
B U S I N E S S
TUESDAY, MARCH 25, 2014

HAVANA: It’s Saturday night at El Cocinero, a chic
rooftop bar that has arguably become Havana’s
hippest watering hole in the year since it opened,
and there’s no getting in without a reservation.
There are plenty of foreigners, but also not a few
sharp-dressed Cubans lounging in the butterfly
chairs, sipping $3 mojitos and talking art, culture
and politics. It’s an image that stands in stark con-
trast to common perceptions overseas of
Communist Cuba as a poor country where nobody
has the disposable income to blow on a night out.
“Where they get the money from, I don’t know, and
I don’t have a crystal ball,” said one of the Cubans at
the bar: Lilian Triana, a 31-year-old economist who
works for the local offices of Venezuela’s state oil
company PDVSA. She suggested some may have
relatives sending money from abroad.  

Havana is seeing a boom in stylish, privately run
bars and clubs like El Cocinero, evidence of a small
but growing class of relatively affluent artists, musi-
cians and entrepreneurs on an island where many
people earn about $20 a month and depend on
subsidized food, housing and transport to get by.
Cuba’s nouveau riche are coming out of the wood-
work, if not quite flaunting their personal wealth.
It’s a departure from years past, when Fidel Castro
fulminated against newly rich Cubans who were
getting ahead of their compatriots during an earlier

economic opening.  Cuba is still far from a con-
sumer’s paradise. 

Nonetheless, there are more things here every
day to spend money on, from home improvements
and beach vacations to the hordes of smartphones
and Xboxes imported for resale by islanders who
are traveling abroad in record numbers.  Foreigners
visiting and living in Cuba have long been able to
afford such luxuries. So have Cubans like Triana who
work for foreign companies or embassies that pay
hard-currency salaries competitive with elsewhere
in Latin America. Now they have been joined by the
most successful of the 440,000 small-business own-
ers and employees who are working independently
of the state under President Raul Castro’s economic
reforms.

Some benefit from relatives abroad who send
back an estimated $2.6 billion a year.  Then there’s
the art-world elite, which historically has been a
core part of Cuba’s monied class. An artist who sells
a single painting for a few thousand dollars or a
musician who performs on an overseas tour is
already earning hundreds of times what most
Cubans make.  It’s a phenomenon that New York
visual artist Michael Dweck documented in his 2011
book “Habana Libre,” the product of nearly three
years photographing the unlikely fashionable lives
of Havana’s hip creatives.

“They are part of the elite. Not because they are
in banking or importing or real estate - these peo-
ple are the creative class,” Dweck said. “There is a
privileged class living a pretty good life in Havana,
which is the opposite of what we were told as
Americans about what’s going on in Cuba.” It’s on
the bar circuit that Cuba’s Yuppies are most visible.
Artists and intellectuals abound at places like El
Cocinero and the Fabrica de Arte Cubana next door,
opened last month by renowned musician X
Alfonso as a combination gallery, concert hall and
bar with a $2 cover. 

Others head to Bohemio, a breezy porch-turned-
bar, to nosh on cheese and serrano ham tapas, or
Cafe Madrigal, which began the private bar boom
when it was opened by a filmmaker in 2011 and is
now a favorite of the film and theater crowd.  Julio
Carrillo, a 52-year-old screenwriter, said in years
past he and his partner went out less because state-
run bars tended to be dreary joints with deafening
music and lousy service.  Moreover, displays of per-
sonal wealth could be seen as ostentatious and
attract questions about where the money came
from. So many Cubans with means tended to stay in
and host private get-togethers.

But as islanders increasingly get their hands on
nice things, there’s less stigma attached to the good
life. “It used to be we’d go to someone’s house.

There’s a dinner or a party and I bring a bottle, and
it stays low profile, you know?” Carrillo said. “Now
it’s more comfortable. We can go somewhere else
and meet (friends) there. ... It makes me really hap-
py, to tell the truth. Being able to go to places like
these is like a normalization of life.”

There are also privately run clubs that cater to
the young offspring of Cubans with wealth and
connections: places like Sangri La, an overly air-con-
ditioned basement nightclub in the tony Miramar
district, and Palio, a smoky offshoot of a private
restaurant. Some patrons say they sometimes see
the scions of Cuba’s most powerful political clans
living it up in raucous joints like these, as plain-
clothes state security agents hang around outside.

