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TOKYO: Japan’s central bank hiked its economic
growth forecasts yesterday, citing an improved global
outlook and a weaker yen but the country’s finance
chief warned of “uncertainty” caused by the arrival of
Donald Trump in the White House.

After its first meeting of the year the Bank of
Japan also held off any fresh monetary-easing
measures, though earlier spending data highlighted
the challenge facing officials trying to refire the
world’s number-three economy. The BoJ tipped
expansion to hit 1.4 percent in the current fiscal
year to March, compared with its previous one per-
cent estimate, and 1.5 percent growth in the follow-
ing 12 months, from its earlier 1.3 percent forecast.

In the year to March 2019 it saw 1.1 percent
growth, up from an initially flagged 0.9 percent.
“The projected growth rates are somewhat higher,
mainly reflecting improvement in overseas
economies and the yen’s depreciation,” the bank
said in its quarterly outlook. The yen has lost about
10 percent of its value against the dollar since the
bank’s last forecast in November as traders bet
Trump’s planned infrastructure spending, tax-cut-
ting measures will fire US inflation and force the
Federal Reserve to ramp up interest rates.

A weaker yen is positive for Japanese exports as
it makes them more competitive abroad. However,
Trump’s arrival in the Oval Office has also fuelled
confusion in world capitals, with fears he will also
follow through on promises to tear up free-trade
agreements, throw up tariffs and spark a global
trade war.

Focus on Trump 
Yesterday Japanese Finance Minister Taro Aso

told parliament: “The economy is a living thing and
Trump uncertainty has emerged and is globally rec-
ognized.” However, he stressed the yen’s weakness
would continue well into this year, at least as he
sought to reassure over the domestic economy’s
outlook. While the BoJ did not explicitly mention
Trump in its report, the future in a world with the
real-estate tycoon-turned-president is clearly on the
minds of its policymakers.

“The BoJ is paying the most attention to what
comes out of Trump, though it doesn’t say this
directly,” Maiko Noguchi, an economist at Daiwa
Securities, told Bloomberg News.

As expected, policymakers also kept monetary
policy unchanged and their inflation projections

largely unchanged as they struggle to bring an end
to almost two decades of on-off deflation.

Kuroda, asked at a press conference about
Trump’s economic policies, said he would like to
“closely monitor” them. “There are concerns that

protectionism might shrink global trade and slow
the speed of growth of the world economy,” he said.
“But the importance of free trade is internationally
recognized via the G7, the G20, the WTO and the
IMF. So I don’t think protectionism is likely to spread
vigorously and widely in the world.”

Trump has called, among other things, for taxes
on some imports into the US and has targeted
domestic and foreign companies with them if they
set up factories in places such as Mexico.

Earlier Tuesday figures showed household
spending fell in December for the 10th consecutive
month, declining 0.3 percent, although that was
better than expectations of 0.9 percent. Last week,
Japan logged its first annual consumer price decline
in four years. The data came as worrying reading for
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who came to office in
December 2012 with a blockbuster growth plan of
massive monetary easing, government spending
and red-tape slashing.

While the measures had a positive initial impact,
growth remains fragile and inflation is still well
below the BoJ’s two percent target. Kuroda said it
was “too early” to discuss exiting current monetary
policy. — AFP

BoJ lifts growth forecasts on global outlook

TOKYO: Bank of Japan (BOJ) governor Haruhiko
Kuroda gestures as he answers questions during
a press conference at the BOJ headquarters in
Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

ATHENS: A man looks at newspapers bearing headlines reading ‘The nightmare of Grexit’ yesterday. — AFP

BRUSSELS: Eurozone inflation jumped in
January, economic growth picked up and unem-
ployment fell to a seven-year low, but the
rebound looks unlikely to prompt any early
rethink of the ECB’s stimulus program as rises in
core prices were modest.

Inflation in the 19 countries sharing the euro
accelerated to 1.8 percent year-on-year, Eurostat
estimated, up from 1.1 percent in December,
putting it within range of the European Central
Bank’s medium-term target of below but close
to 2 percent.

It was the highest rate since February 2013.
Core inflation, which excludes volatile prices of
energy and unprocessed food and which the
ECB focuses on in its policy decisions, was stable
at 0.9 percent year-on-year, however.

ECB President Mario Draghi said last Thursday
he would look past energy price fluctuations

until underlying inflation picked up in a “con-
vincing” way. “With core inflation still weak, it
seems unlikely that this will cause the ECB to
change course” on its bond-buying program,
said Bert Colijn, economist at ING bank. Barring
some “serious upside surprise” in core inflation,
he did not expect the ECB to start tapering the
program until next year. 

