 
healthy marine ecosystem. The 
campaign saw the active par-
ticipation of residents, staff, 
families, and volunteers.

Recycling is integrated in 
almost every aspect of UDC’s 
operations, contributing to 
a healthy ecosystem for the 
entire community, as part 

of globally recognized waste 
management mechanisms, 
recycling strategy, and oth-
er environmentally friendly 
initiatives such as paperless 
transactions, automated waste 
collection system, environ-
mentally friendly packaging, 
smart lighting, and usage of 
single use drinking bottles to 
eliminate plastic usage.

The annual Global Recy-
cling Day at The Pearl Island 
demonstrates the strength and 
unity of The Pearl community 
in their willingness to keep the 
environment clean and comes 
as an opportunity to show-
case team efforts and commu-
nity engagement in protecting 
The Pearl Island’s shores and 
coastlines. 

World Water Day 2023
With this year’s theme, “Be 

the change you want to see in 
the world”, World Water Day 
2023 was celebrated with a 
message that encouraged the 
community to take action by 
changing the way they use, 
consume and manage water 
through switching all their 
water taps into automated 
ones, emphasizing that this 
simple change can result in 
up to 70% reduction in water 
consumption across the entire 
Island. Automated water taps 
are useful due to their ability 
to reduce water consumption, 
through a allows a touchless 
sensor that allows water to 
flow when needed, in an effort-
less manner.

UDC has always been 
driven by water sustainability, 
supporting the achievement 
of Sustainable Development 

Goal 6: Water and Sanitation 
for all by 2030. To achieve 
this goal, UDC has developed 
several initiatives and projects 
which include the placement 
of automated water taps in all 
offices, that will reduce water 
consumption by 22,200 cbm, 
as well as substituting fresh-
water with recycled and treat-
ed sewage effluent water to 
irrigate the entire Island land-
scape which spans a land area 
of 650,000 sqm (equivalent to 
91 football pitches). This has 
contributed to collectively sav-
ing more than 8 billion liters 
of potable water (equivalent to 
more than 3,300 Olympic-size 
swimming pools) leading to a 
healthier marine environment.

In 2021, UDC had installed 
ten seabins in Porto Arabia 
Marina, which have also had 

a substantial impact on the 
reduction of plastics and de-
bris that ends up in the water 
around coastal areas of the Is-
land. The seabins resulted in 
the collection of over one ton 
of marine litter (plastic and 
other waste), and because each 
seabin filters approximately 
600,000 liters of water per day 
for plastic and microplastics, 
almost 399 million liters of 
water was filtered (equivalent 
to 159 Olympic-size swimming 
pools).

With those two campaigns 
UDC continues to show its 
commitment towards engag-
ing its employees and commu-
nity towards positive change 
and promoting environmental 
awareness at its workplace as 
well as The Pearl and Gewan 
Islands.

UDC and its affiliate companies participating in a beach cleanup at Bahri Villas South at The Pearl Island.

Qatargas showcases its 
marine biodiversity projects

TRIBUNE NEWS NETWORK
DOHA

QATARGAS presented its 
marine biodiversity projects 
to a wide range of stakehold-
ers during a workshop jointly 
hosted with Qatar University at 
the Aquatic Fisheries Research 
Center (AFRC) in Ras Matbakh 
recently.

The forum provided a 
unique opportunity to share 
biodiversity expertise and best 
practices from environmen-
tal and marine scientists, re-
searchers, and practitioners 
from the Ministry of Munici-
pality, QatarEnergy, Qatargas, 
Qatar University, AFRC and 
other key energy sector com-
panies including ExxonMobil, 
TotalEnergies, North Oil Com-
pany, Shell, and Ras Laffan 
Olefins Company (RLOC).

During the inaugural ses-
sion of the workshop, Qatargas 
showcased its proud legacy of 
environmental initiatives dedi-
cated to preserving Qatar’s ma-
rine biodiversity, including a 
range of projects focused on the 
essential role of coral in pro-
tecting the country’s vulner-
able coastline while providing a 
sustainable habitat for vibrant 
populations of fish, sea urchins, 
algae, and varied flora and 
fauna. As the world’s premier 
LNG company, Qatargas has 
an environmental obligation 
that extends beyond regulatory 
requirements and towards en-
vironmental sustainability with 
a focus on protecting the coun-
try’s rich marine biodiversity. 
This is an important element 

of the company’s long-term en-
vironmental strategy and a key 
enabler to the Environmen-
tal Development Pillar of the 
Qatar National Vision (QNV) 
2030 and Qatar National Bio-
diversity Strategy and Action 
Plan 2015-2025.