The scene is a dramatic change from just a few
years ago, when most Cubans were shooed away
from tourist hotels such as the Habana Libre or
Melia Cohiba, both home to expensive nightclubs.
It’s still a small segment of the population, howev-
er, and a far cry from the scene along the Malecon
seafront boulevard where working-class Cubans
gather by the thousands on weekends to sip from
90-cent cardboard boxes of rum. “Here on the
Malecon to have fun, look at girls,” said Adan
Ferro, a 20-year-old street sweeper, adding sarcas-
tically: “Where else am I going to go? The Habana
Libre?” — AP 

Cubans with money revel in booming social circuit

GOYANG, South Korea: State-run Korea Gas
Corp (KOGAS) and a Japanese company bought
natural gas jointly yesterday and such rare coop-
erative purchases will become more common,
the head of state-run Japan Oil, Gas and Metals
National Corp (JOGMEC) said. The world’s top
two buyers Japan and South Korea, along with
China and other Asian gas importers, have been
unhappy about paying higher prices than the
United States and Europe due to strong regional
demand. Asian buyers took about 70 percent of
global liquefied natural gas (LNG) exports last
year.

Besides earlier talks between Japan’s Chubu
Electric Power Co and India’s gas utility GAIL on a
joint purchase, Asian buyers have also been dis-
cussing forming a gas buying group to com-
mand better contract terms and pricing. Asked
about progress in forming a gas buyers’ club,
Hirobumi Kawano, president of JOGMEC told
Reuters in an interview: “We know there is a dis-
cussion. Maybe that will happen.”

He provided no further details on Monday’s
joint deal and did not identify the Japanese
company. “This kind of activity will increase for
getting cheaper prices and strengthening bar-
gaining positions,” said Kawano, who is in South
Korea this week for an international gas confer-
ence. Spot LNG prices in Asia are running around

$18 per million British thermal units (mmBtu),
including processing and shipping costs, against
US prices of around $4.35 per mmBtu.

A spokesman at KOGAS, the world’s largest
corporate buyer of LNG, said he had no knowl-
edge of the joint deal. China, India, South Korea,
Japan and Taiwan held talks on forming a buyers’
group last year but made no firm plans. They
were set to meet in February to discuss the club
and other ways of cutting prices, but the meet-
ing was delayed.

Japan’s political tensions with its neighbors
China and South Korea have partly contributed
to the slow progress towards forming a buyers’
group, according to some industry sources.

In January, Tokyo Electric Power Co said it was
planning to enter talks this year with domestic
and foreign firms for joint procurement in an
effort to reduce costs.

Japan gas demand
Kawano said he expected Japan’s natural gas

demand in 2014 to be about level with last year,
despite the chance that some of the country’s
nuclear power plants might be restarted. “It’s
limited to a certain number of plants. On the
other hand, Japan’s economy will grow from last
year, so maybe demand for LNG by Japan will
stay almost the same level,” he said.

He expected gas prices in Asia to remain
high. Supply from Australia, East Africa, North
America and Russia should increase in coming
years, however, and that could change the pric-
ing framework, said Kawano separately in the
gas conference yesterday.

A massive earthquake that struck Japan’s east
coast in 2011 crippled the Fukushima nuclear
plant, which continues to leak radiation. The dis-
aster and leak have turned the Japanese public
against nuclear power, and all of the country’s
48 operable reactors remained shut down.

That has prompted higher use of coal and
gas, with imports of LNG and thermal coal both
rising to record levels last year. In 2013, Tokyo
imported a record 87.49 million tons of LNG,
paying a highest-ever 7.06 trillion yen ($68.98
billion) for the fuel.