Energy prices jumped 8.1 percent year-on-
year in January after a 2.6 percent increase in
December and unprocessed food was 3.3 per-
cent more expensive than a year earlier.
Separately, the statistics agency said euro zone
gross domestic product rose 0.5 percent quar-
ter-on-quarter in the last three months of 2016,
as expected, for a 1.8 percent year-on-year rise.
In the whole of 2016, euro zone GDP rose 1.7
percent, down from a five-year high of 2.0 per-
cent in 2015.

“We suspect the eurozone may find it difficult
to sustain this momentum amid appreciable
political uncertainties during 2017 and likely
reduced consumer purchasing power due to
higher inflation,” said Howard Archer, economist
at IHS Global Insight. Archer sees eurozone GDP
growth of 1.6 percent in both 2017 and 2018.

Stronger economic growth also helped bring
down the bloc’s unemployment rate to 9.6 per-
cent in December, the lowest since May 2009
before Greece’s debt crisis broke out. “This starts
to get closer to figures that would justify more
wage pressures, but it seems unlikely that this
will happen in a meaningful way in the first half
of 2017,” Colijn said. “Nevertheless, the ECB will
look at this batch of data with a mix of joy and
concern as it does show that the economy is
moving in the right direction, but it will probably
bring out the hawks early,” he said. — Reuters

Eurozone growth picks 
up, inflation at 0.9%

December unemployment 9.6%, more than 7-year low

NEW YORK: Aetna trumped fourth-quarter earn-
ings expectations despite pressure from cover-
age it sells on the Affordable Care Act ’s
exchanges, but the health insurer’s 2017 forecast
started well below Wall Street projections. The
nation’s third largest insurer said yesterday that
it expects adjusted earnings of at least $8.55 for
the new year. Analysts forecast, on average,
earnings of $8.78 per share, according to
FactSet. Aetna and other health insurers tend to
start their forecasts conservatively because they
don’t  factor in leftover claims from the previous
year that have yet to be processed, while some
analysts include that variable.

In the fourth quarter, Aetna earnings sank 57
percent to $139 million, a drop attributed largely
to restructuring costs that included $215 million
for a voluntary early retirement program. Aetna
also faced “continued challenges” from its ACA-
related business, Chairman and CEO Mark
Bertolini said in a statement. He didn’t provide
details.  Aetna and other big insurers like
UnitedHealth Group Inc. have scaled back their
presence on the ACA’s public exchanges after
losing millions of dollars.

Earnings, adjusted for one-time gains and
costs, totaled $1.63 for Aetna in the final quarter
of 2017. The insurer’s total revenue climbed 4.5
percent to $15.73 billion. Analysts expected
earnings of $1.45 per share on $15.87 billion in
revenue, according to Zacks Investment
Research. Aetna’s total enrollment slipped less
than 2 percent to 23.1 million in the fourth quar-
ter. The insurer said it expects another drop of
nearly 1 million people in this year’s first quarter.
That’s due largely to a roughly 880,000 decline in
its individual and small group business, which

includes the ACA exchanges.
Aetna also said yesterday that it continues to

review a takeover bid for bid for rival health
insurer Humana. Last week, a federal judge
rejected the roughly $34-billion deal on the
grounds that it would hurt competition in hun-
dreds of Medicare Advantage markets. That deci-
sion may be appealed by Aetna.

The Department of Justice sued last summer

to stop Aetna’s pursuit of Humana and a sepa-
rate buyout attempt, Anthem Inc.’s $48-billion
bid for Cigna Corp. That case has yet to be decid-
ed. Shares of Aetna Inc, based in Hartford,
Connecticut, climbed nearly 2 percent, or $2.29,
to $119 in early morning trading. The stock had
fallen almost 6 percent since the beginning of
the year after topping $136 and reaching a new
all-time high late last year. — AP

PARIS: France enjoyed modestly accelerat-
ing growth in the fourth quarter, data
showed yesterday, but the eurozone’s sec-
ond-biggest economy still failed to match
the government’s target for the full year
2016. Gross domestic product rose by 0.4
percent in the final three months of the year,
lifted by rising corporate investment and
consumer spending, after 0.2 percent in the
third quarter and a contraction of 0.1 in the
second, the Insee statistics bureau said.

This took French growth for 2016 as a
whole to 1.1 percent, short of the 1.4 per-
cent President Francois Hollande’s govern-
ment had been forecasting. “For the second
year running, economic activity was dynam-
ic and allowed a reduction in unemploy-
ment and a cut in the public deficit,” Finance
Minister Michel Sapin said in a statement.
French jobless numbers, while still around
3.5 million, declined for the first time since

2007 last year. Fourth-quarter growth fig-
ures showed “a recovery that is sustainable,
and most of all, widening”, Sapin said, pre-
dicting a “very dynamic start to 2017”.