Since 2007, Qatargas has 
relocated over 12,000 pieces of 
live coral from nearshore pipe-
lines to offshore protected ar-
eas, including the deployment 
of over 1,200 artificial reef 
modules to enrich the local ma-
rine environment. Locally fab-
ricated, these reef modules use 
an environmentally friendly 
low pH concrete mix; they were 
installed at recipient sites fol-
lowing comprehensive Marine 
Environmental Assessments 
(MEAs). Qatargas’ multi-year 
Coral Management Programme 
(CMP) also includes long-term, 
post-relocation monitoring 

with handover of all relocation 
zones to the regulatory authori-
ties for incorporation into the 
State of Qatar’s protected natu-
ral reserve.

The workshop also fo-
cused on Qatargas’ collabora-
tive partnership with Qatar 
University on a first of its kind 
coral nursery inaugurated in 
2021 at AFRC in Ras Matbakh. 
The latest insights and results 
from coral propagation at the 
coral nursery were presented 
and discussed with technical 
experts and the wider audi-
ence, including the potential 
for the Qatargas coral nursery 
to be utilised as a national coral 
bank, thereby contributing to 
future marine biodiversity and 
coral protection projects, both 
in Qatar and the region. This 
unique programme is expected 
to pave the way forward for 
sustainable marine ecosystem 
preservation methods and op-
timise the technological readi-
ness level of procedures and fa-
cilities for propagation of local 
coral species in a land-based 
nursery.

Workshop participants also 
visited the coral nursery where 
they received a first-hand ac-
count of coral husbandry in 
the laboratory or nursery set-
ting, while witnessing juvenile 
coral in their growing phase 
following coral fragmentation 
for future out-plantation to 
nearshore recipient sites.

Qatargas hosted the work-
shop with Qatar University to 
provide a strong technical plat-
form for environmental practi-
tioners.

During the inaugural session of the workshop, Qatargas showcased its legacy of environmental initiatives 
dedicated to preserving Qatar’s marine biodiversity.

Barr says US Fed  
making sure ‘all 
deposits’ are safe
The Senate panel will hold the first formal congressional hearing  
on the failures of Silicon Valley Bank and Signature Bank

AGENCIES

US’ top financial regulator 
pledged Monday that the Fed-
eral Reserve and other agen-
cies will take whatever steps 
they deem necessary to protect 
depositors and the banking 
system two weeks after two 
large bank collapses triggered 
financial turmoil in the United 
States and Europe.

Regulators “are prepared to 
use all of our tools for any size 
institution, as needed, to keep 
the system safe and sound,” 
Michael Barr, the Fed’s vice 
chair for supervision, said in 
written testimony that will be 
delivered Tuesday at a hearing 
of the Senate Banking Commit-
tee.

The Senate panel will hold 
the first formal congressional 
hearing on the failures of Sili-
con Valley Bank and New York-
based Signature Bank and the 
shortcomings of supervision 
and regulation, by the Fed and 
other agencies, that preceded 
them. The committee will also 
likely question Barr and other 
officials about the govern-

ment’s response, including its 
emergency decision to insure 
all the deposits at both banks, 
even though the vast majority 
exceeded the $250,000 limit 
on insured deposits.

The Fed has come under 
harsh criticism by groups ad-
vocating tighter financial regu-
lation for failing to adequately 
supervise Silicon Valley Bank 
and prevent its collapse, and 
Barr will likely face tough ques-
tioning by members of both 
parties.

In his prepared testimony, 
Barr blamed the manage-
ment of Silicon Valley Bank 
for its failure. But he also said 
he would ensure that the Fed 
“fully accounts for any super-
visory or regulatory failings” in 
a previously announced review 

of the bank’s collapse.
Barr said officials at the 

Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco, which directly su-
pervised Silicon Valley Bank, 
sent multiple warnings to the 
bank’s management about 
the risks it was taking, includ-
ing its substantial holdings of 
Treasurys and other bonds that 
were steadily losing value as 
interest rates rose. Ultimately, 
when large depositors sough to 
withdraw more than $40 bil-
lion in a single day, the bank 
couldn’t pay out the funds. On 
March 10, the bank was seized 
by the Federal Deposit Insur-
ance Corp.