A Tokyo Gas Co official, meanwhile, said he
expected Japan’s gas demand to fall with the
nuclear restarts. Two to three nuclear reactors
will be restarted, and with each unit, LNG pur-
chases for the year will drop about one million
tons, said Shigeru Muraki, vice chairman of
Tokyo Gas. “And then that program will acceler-
ate, I hope, and in the next three years, 15 to
20 units  wil l  be restar ted,  so it  means (a
decline of around) 15 million to 20 million
tons,” he said. — Reuters

KOGAS, Japan firms

buy gas together
More joint deals to come: JOGMEC

LONDON: A construction worker cuts into the brickwork as work goes ahead to lower
the original floor inside the Connaught tunnel, an old Victorian tunnel which is being
brought back into use for the Crossrail project in London yesterday. Work is taking
place to deepen, strengthen and widen the structure to ensure it is ready for the
arrival of Crossrail trains, which will link central London with Maidehead in the west
and Shenfiled in the east, upon its expected completion in 2018. — AFP

NEW YORK: One of JPMorgan Chase’s top
Chinese executives will resign, according to
a bank memo, as regulators probe whether
the financial giant violated anti-bribery
laws in Asia.

Fang Fang, who served as chief execu-
tive of JPMorgan’s China investment bank-
ing unit before being appointed to vice
chairman of investment banking for all Asia
in 2009, “has informed us of his desire to
retire,” said a memo from Therese Esperdy,
co-head of Asia-Pacific banking at
JPMorgan. The memo did not elaborate on
his reason for stepping down. Esperdy said
Fang, who joined JPMorgan in 2001, should
be credited with helping the bank achieve
a leadership role in the region. 

“During his time with JPMorgan, the
firm has become one of the most influen-
tial investment banks in China that can
rightfully claim leadership in terms of prod-
uct capabilities, depth of client franchise
and the strength of our team,” Esperdy said.
Esperdy announced promotions for three
other executives to lead Chinese banking.
The resignation comes as JPMorgan faces
probes from the US Department of Justice

and Securities and Exchange Commission
on whether it hired friends and relatives of
powerful government officials to win busi-
ness in Asia Pacific.

JPMorgan said it was cooperating with
the US probes and with parallel inquiries by
other governments, according to a
February US securities filing.

US investigators are looking at Fang’s
role in the hiring of the son of China
Everbright Group Chairman Tang
Shuangning and whether the job place-
ment helped JPMorgan win business with
the conglomerate, the Wall Street Journal
reported. Executives such as Fang would
make hiring recommendations to a
JPMorgan recruitment program that target-
ed the children of powerful Chinese execu-
tives, the Journal said, citing unnamed
sources.

Investigators are also looking at
JPMorgan’s hiring of a daughter of former
Chinese Prime Minister Wen Jiabao as a
consultant whose company helped
JPMorgan land business with state-run
China Railway Group, the New York Times
reported previously. — AFP

Top Chinese JPMorgan 

exec leaving amid probe

ABU DHABI: Saudi Arabia, one of the
world’s largest barley importers, has a
strategic reserve of 4 million tons to last
the kingdom for around eight months, a
Gulf-based industry source with knowl-
edge of the matter told Reuters.

The country imported 10.65 million
tons of barley in 2013, mostly from the
Black Sea but also from France, Argentina,
Australia and Canada, the source said.
“This year imports are expected to go
down slightly as the government has
already stockpiled the strategic reserve it

had planned for,” he said.Barley imports
for calendar year 2014 could be around 6
to 7 million tons. Saudi Arabia consumes
slightly less than 500,000 tons of barley a
month. The grain is used for animal feed.
Unlike its wheat purchases, Saudi Arabia
buys barley in direct deals rather than
tenders. The Saudi Grain and Fodder
Company (SGAF) is the only entity
assigned by the government to import
barley. Since being assigned the task in
2011, SGAF does not comment on its pur-
chases or stockpiles.   — Reuters

Saudi strategic barley 

reserves at 4m tons

HARARE: Zimbabwean economist John Mangudya who was appointed central bank
governor poses in his office yesterday in Harare. Zimbabwe’s President Robert
Mugabe has appointed economist John Mangudya as governor of the country’s cen-
tral bank, state media reported Sunday.  Mangudya succeeds Gideon Gono, whose
term expired in December after a 10-year tenure marred by world-record hyperinfla-
tion that eventually forced the country to abandon its currency. — AFP

MOSCOW: Russian bank SMP showed the
impact of US punitive measures over Ukraine
yesterday, saying around 9 billion rubles ($248
million) had been withdrawn by depositors since
Washington imposed sanctions against two of
its shareholders last week.

