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Japan’s jobless rate dips to 
its lowest level since 1993

World’s third largest economy is on track to recovery 
TOKYO: Japan’s unemployment rate in
November dipped to its lowest level since
November 1993, official data showed yesterday,
offering another sign that the world’s third-
largest economy is on track to recovery even if
the pace is slow.

Figures released by the government showed
unemployment stood at 2.7 percent last month
while the jobs-to-applicants ratio improved
slightly, up 0.01 percent from the previous
month to 1.56 in November-the highest
level in almost 44 years. The latest data
come as Japan has notched up seven
straight quarters of economic growth-the
longest positive run for 16 years-with the
upcoming 2020 Olympic Games giving
the economy a shot in the arm. “Japan’s
economy is expected to keep expanding
through the first half of next year,” Masaki
Kuwahara, senior economist at Nomura
Securities, told AFP.

Confidence among Japan’s biggest
manufacturers is also at an 11-year high, a
key central bank survey showed earlier
this month, as the world’s number-three econo-
my picks up pace. However, consumer spending
has remained weak and deflation continues to
stalk the economy. Japan has battled deflation
for many years and the central bank’s ultra-loose
monetary policy appears to be having limited
impact. Other data showed yesterday that
Japan’s consumer prices rose for the 11th straight
month in November, but inflation was still far
from the Bank of Japan’s (BoJ) two-percent
inflation target seen as crucial to revive the

world’s third-largest economy. The core inflation
rate was a 0.9 percent rise year-on-year in
November, according to data published by the
internal affairs ministry, far below the two-per-
cent target set by the BoJ. 

Market consensus was a 0.8 percent rise,
according to data compiled by Bloomberg
News. When the volatile prices for fresh food
and energy were stripped out, prices rose by

even less — 0.3 percent, the ministry said.

‘Government-made’ wage increase
November household spending-seen as key

for exiting deflation-expanded 1.7 percent from
the same month a year earlier-much stronger
than market consensus of a 0.5 percent rise.

Household spending had remained flat in
October after falling by 0.3 percent in
September and rising by 0.6 percent in August.
Strong household spending in November “may

be a reaction to the weak October figure that
had reflected” bad weather at the time,
Kuwahara said.

“But as shown in the low unemployment rate
and the number of jobs expanding, the labor
market conditions are favorable and household
income keeps gradually rising,” he said.

But he warned strong inflation without suffi-
cient rise in wages “hurts domestic demand,

having negative impact on the econo-
my”.  Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s gov-
ernment has pressed the country’s
major companies to raise their employ-
ees’ salaries in an annual wage negotia-
tions, often dubbed as the “government-
made labour offensive”. Japan’s weak
inflation stands in sharp contrast to oth-
er major economies whose central
bankers are looking to wind up their
easing policies.

The US Federal Reserve last week
announced a widely expected quarter
point rate hike, and US policymakers have
forecast another three rate hikes in 2018.

Meanwhile, the European Central Bank has
announced it would halve its massive bond purchas-
es from January as the eurozone recovery gathers
pace, allowing the Frankfurt institution to begin
winding down its crisis-era stimulus measures.

Stocks flat
Tokyo stocks were flat yesterday, with

investors keeping to the sidelines as major glob-
al markets remained closed for the Christmas
holidays. The benchmark Nikkei 225 was virtual-

ly unchanged at 22,938.40 by the break-just
0.78 points down-while the broader Topix index
was down 0.08 percent, or 1.43 points, at
1,830.50. “It is difficult to see a clear direction in
the market as foreign investors are absent from
trade with a transaction volume low,” Okasan
Online Securities said in a commentary.

Investors are awaiting tomorrow’s minutes of
the Bank of Japan’s policy meeting last week for
clues to the central bank’s future course of poli-

cy decisions, it said. The dollar changed hands at
113.29 yen, almost unchanged from 113.25 yen in
Tokyo late Monday. 

Some blue-chip shares were lower, with
Nintendo losing 0.80 percent at 42,020 yen
and Canon trading down 0.29 percent at
4,406 yen. Mitsubishi UFJ Financial was down
0.40 percent at 836.4 yen while its r ival
Sumitomo Mitsui Financial slipped 0.71 per-
cent to 4,882 yen. — Agencies 

Tokyo stocks 
flat on tepid 

Xmas trading

Bitcoin rises 10%,
recovers from 
brutal sell-off
SINGAPORE/TOKYO: Bitcoin extended its
recovery in holiday-thinned trading yester-
day, rising 10 percent to be up more than a
third from last week’s lows of below
$12,000.

Bitcoin, the world’s biggest and best-
known cryptocurrency, fell nearly 30 per-
cent at one stage on Friday to $11,159.93
and, despite a late recovery, had its worst
week since 2013. At 0445 GMT yesterday,
it was quoted around $15,049 on the
Luxembourg-based Bitstamp exchange.