As recently as mid-Febru-
ary 2023, Barr says in his pre-
pared testimony, Fed staffers 
told the central bank’s board 
of governors that rising rates 
were threatening the finances 
of some banks and highlighted, 
in particular, the risk-taking at 
Silicon Valley Bank.

“But, as it turned out,” Barr 
says, “the full extent of the 
bank’s vulnerability was not 
apparent until the unexpected 
bank run on March 9.”

Federal Reserve Board Vice Chair for Supervision Michael Barr 

The Fed has come under 
harsh criticism by groups 
advocating tighter finan-
cial regulation for failing 
to adequately supervise 
Silicon Valley Bank and 
prevent its collapse

Coral restoration 
Since 2007, Qatargas has 
relocated over 12,000 pieces 
of live coral from nearshore 
pipelines to offshore protected 
areas, including the deployment 
of over 1,200 artificial reef 
modules to enrich the local 
marine environment. Locally 
fabricated, these reef modules 
use an environmentally friendly 
low pH concrete mix
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World Bank warns of ‘lost decade’ in 
global growth without bold policy shifts
A new report has called on policymakers in the world to adopt ambitious initiatives to boost labor supply, productivity and investment

AGENCIES

AVERAGE potential global 
economic growth will slump to 
a three-decade low of 2.2% per 
year through 2030, ushering in 
a “lost decade” for the world’s 
economy, unless policymakers 
adopt ambitious initiatives to 
boost labor supply, productiv-
ity and investment, the World 
Bank warned on Monday.

Failure to reverse the ex-
pected broad-based slowdown 
in potential gross domestic 
product growth would have 
profound implications for the 
world’s ability to tackle climate 
change and reduce poverty, it 
said in a new report.

But concerted efforts to 
boost investment in sustaina-
ble sectors, cut trade costs, lev-
erage growth in services, and 
expand labor force participa-
tion could boost potential GDP 
growth by up to 0.7 percentage 
point to 2.9%, the report said.

“A lost decade could be 
in the making for the global 
economy,” said World Bank 
chief economist Indermit Gill, 
although he said policies that 
incentivize work, increase 
productivity, and accelerate 
investment could reverse the 
trend.

The World Bank is also 
watching developments in the 
banking sector, which come as 
rising interest rates and tight-
ening financial conditions drive 
up the cost of borrowing for 
developing countries, Ayhan 
Kose, director of the World 

Bank’s forecasting group, told 
reporters.

“The slowdown we are 
describing ... could be much 
sharper, if another global fi-
nancial crisis erupts, especially 
if that crisis is accompanied by 
a global recession,” Kose said, 
noting that recessions could 
weigh on growth prospects for 

years.
The average GDP growth 

rate is a sort of “speed limit” for 
the global economy, charting 
the maximum long-term rate 
at which it can grow without 
sparking excess inflation.

The report said the over-
lapping crises of the past few 
years, including the COVID-19 

pandemic and Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, had ended 
nearly three decades of sus-
tained economic growth, add-
ing to building worries about 
slowing productivity, which is 
essential for income growth 
and higher wages.

As a result, average poten-
tial growth in GDP was seen 

dropping to 2.2% from 2022-
2030, down from 2.6% in 2011-
21, and nearly a third lower 
than the 3.5% rate seen from 
2000-2010.

Low investment will also 
slow growth in developing 
economies, with their average 
GDP growth dropping to 4% 
for the rest of the 2020s, from 

5% in 2011-2021 and 6% from 
2000-2010.

Rising productivity, higher 
incomes and declining inflation 
helped one out of four develop-
ing countries reach high-in-
come status over the past three 
decades, but those economic 
forces are now in retreat, the 
report said.

It said productivity was 
likely to grow at its slowest clip 
since 2000, investment growth 
in 2022-2024 would be half the 
rate seen in the last 20 years 
and international trade was 
growing at a much slower rate.