Washington imposed sanctions on Thursday
against 20 Russians close to President Vladimir
Putin over Moscow’s involvement in the Ukraine
crisis, including Boris Rotenberg and his older
brother Arkady, the co-owners of SMP Bank.
SMP CEO Dmitry Kalantyrsky told a news confer-

ence that an estimated 4 billion rubles had been
withdrawn by individuals and 5 billion by organ-
izations. On Friday, SMP said Visa and
MasterCard had stopped providing services for
payment transactions for its clients. On Sunday
service had resumed, it said.

Kalantyrsky said the stoppage of services had
been an over-zealous reaction because sanc-
tions were imposed on the shareholders, not the
bank. “(The shareholders) expressed their will-
ingness, if necessary, to support the bank with
money,” Kalantyrsky said, but stressed the bank

has enough liquidity.
St Petersburg-based Bank Rossiya, which was

sanctioned alongside its chairman and largest
shareholder Yuri Kovalchuk, said separately in a
statement it had asked its clients to refrain from
making foreign currency payments to accounts
at the bank due to the US sanctions. Kovalchuk
said in a television interview on Sunday the
sanctions had backfired by helping him win new
clients among patriotic Russians. Russian
President Vladimir Putin said last week that he
would open an account at the bank. — Reuters 

9bn rubles withdrawn 

since sanctions: Russia

TUNIS: Tourists strolling through the souks of the medina of Tunis. Tunisia is working against
the clock to salvage its 2014 tourist season after three turbulent years, by revamping the coun-
try’s image — with the help of online media and a few Star Wars characters. — AFP

NEW YORK: US stocks are falling in midday trading
yesterday as tensions with Russia escalate. Nine of 10
industry sectors in the Standard & Poor’s 500 index
fell, led by health care. Apple and Herbalife rose.

KEEPING SCORE: The Dow Jones industrial aver-
age shed 57 points, or 0.4 percent, to 16,245 as of
12:20 pm (1620 GMT). The S&P 500 fell 12 points, or
0.6 percent, to 1,854. The Nasdaq composite lost 65
points, or 1.5 percent, to 4,212.

JITTERS IN EUROPE: Europe markets fell as
Russia troops seized Ukrainian ships and military
installations in the Crimean peninsula following
Russia’s  annexation of the region last week.
Germany’s DAX fell 1.4 percent and France’s CAC-40
1.3 percent. Britain’s FTSE-100 fell 0.5 percent.

DRUG STOCKS SLUMP: A sell-off in drug makers
continued. Pfizer fell 2.4 percent, the biggest loss in
the Dow index. Biotech companies fell sharply
Friday after US lawmakers questioned the pricing of
a Hepatitis C drug made by Gilead Sciences. Bioegen
Idec fell $6.02, or 2 percent, to $312.50. Health care
stocks have soared 28 percent over the last 12
months, the most of the 10 industries in the S&P
500.

APPLE UP: Apple rose $4.12, or 0.8 percent, to
$536.99 after the Wall Street Journal reported that
the company is in talks with cable giant Comcast to
offer 

HERBALIFE SURGE: The embattled health sup-
plements company rose $4.26, or nearly 9 percent,
to $53.80 after agreeing to back billionaire Carl
Icahn’s three nominees for its board. Icahn is a sup-
porter of the company in its fight with another
famed investor, William Ackman, who has accuses
the company of operating a pyramid scheme.

CHINA WATCH: Asian markets rose on hopes
that China would take more steps to stimulate its
economy after a manufacturing index in the world’s

US stocks edge lower as 

Russia tensions simmer
second largest economy signaled contraction in that
sector. Hong Kong’s Hang Seng index rose 1.9 per-
cent and Japan’s Nikkei gained 1.8 percent. “If China
continues to slow, the Chinese government will offer
additional stimulus,” said Mike Meyer, Assistant Vice
President at EverBank. “I think we have a floor there.”

TREASURYS AND COMMODITIES: Bond prices
rose. The yield on the 10-year Treasury note fell to
2.73 percent from 2.74 percent late Friday. Gold sank
$24.90, or 1.9 percent, to $1,311.10 an ounce. The
price of crude oil rose 29 cents, or 0.3 percent, to
$99.75 a barrel. — AP