The digital currency had risen around
twentyfold since the start of the year,
climbing from less than $1,000 to as high as
$19,666 on Dec. 17 on Bitstamp and to over
$20,000 on other exchanges. But it has
posted heavy declines since. While bitcoin
investors and analysts believe the decline in
its value was a natural correction after a
heady run-up in prices, there have been
further warnings from market regulators
and central banks.

“There is no right current price which
would reflect the right current valuation,”
said Andrei Popescu, Singapore-based co-

founder of COSS, which describes itself as
a platform that encompasses all features of
a digital economy based on cryptocurrency.

“Taking profit is right, while buying into
a long term projection is also right. You
don’t have to be right in this market, just
less wrong than the rest,” Popescu said.
Shmuel Hauser, the chairman of the Israel
Securities Authority, said on Monday he
will propose regulation to ban companies
based on bitcoin and other digital curren-
cies from trading on the Tel Aviv Stock
Exchange. 

Singapore’s central bank last week
issued a warning against investment in
cryptocurrencies, saying it considers the
recent surge in their prices to be driven by
speculation and that the risk of a sharp fall
in prices is high. Prices of rival cryptocur-
rencies, which slid along with bitcoin last
week, have also recovered, with Ethereum,
the second-biggest cryptocurrency by
market size, quoted around $771, up from
Sunday’s low of  $689 but still far from
highs around $900 hit last week.

Bitcoin held its overnight gains in early
US trading yesterday as the world’s biggest
and best-known cryptocurrency  rebound-
ed on light trading volume from its worst
week since 2013. At 8:33 am (1333 GMT),
the digital currency was last up almost 10
percent at $15,300.00 on the Luxembourg-
based Bitstamp exchange. It lost nearly 30
percent at one point last Friday at
$11,159.93. — Reuters 

TOKYO: Japan’s economy is showing signs of recovery. — AFP

MEXICO CITY: A fruit vendor poses for a picture at the “Central de Abasto” whole-
sale market in Mexico City. Some 500,000 people and 62,000 vehicles a day visit the
Central de Abasto market on the east side of Mexico City to buy and sell avocados,
tomatoes and about 15,000 other products. — AFP

LONDON: Oil traded above $65 a barrel yes-
terday, within sight of its highest since mid-
2015, supported by an explosion on a crude
pipeline in Libya and voluntary OPEC-led
supply cuts.

The move towards restart of a key North
Sea pipeline, Forties, capped the rally. The
pipeline is being tested after repairs and full
flows should resume in early January, its oper-
ator said on Monday.

Brent crude, the international benchmark
for oil prices, rose 10 cents to $65.35 a barrel
at 1346 GMT. Prices hit $65.83 on Dec. 12, the
highest since June 2015. U.S. crude added 12
cents at $58.59. “The confirmation that Forties
is coming back ....has the potential for capping

Brent,” said Olivier Jakob, analyst at
Petromatrix. Trading activity was thin due to
the Christmas holiday in many countries.

Oil turned positive following the explosion
at the Libyan pipeline, which feeds the Es
Sider terminal. It was not immediately clear
what impact the blast will have on Libyan out-
put, which has been recovering in recent
months after being hampered for years by
conflict and unrest.

Brent has risen 17 percent in 2017. The
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries, plus Russia and other non-mem-
bers, have been withholding output since Jan.
1 to get rid of a glut. The producers have
extended the supply cut agreement to cover

all of 2018. Iraq’s oil minister said on Monday
there would be a balance between supply and
demand by the first quarter, leading to a boost
in prices. Global oil inventories have
decreased to an acceptable level, he added.

That is earlier than predicted in OPEC’s
latest official forecast, which calls for a bal-
anced market by late 2018. While the OPEC
action has lent support to prices all year, the
unplanned shutdown of the Forties pipeline on
Dec. 11 pushed Brent to its mid-2015 high.

Forties plays an important role in the glob-
al market as it is the biggest of the five North
Sea crude streams underpinning Brent, the
benchmark for oil trading in Europe, the
Middle East, Africa and Asia.

Rising production in the United States is
offsetting some of the OPEC-led cuts.  The
US rig count, an early indicator of future
output, held at 747 in the week to Dec. 22,
according to the latest weekly report by
Baker Hughes.  — Reuters 

Oil trades above $65 on Libyan
pipeline blast, Forties restart weighs

China lifts yuan 
midpoint to 
3-1/2-month high
SHANGHAI: China’s central bank yesterday
lifted its official yuan midpoint to the highest
level in 3-1/2 months at 6.5416 per dollar,
reflecting a strong spot yuan performance a
day earlier.

