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BEIJING: The disappearance of Fosun
chief Guo Guangchang, dubbed China’s
Warren Buffett, has stoked fear among
captains of industry who thought good
behavior and loyalty could protect them
from Beijing’s ever-expanding anti-graft
campaign.

Guo, the billionaire chairman of Fosun
International which is one of China’s
biggest private conglomerates, disap-
peared from public view a week ago amid
reports he had been detained by police in
Shanghai.

As the company’s stock tumbled
around 10 percent, Guo briefly resurfaced
Monday, offering a cryptic reassurance to
anxious investors that “there will be a bet-
ter Fosun next year”.

The firm said the 48-year-old execu-
tive-known as a loyal advocate of the rul-
ing Communist Party-was “assisting in
certain investigations” by Chinese author-
ities, but since then he has dropped out of
sight again.

Neither Fosun nor China’s authorities
will discuss his whereabouts. The strange
episode has had a chilling effect on busi-
ness leaders who thought Guo’s reputa-
tion for moral probity and outspoken sup-
port for the party was a bulwark against
trouble.

“It’s definitely scared people. (Guo’s) a
very highly respected, accomplished fig-
ure”,  said Kellee Tsai ,  an expert on
Chinese business at the Hong Kong
University of Science and Technology
who is in regular contact with business
leaders.

Clean hands 
Guo’s disappearance is not an isolated

case in the corruption campaign launched
by Xi Jinping after he came to power in
2012. 

Other high-profile business leaders
have been caught up in the web of graft
investigations, which took a new direction

after a stock market rout earlier this year
that shook confidence in Beijing’s ability
to manage the country’s slowing econo-
my.

Authorities have since focused their
efforts on the financial sector, collaring
top executives at Citic Securities, Founder
Securities and top brokerage Guotai
Junan Securities.

Derek Scissors,  an expert on the
Chinese economy at the American
Enterprise Institute, said well-connected
tycoons like Guo are “equivalent to senior
government officials” in terms of their
standing and insight.

“It is not reasonable for Guo or anyone
else to think they can’t be held for ques-
tioning, whether for information they
might possess or for ‘improper’ behav-
iour, such as an inadequate Party pres-
ence in their companies,” he said.

“The Party remains compelled to con-

trol everything and that certainly includes
the ‘private’ sector.” An avid tai-chi practi-
tioner with a reputation for clean living,
Guo had seemed an unlikely target for
Beijing’s inquisitors. His disappearance
seemed to violate an implicit bond of
trust between the government and
China’s top business leaders whose hard
work and financial savvy fuelled China’s
rise into the world’s second-largest econ-
omy. 

Guo himself said in an opinion piece
last year: “As long as you make no mis-
takes and don’t become reckless, the gov-
ernment won’t bother you”.

But experts say keeping hands clean in
China is nearly impossible. State control
over property and industry-although sub-
stantially loosened  since market reforms
began in the late 1970s-has made build-
ing great fortunes dependent on govern-
ment cooperation. —AF
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Guo Guangchang, the chairman of one of China’s biggest private-sector con-
glomerates, Club Med owner Fosun, attending a conference in Hangzhou.—AFP

BEIJING: Shoppers stand outside the entrance to a shop-
ping mall in Beijing yesterday. Chinese growth hit a 24-
year low in 2014 and has slowed further this year, raising
concerns on global markets. — AFP

BEIJING: China’s retail sales, a key gauge of domestic con-
sumption in the world’s second-biggest economy, is likely to
post slower growth this year compared with 2014, the com-
merce ministry said. Retail sales may expand around 10.7 per-
cent in 2015, Shen Danyang, spokesman at the Ministry of
Commerce, told a news conference in Beijing on Thursday,
without giving a reason.  Retail sales rose 12 percent last year.

In the first 11 months of 2015, retail sales grew 10.6 per-
cent from a year earlier. In November, retail sales increased by
an annual 11.2 percent - the strongest monthly expansion this
year.

China’s external outlook remains gloomy. Chinese compa-
nies said global demand this year was worse than that during
2008/09 financial crisis, according to a recent survey by the
commerce ministry of more than 6,000 firms in 70 key indus-
tries.

Subdued external demand, rising costs, slowing invest-
ment growth and the yuan’s appreciation have all weighed on
China’s trade performance this year, Shen said.

“Feedback from firms showed foreign trade was extremely
difficult this year,” he said. China’s net exports are likely to
contribute around 12.3 percent to the increase in the coun-
try’s GDP this year, he said, citing data from a research unit
under his ministry.

China’s trade remained weak in November with exports
falling a worse-than-expected 6.8 percent from a year earlier
and imports tumbling 8.7 percent. — Reuters

FRANKFURT: German business confi-
dence dipped slightly in December, but
still remains at high levels, reflecting the
ongoing resilience of Europe’s biggest
economy in the face of numerous chal-
lenges, analysts said yesterday. 

The Ifo institute’s closely-watched busi-
ness climate index slipped to 108.7 points
in December from 109.0 points in
November, the economic institute Ifo said
in a statement, a fractionally steeper drop
than analysts had been expecting.  Ifo cal-
culates its headline index on the basis of
companies’ assessments of the current
business environment and the outlook for
the next six months.

The sub-index measuring current busi-
ness fell by 0.6 points to 112.8 points,
while the outlook sub-index was
unchanged at 104.7 points, the institute
said. “Sentiment in the German economy
weakened slightly this month.
Assessments of the current business situa-

tion declined, but optimism about future
business developments remained
unchanged,” said Ifo president Hans-
Werner Sinn.

Nevertheless, all three readings-the
headline index and the two sub-indices-
”are around three points above the respec-
tive levels seen in December 2014. The
economic situation could hardly be better
in the run-up to Christmas,” Sinn said.

‘No warning signal’ 
“The slight decline in the index is no

warning signal for the German economy,”
said Postbank economist Heinrich Bayer. 

But Commerzbank economist Joerg
Kraemer was more skeptical. “The underly-
ing trend has for months pointed sideways
at high levels. But at present, we would
place more trust in order intake, which has
been declining since summer, mainly due
to slowing demand from emerging mar-
kets. German economic growth looks set

to decelerate to 1.3 percent in 2016,” he
said.

Capital Economics’ Jennifer McKeown
agreed. “The small fall in the headline
index in December left it still at a high lev-
el. But the sharper decline in the current
conditions component supported evi-
dence from recent hard data that growth
may have reached a peak,” she said. 

“On balance, the Ifo paints a positive
picture of the German economy for now.
But its fall offers some support to our fore-
cast that growth is likely to slow before the
economy has begun to generate any
meaningful inflationary pressure,” she said. 

Berenberg Bank economist Holger
Schmieding was much more optimistic.
“Steady as she goes as external risks
recede a little. This is the major message
from German Ifo business climate,” he said.
“Business climate and its key components
remain above their long-term averages.
This fits our view that, after a modest dent

in the second half of 2015, German GDP
growth will reaccelerate to its trend rate of
roughly 1.8 percent over the course of
next year.” 

“German businesses remain a bunch of
optimists,” said ING DiBa economist
Carsten Brzeski. 

“Despite another very turbulent year
with the Greek crisis, the Chinese slow-
down, the refugee influx and increased
geopolitical tensions, the German econo-
my continued its solid growth perform-
ance. Domestic demand, and in particular
private consumption, has become an
important growth driver,” the expert said.

“Looking ahead, the economy should
continue its current positive, though not
breathtakingly strong, momentum next
year. All in all, the German economy looks
set for another solid growth year.
However, under the surface of solid
growth, uncertainties and problems are
increasing,” Brzeski concluded. —AFP
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