To change the trajectory, 
policymakers should prioritize 
taming inflation, ensuring fi-
nancial-sector stability and re-
ducing debt, while promoting 
climate-friendly investments 
that could add 0.3 percent-
age point to annual potential 
growth.

Lowering the costs associ-
ated with shipping, logistics, 
and regulations could boost 
trade, it said, calling for chang-
es to remove the current bias 
toward carbon-intensive goods 
inherent in many countries’ 
tariff schedules and eliminate 
restrictions on access to envi-
ronmentally friendly goods and 
services.

Expanding exports of digital 
services could result in big pro-
ductivity gains, while raising la-
bor force participation rates for 
women and others could raise 
global potential growth rates 
by as much as 0.2 percentage 
point a year by 2030.

Ferrari sees longer life for roaring 
combustion engines after EU deal

AGENCIES

THE head of Ferrari (RACE.
MI) on Monday welcomed 
plans to exempt cars that run 
on e-fuels from the European 
Union’s planned 2035 phase-
out of new combustion engine 
vehicles as they will give the 
luxury carmaker “greater free-
dom” on its power systems.

The European Union and 
Germany have reached a deal 
allowing new cars powered by 
combustion engines (ICE) to 
be sold beyond the 2035 dead-
line, or 2036 for so-called small 
volume manufacturers like 
Ferrari, if they run on carbon-
neutral e-fuels.

“The good news for us as a 
company (...) is that on top of 
electric cars, we’ll also be able 
to go on with our internal com-
bustion engines ones,” CEO 
Benedetto Vigna told a Reuters 
Newsmaker event.”This deci-
sion is very interesting for us 
because it allows ICEs to go be-
yond 2036,” he added.

Ferrari, which is renowned 
for its powerful petrol engines, 
is already producing plug-in 
hybrid cars and has promised 
its first full-electric vehicle for 
2025.owever, Ferrari, which 
sold over 13,200 cars in 2022, 
has never provided a roadmap 
for going all electric.

Presenting its new business 
plan last year, Ferrari said ful-
ly-electric and hybrid models 
would make up 80% of those 
in its range by 2030, while 20% 
would still be powered by inter-

nal combustion engines.
“This does not change,” 

Vigna said. “We don’t want to 
tell clients which car to use. We 
want to make three kinds of 
propulsion available for them 
- hybrid, electric and ICE - and 
they will chose”.

SPENDING UNCHANGED 
Vigna reassured investors that 
the company’s investment 
plans would not be affected by 
combustion engines getting an 
extended life, as Ferrari had 

already “embedded” this sce-
nario in its business plan.

“The figure I gave (last year) 
- 4.4 billion euros ($4.7 billion) 
for capex in the 2022-2026 pe-
riod - it’s enough for us to go 
ahead with electrification and 
also with ICEs which are com-
patible with e-fuels,” he said.

Advertisement · Scroll to 
continue Vigna said Ferrari’s 
upcoming electric model would 
be “a unique car” but would not 
be drawn on details, adding 

that “keeping secret is part of 
the recipe”.

He added it was wrong to 
assume that specific forms of 
propulsion would match spe-
cific models in the future. Fu-
els are a mean to provide the 
performance expected from a 
Ferrari car, he said.

He said that the price of 
e-fuels, or synthetic fuels, 
was likely to come down as 
they are developed in coming 
years.

People look on near cranes standing at a construction site in Beijing, China

Ferrari CEO Benedetto Vigna 

Jack Ma returns to 
mainland China

AGENCIES

ALIBABA founder Jack Ma 
has resurfaced in China after 
months of overseas travel, vis-
iting a school Monday in the 
city where his company is head-
quartered and discussed topics 
such as artificial intelligence.

Ma founded e-commerce 
firm Alibaba in the 1990s and 
was once China’s richest man. 
He has kept a low profile with 
few public appearances since 
Nov. 2020, when he had pub-
licly criticized China’s regula-
tors and financial systems dur-
ing a speech in Shanghai.

Shortly afterward, authori-
ties put the brakes on the ini-
tial public offering of Alibaba’s 
financial affiliate Ant Group, 
which had been set to raise 
$34.5 billion in what would 
have been the world’s largest 
share offering at the time. Ali-

baba was later investigated and 
fined $2.8 billion for breaching 
antitrust rules as Chinese au-
thorities cracked down on the 
once-freewheeling technology 
industry.