Yesterday’s official midpoint, 267 pips or
0.41 percent firmer than the previous fix of
6.5683 on Monday, was the strongest since
Sept. 13. China’s yuan strengthened through
the day in holiday-thinned trading on Monday,
reaching its highest level in over three months
against the dollar at the official local close,
following a much strengthened official mid-
point. China stocks rise, led by financials and
property firms. Meanwhile, China stocks end-
ed firmer yesterday, led by financial and real
estate firms, though trading was thin as year-
end nears. At the close, the Shanghai
Composite index was up 25.43 points or 0.78
percent at 3,305.89.  The blue-chip CSI300
index was up 0.31 percent, with its financial
sector sub-index higher by 0.8 percent, the
consumer staples sector down 1.46 percent,
the real estate index up 0.77 percent and
healthcare sub-index down 0.61 percent. 

The smaller Shenzhen index ended up 0.43
percent and the start-up board ChiNext
Composite index was higher by 0.17 percent.
Around the region, MSCI’s Asia ex-Japan
stock index was weaker by 0.19 percent while
Japan’s Nikkei index closed down 0.20 per-
cent. The yuan was quoted at 6.5491 per US

dollar, 0.13 percent weaker than the previous
close of 6.5408. The largest percentage gain-
ers in the main Shanghai Composite index
were Changchun Gas Co Ltd up 10.06 per-
cent, followed by Jiangsu Wuzhong Industrial
Co Ltd and Yabao Pharmaceutical Group Co
Ltd, both up by 10.04 percent. 

The largest percentage losses in the
Shanghai index were Tongwei Co Ltd down
4.56 percent, followed by Yangmei Chemical
Co Ltd losing 4.5 percent and Jiangsu Lugang
Culture Co Ltd down 4.21 percent. About
14.24 billion shares were traded on the

Shanghai exchange, roughly 91.0 percent of
the market’s 30-day moving average of 15.66
billion shares a day. The volume in the previ-
ous trading session was 14.69 billion. 

The Shanghai stock index is below its 50-
day moving average and above its 200-day
moving average. 

The price-to-earnings ratio of the Shanghai
index was 14.77 as of the last full trading day
while the dividend yield was 2 percent.  So far
this week, the market capitalization of the
Shanghai stock index has fallen by 0.42 per-
cent to 28.67 trillion yuan. — Reuters

BEIJING: A worker paints at a construction site in Beijing yesterday. — AFP

Thailand Nov 
tourist arrivals 
jump 23.2% 
BANGKOK: Thailand welcomed three million
foreign tourists in November, the tourism
ministry said on Monday, 23.2 percent more
than the same month a year earlier. The king-
dom saw a total of 31.85 million foreign
tourist arrivals in the period from January to
November, up 8.1 percent from the previous
year, Pongpanu Svetarundra, permanent-sec-

retary of the tourism and sports ministry, said
in a statement.

Pongpanu said Thailand expects a record
35.4 million visitors in total this year, up 9
percent from the previous year. Around 10
million of those visitors are expected to be
Chinese, he said.

Thailand’s tourism industry is a major
employer and accounts for 12 percent of
Southeast Asia’s second-biggest economy. In
2016, there were a record 32.6 million visitors.

The tourism sector has weathered more
than a decade of political upheavals in
Thailand including several rounds of anti and
pro-government street demonstrations and
two military coups. Tourist arrivals are driven
by visitors from China. — Reuters

KHARTOUM: Sudan is to devalue its currency
to 18 Sudanese pounds per dollar in January
from the current exchange rate of 6.7, Finance
Minister Mohamed Othman Rukabi told
Reuters yesterday.

The devaluation which includes the cus-
toms exchange rate - the rate used to calculate
customs duties - is timed to take place when
the 2018 budget begins, in the first week of

January, he said. Traders said the black market
rate jumped to 27 SDG per dollar from 25
SDG per dollar after the devaluation was
announced. The Sudanese pound has weak-
ened sharply against the dollar since
Washington lifted 20-year-old economic
sanctions in October, encouraging traders to
step up imports and putting pressure on
scarce hard currency. Businesses are unable to

secure their hard currency needs at the official
peg of 6.7 pounds to the dollar and are forced
to resort to a parallel market. To stem the flow
of scarce currency out of the banking system,
Sudan announced emergency measures last
month after the pound fell to a record low of
27 against the dollar on the black market.

The country also imposed tight restrictions
on imports of luxury goods, directing remaining
liquidity toward “sectors that boost growth”,
the central bank said. The import-dependent
country has suffered both from the sanctions
and from the secession of the south in 2011,
when it lost three-quarters of its oil output, its
main source of foreign currency. — Reuters 

Sudan to devalue pound 
currency to 18 per dollar in Jan