Insee said France was on track for 0.4
percent growth in both the first and second
quarters of this year, and unemployment
was set to edge lower. The French govern-
ment is forecasting 1.5 percent growth for
2017, partly thanks to tax breaks for corpo-
rate investment, but economists are doubt-
ful. “The various government measures
have been positive for investor morale, but
in macro-economic terms their impact is
very weak,” said Christopher Dembik, head
of economic research at Saxo Banque.

A stronger euro, higher oil prices and
likely interest rate rises will combine to
make growth “weaker than the govern-
ment is expecting, perhaps even weaker
than in previous years”, he said. — AFP

French growth picks 
up in 4th quarter

TOKYO: Japan Airlines yesterday said net
profit dropped in the nine months to
December due to a slump in income from
international flights, but the carrier left its
full-year forecast unchanged.

JAL posted a net profit of 108.3 billion
yen ($955 million), down 24.6 percent from
the same period the year before. Revenue
fell 4.7 percent to 975.5 billion yen. The air-
line said in a statement that income from
international passenger flights dropped
nearly 10 percent during the period, while
that for domestic flights edged down less
than one percent. JAL, which slashed its
full-year earnings outlook three months
ago, left its latest target unchanged, fore-
casting a net profit of 161 billion yen and
sales of 1.28 trillion yen for the year to
March. While the airline did not  elaborate
on negative factors behind the slump, ana-
lysts and local media said increased per-
sonnel costs, particularly rising salaries,
were squeezing the bottom line.

“Increasing personnel costs are pressur-
ing JAL’s fiscal year profit,” said Hiroshi

Hasegawa, an analyst at SMBC Nikko
Securities in Tokyo. “JAL has been winding
up the recovery stage from its crisis,” he
said. “JAL is now moving to the next stage
where it may need to consider LCC (low
cost carrier) businesses and expanding
international routes.”

JAL received a government bailout after
a high-profile bankruptcy restructuring in
2010. The carrier relisted on the Tokyo
bourse two years later.

In sharp contrast, rival carrier All Nippon
Airways (ANA) last Friday said its net profit
jumped 18 percent in the nine months to
December thanks to brisk performance on
international flights. However, ANA said it
sees the policies of new US President
Donald Trump as a risk factor, with many
economists fearing his protectionist slant
could hurt the global economy or even
spark a trade war. JAL and ANA said yester-
day they decided to bar passengers from
seven Muslim-majority countries from tak-
ing their flights to the United States follow-
ing Trump’s entry ban. — AFP

JAL sees profits fall, 
forecast unchanged

NEW YORK: Reduced spending on over-
head and legal costs helped drugmaker
Pfizer Inc end a difficult year with a fourth-
quarter profit, after a loss a year ago, and
the company forecast slightly higher rev-
enue and profit for 2017.

The biggest drugmaker based in the US
still missed the profit expectations of Wall
Street, but it edged past revenue expecta-
tions. The maker of Viagra and pain treat-
ment Lyrica yesterday reported net income
of $775 million, versus a loss of $172 mil-
lion a year ago. Profit was 13 cents per
share or, adjusted for non-recurring costs,
47 cents per share. The average estimate of
nine analysts surveyed by Zacks
Investment Research was for earnings of 50
cents per share. Revenue totaled $13.63 bil-
lion in the period, while analysts surveyed
by Zacks expected $13.55 billion.

Pfizer, based in New York, said it expects
full-year earnings in the range of $2.50 to
$2.60 per share, with revenue in the range
of $52 billion to $54 billion. For all of 2016,
Pfizer reported net income of $7.2 billion,
or $1.17 per share, on revenue of $52.8 bil-
lion. Pfizer was blocked last year by the
Obama administration in its attempt to
acquire the Irish drugmaker Allergan in a
tax maneuver that would have put its
headquarters, at least on paper, in Dublin.
It also scrapped development of a high-
priced new cholesterol drug once viewed
as a big seller,  as sales expectations
dropped amid increasing pressure for low-
er prices from insurers and prescription
benefit managers. Shares slipped more
than 1 percent before the opening bell yes-
terday, and have declined almost 4 percent
since the beginning of the year. — AP

Pfizer swings to a Q4
profit after rough year

NEW YORK: In this Nov 23, 2015 file photo, a woman passes Pfizer’s world headquar-
ters in New York. — AP

Aetna tops Q4 forecasts, 
but 2017 projections low

HARTFORD: In this Aug 19, 2014 file photo, a pedestrian walks past a sign for Aetna Inc, at the
company headquarters in Hartford, Conn. — AP