In the past year, Ma has 
been travelling, with reports 
of sightings in Europe, Japan, 
Thailand and Hong Kong. 
His itinerary has been closely 
watched as a barometer of Bei-
jing’s attitude towards private 
businesses.

On Monday, Ma visited the 
Yungu School in Hangzhou, in 
eastern China, that was estab-
lished by Ma and other part-
ners of Alibaba, according to a 
WeChat post by the school. Ma 
discussed technologies such as 
the artificial intelligence chat-
bot ChatGPT, and spoke of his 
passion for learning.Alibaba 
did not immediately respond to 
a request for comment.

Alibaba founder Jack Ma

China’s Baidu reveals more capabilities of AI-powered chatbot Ernie
AGENCIES

CHINESE search engine Baidu 
(9888.HK) on Monday shared 
pre-recorded videos of its AI-
powered chatbot Ernie sum-
marising financial statements 
and producing powerpoint 
presentations, among other 
industry-focused capabilities.

According to images shared 
by a Baidu spokesperson in a 
media-facing group on We-
Chat, China’s most widely used 
messaging service, the Chinese 
chatbot has a wider range of 
skills than previously displayed 
when it was launched almost 

two weeks ago.
Back then the ChatGPT-like 

product was shown to be com-
petent at generating images 
with text prompts, composing 
poetry and producing audio in 
Chinese dialects.

The videos shared on Mon-
day show the chatbot, powered 
by generative artificial intel-
ligence (AI), producing travel 
itineraries and virtual, human-
like livestreamers that can ad-
vertise products using scripts 
tailored to the user’s needs.

These videos were from a 
closed-door meeting hosted by 

Baidu’s AI Cloud division for 
the first batch of companies 
that are testing an industry-
focused version of the chatbot.

The meeting was originally 
meant to be a livestreamed 
product launch open to the 
media and public, but the for-
mat was changed to prioritise 
the “strong demand” from over 
120,000 companies that had 
applied to test the Ernie bot, 
the company said in a state-
ment on Monday morning, 
adding this would be the first 
of many closed-door meetings.

The change, however, 

caused Baidu’s Hong Kong-
listed shares to fall as much as 
4.5% on Monday morning.

More companies will be 
able to sign up to test the in-
dustry-focused version of the 
Ernie bot starting on March 31, 
while the regular version of the 
app remains open for testing to 
users lucky enough to get invite 
codes.

Tests conducted by Reuters 
show that the regular version 
has a good command of the 
Chinese language but produces 
factual errors and avoids an-
swering political questions.

Baidu’s co-founder Robin Li showcases artificial intelligence powered 
chatbot known as Ernie Bot by Baidu.
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A steel plant ready for war lays 
bare blow to Ukraine’s economy
The damage to Ukraine’s metal industry has crippled a lucrative sector and key employer needed to support an economy cratered by war

AGENCIES

FLAK jackets are piled up at 
Ukraine’s Zaporizhstal steel 
plant, and anti-tank traps 
guard the entrance. Whenever 
air raid sirens sound — and 
they go off every day — most 
workers head to one of the 16 
bomb shelters scattered across 
the sprawling grounds.

But some keep working — 
braving not only the intense 
heat and sparks flying from 
blast furnaces forging steel 
used in everything from railway 
cars to household appliances, 
but the threat of shelling — to 
keep the molten metal moving.

The southwestern city of 
Zaporizhzhia, which gives the 
plant its name, is less than 50 
kilometers (31 miles) from the 
front line and its residential 
buildings and energy infra-
structure are a frequent Rus-
sian target. The impact of the 
war has left the plant running 
below full capacity, with a third 
of its 10,000 workers idle.

The damage to Ukraine’s 
metal industry has crippled a 
lucrative sector and key em-
ployer needed to support an 
economy cratered by war. Ef-
forts to restore production 
and get goods moving again to 
customers worldwide will be 
crucial to helping the country 
rebuild.

A pillar of the economy be-
fore the war, the metal indus-
try accounted for a third of the 
goods that Ukraine exported, 
but it has been upended by 
Russian forces who have taken 
control of the industrial heart-
land — the Donetsk and Lu-
hansk regions.

For steel and mining com-
pany Metinvest, the slowdowns 
at the Zaporizhstal steel plant 
are only part of the pain. Since 
Russia seized Ukraine’s Crimea 
Peninsula in 2014, the com-
pany has lost equipment and 
facilities in Russian-controlled 
areas, seen workers head to the 
front line and lacked enough 
security to grow.

But “the biggest damage 
we have suffered is the dam-
age caused to the economy of 
Ukraine,” Metinvest CEO Yurii 
Ryzhenkov told The Associated 
Press. “When damage is done 
to the country, the company 
suffers from it no less than 
from direct hits of shells.” At 
the Zaporizhstal steel plant, life 
still revolves around the blast 

furnaces, even if only three out 
of four are operating. Relent-
less hissing fills the air, which is 
tinged with the pungent, acidic 
tang of sulfur that results from 
separating cast iron and waste 
deposits.

The workers’ silver suits re-
flect the blinding light emanat-
ing from the red, molten metal 
churning in the blast furnace, 
where temperatures reach 
1,500 C (more than 2,700 F).

The process looks busy, 
but the workers know they are 
melting less cast iron than be-
fore the war.

“We are limited. Both in 
terms of raw materials and 
sales,” said Oleh Ilin, the blast 
furnace master.

Unlike other industrial en-
terprises in Ukraine, Zaporizh-
stal wasn’t damaged by artillery 
fire or missile strikes. But like 
many others, its growth has 
been hindered by power out-

ages from Russian missile at-
tacks, damage to infrastructure 
and blocked Black Sea ports.

The latter is one of the 
biggest challenges for Zapor-
izhstal, where work has been 
interrupted only twice in its al-
most 90-year history — during 
World War II and shortly after 
Russia invaded Ukraine. Rus-
sian troops were stopped just 
dozens of kilometers from the 
plant last spring, but almost a 
year later, it hasn’t been able to 
recover fully.

Prices are higher for prod-
ucts that Zaporizhstal makes, 
and they are harder to get to 
customers. Trains instead of 
ships mostly move orders, in-
creasing prices not just for 
transportation but for produc-
tion and raw materials.

Before the war, Zaporizh-
stal could complete a batch of 
steel strips used in appliances 
like refrigerators, for example, 

and deliver it in a month or 
two, said Roman Slobodianiuk, 
general director of Zaporizh-
stal. Now, it could take three 
months or longer.

“Not every client is ready 
to take such risks. So we were 
forced to reduce the geography 
of our customers,” he said.

Zaporizhstal used to work 
with customers in almost 60 
countries — that has been re-
duced by half. The war affected 
its capacity to fulfill orders in 
much of the Middle East and 
many African countries.

“Before the war, around 
90% of metallurgical products 
were exported through the sea, 
because it was much cheaper,” 
said Dmytro Goriunov from 
Ukraine’s Center for Economic 
Strategy.

Now, the plant focuses on 
closer European countries and 
the U.S. market, which can be 
reached through Polish sea-

ports.
About a third of the metal 

industry’s capacity has been 
destroyed and production is 
about 65% lower, according to 
data from industry association 
Ukrmetallurgprom and Oxford 
Economics.

The KSE Institute of 
Ukraine estimated that dam-
age to Ukrainian businesses as 
a whole from the war amounts 
to $13 billion. Economic out-
put shrank by about a third in 
2022, and the economy minis-
try forecasts growth of only 1% 
this year.

The government relies on 
donations from allies like the 
European Union and the U.S. 
to pay citizens’ wages and pen-
sions, helping it avoid printing 
money that could fuel infla-
tion. Ukraine got a boost last 
week with a $15.6 billion loan 
package from the International 
Monetary Fund.

For its part, Metinvest is 
trying to rebuild after losing 
two major facilities to Russia, 
including the Azovstal steel 
plant where Ukrainians fought 
off a siege from its labyrinth of 
tunnels and bunkers in Mari-
upol.

Maksym Notchenko, 41, 
a former worker of Azovstal, 
watched from a distance as the 
plant was besieged with Rus-
sian strikes: “It was like pieces 
of your body were being cut 
off.” He fled and started work-
ing at Zaporizhstal last April. 
About 20,000 other Metinvest 
workers did the same, leaving 
occupied territories or front-
line fighting. Before the inva-
sion, Metinvest had around 
100,000 workers — now the 
number is 85,000.

Ryzhenkov, the CEO, said 
that restoring supply chains, 
primarily unblocking Black Sea 
ports, will revive the company.

First Citizens to acquire troubled Silicon Valley Bank
AGENCIES

NORTH Carolina-based First 
Citizens will buy Silicon Val-
ley Bank, the tech industry-fo-
cused financial institution that 
collapsed earlier this month, 
rattling the banking indus-
try and sending shockwaves 
around the world.

The deal could reassure 
investors at a time of shaken 
confidence in banks, though 
the Federal Deposit Insurance 
Corp. and other regulators had 
already taken extraordinary 
steps to head off a wider bank-
ing crisis by guaranteeing that 
depositors in SVB and another 
failed U.S. bank would be able 
to access all of their money.

Customers of SVB will au-
tomatically become custom-
ers of First Citizens, which is 
headquartered in Raleigh. The 
17 former branches of SVB will 
open as First Citizens branches 
Monday, the FDIC said.

Nasdaq-traded shares of 
First Citizen BancShares Inc. 
jumped 12.4% to $654.95 in 
premarket trading Monday. 
Shares in mid-sized San Fran-
cisco-based First Republic 
Bank, which serves a similar 
clientele as Silicon Valley Bank 
and had appeared to be facing a 
similar crisis, surged 24.3% in 
premarket trading.

European shares opened 
higher Monday, with German 
lender Commerzbank AG up 

2.4% and BNP Paribas up 1.2%.
Investors worry that other 

banks also may crumble under 
the pressure of higher interest 
rates. On Friday, much of the 
focus was on Deutsche Bank, 
whose stock tumbled 8.5% in 
Germany, though it was back 
up about 3.6% in early trading 
Monday. Earlier this month, 
shares of and faith in Swiss 

bank Credit Suisse fell so much 
that regulators brokered a 
takeover of by rival UBS.

In the U.S., SVB, based in 
Santa Clara, California, col-
lapsed March 10 after deposi-
tors rushed to withdraw money 
amid fears about the bank’s 
health. It was the second-larg-
est bank collapse in U.S. his-
tory after the 2008 failure of 

Washington Mutual. Two days 
later, New York-based Signa-
ture Bank was seized by regu-
lators in the third-largest bank 
failure in the U.S.

In both cases, the govern-
ment agreed to cover depos-
its, even those that exceeded 
the federally insured limit of 
$250,000, so depositors were 
able to access their money.

New York Community 
Bank agreed to buy a signifi-
cant chunk of Signature Bank 
in a $2.7 billion deal a week 
ago, but the search for a buyer 
for SVB took longer.

After First Republic Bank 
came under heavy selling by 
panicked investors, 11 of the 
biggest banks in the country 
announced a $30 billion res-

cue package. The money has 
given First Republic a lifeline 
while it reportedly seeks a 
buyer.

The sale of Silicon Valley 
Bank announced late Sunday 
involves the sale of all depos-
its and loans of SVB to First-
Citizens Bank and Trust Co., 
the FDIC said.

The acquisition gives the 
FDIC shares in First Citizens 
worth $500 million. Both the 
FDIC and First Citizens will 
share in losses and the poten-
tial recovery on loans included 
in a loss-share agreement, the 
FDIC said.

The FDIC will retain about 
$90 billion of Silicon Valley 
Bank’s $167 billion in total 
assets, as of March 10, while 
First Citizens will acquire $72 
billion at a discount of $16.5 
billion, the FDIC said. 

It said it estimates Silicon 
Valley Bank’s failure will cost 
its industry-funded Deposit 
Insurance Fund about $20 
billion.

First Citizens Bank was 
founded in 1898 and says it 
has more than $100 billion in 
total assets, with more than 
500 branches in 21 states as 
well as a nationwide bank. 

It reported net profit of 
$243 million in the last quar-
ter. It is one of the top 20 U.S. 
banks and says it is the largest 
family-controlled bank in the 
country.

A worker walks stand inside a blast furnace at the Zaporizhstal steel plant, in Zaporizhia, Ukraine

A First Citizens Bank sign is seen in Durham, North Carolina


