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HONG KONG: Tokyo led broad gains
across Asian markets yesterday, boosted
by a weaker yen and upbeat economic
news, while the pound extended losses
on growing uncertainty about the out-
come of next week’s British election. The
advances came as investors brushed off
losses on Wall Street that followed an
uninspiring report on the economy from
the Federal Reserve. Tokyo ended 1.1
percent higher as dealers welcomed a
survey showing Japanese firms boosted
their capital spending in the first quar-
ter, a sign they are growing more confi-
dent and suggesting the economy is
picking up. 

The figures came a day after separate
numbers showed factory output in April
climbed at its fastest pace in six years.
“There are good stories and bad stories
out there for investors, but the market is
largely welcoming the upbeat business
investment data,” Toshihiko Matsuno,
chief strategist at SMBC Friend
Securities, said. Most other regional mar-
kets tracked the Nikkei. 

Hong Kong added 0.6 percent and

Sydney put on 0.2 percent, Singapore
was 0.5 percent up. Wellington, Taipei,
Manila and Bangkok were also comfort-
ably higher. However, Shanghai shed 0.5
percent following the release of the pri-
vate Caixin purchasing managers index
of manufacturing, which showed activi-
ty contracted in May for the first time in
11 months. The result disappointed
dealers, a day after an official reading
pointed to a continued increase, beating
forecasts. 

“China’s manufacturing sector has
come under greater pressure in May and
the economy is clearly on a downward
trajectory,” Caixin analyst Zhengsheng
Zhong said in a joint statement with
data compiler IHS Markit. Seoul lost 0.1
percent, while Mumbai was down 0.2
percent a day after data showed the
Indian economy slowed in the past
financial year during which the govern-
ment made the shock move to ban most
of the currency in circulation.

Yuan strength 
Asia was given a negative lead from

New York after the Fed said in its “beige
book” that while sentiment among US
firms was broadly upbeat, there were
worries in some regions about trade and
other government policies. However, it
did not provide any suggestion that the
central bank would hold off lifting inter-
est rates as expected later this month,
providing support to the dollar. Eyes are
on the release today of US jobs data,
which will provide a better handle on
the Fed’s rate plans.

The pound stumbled after a fresh
opinion poll pointed to a hung parlia-
ment at next Thursday’s British general
election. Sterling had risen in recent
weeks on the prospect that Prime
Minister Theresa May would win a land-
slide, giving her a stronger hand in
Brexit talks. But the currency has fallen
with the government’s poll numbers on
fears Britain could end up with a bad
exit deal. The yuan hit its highest levels
in seven months yesterday leading to
talk Beijing was propping up the belea-
guered unit following last week’s credit
rating downgrade by Moody’s.

Since the downgraded China on May
24 — which cited slowing growth and
ballooning debt-the yuan has strength-
ened sharply and was trading yesterday
at around 6.7800 per US dollar, a level
not seen since early November. Its off-
shore rate, which is less controlled by
Beijing, was 6.7330, it’s strongest since
mid-October.

China said last week it was consider-
ing changing its mechanism for guiding
the yuan’s value, which was interpreted
as a sign Beijing would tighten its grip
despite pledges to allow market forces
to play a larger role. In early European
trade London rose 0.4 percent, Paris
added 0.3 percent and Frankfurt was 0.2
percent higher. —AFP 

Most Asian markets higher while 
stering hit by vote uncertainty
China’s manufacturing sector under great pressure

TOKYO: A man walks past an electronic stock board showing world stock prices at a securities firm in Tokyo. — AP

Venezuela devalues
currency

CARACAS: Crisis-hit Venezuela devalued its currency by 64 per-
cent in a dollar auction that aimed to stabilize its foreign
exchange market, officials said Wednesday. Under an over-
hauled official exchange system, the government let investors
bid for the dollars at a new higher rate in what President Nicolas
Maduro said was an effort to undermine the black market. It was
the latest in a series of moves to ease a crisis in a country strick-
en by soaring inflation and shortages of food and medicine.

The US bills sold at a rate of 2,010 bolivars per dollar, said
Pedro Maldonado, president of the central bank’s Currency
Auction Committee. He told reporters the rate was “an
unequivocal indication that we are beginning a process of eco-
nomic recovery.” But the rate represented a sharp devaluation
compared to 721 bolivars under the previous system-and still
far below the black market rate, currently around 6,000 boli-
vars per dollar.

The central bank sold $24 million overall, mostly to compa-
nies importing foreign goods. “The amount assigned was laugh-
able. It shows the lack of currency,” economist Jesus Casique
said. The result was announced after an outcry over US bank
Goldman Sachs’s decision to buy $2.8 billion in bonds issued by
Venezuela state oil company PDVSA. The opposition said that
move gave a lifeline to Maduro. Casique said the dollar auction
“will not boost productivity that is why they decided to cash in
the PDVSA bond with a discount of 69 percent, to give the offi-
cial exchange rate a breathing space.”

Constitutional reform 
Essential foods and medicines in Venezuela are priced at a

special low fixed dollar exchange rate. But due to shortages,
many other items are only available on the black market at a
much higher rate. The crisis has prompted deadly unrest in
street protests by Maduro’s opponents demanding elections to
remove him from power. Maduro says the crisis is the result of
an “economic war” backed by the United States.

Venezuela’s economic collapse has been driven by the fall in
prices for its crucial oil exports since 2014. Authorities on
Wednesday began signing up candidates for a planned consti-
tutional reform body, a move that has inflamed deadly unrest
stemming from anti-government protests. Opponents of social-
ist President Nicolas Maduro say he aims to keep himself in pow-
er by stacking the planned “constituent assembly” with his allies.

The electoral authorities have called on candidates to sign
up online on Wednesday and Thursday to seek election to the
545-member assembly, which will be tasked with writing a
new constitution. The center right-led opposition coalition, the
Democratic Unity Roundtable, has vowed not to take part. “I
hope no one will commit treason by taking part in such an
absolutely fraudulent process,” opposition leader Henrique
Capriles said.

Bursting point    
Opposition and government supporters meanwhile staged

the latest in two months of street protests, with fresh clashes
between prosecutors and police. Prosecutors say the unrest
has left 60 people dead so far. “The game seems to be dead-
locked. The government is becoming more and more repres-
sive and the opposition is continuing its protests in the street,”
said political analyst Luis Salamanca. “There could be a total,
serious confrontation, permanent chaos. Anything could hap-
pen here-even a popular uprising.” —AFP 

CARACAS: This file picture shows Venezuelan opposition
activists clashing with the riot police during a rally
against the government of President Nicolas Maduro in
Caracas. — AFP

LONDON: British house prices fell for
a third consecutive month in May for
the first time since 2009, according to
a survey yesterday that underlines the
housing market’s slowdown since last
year’s Brexit vote. House prices fell 0.2
percent month-on-month in May,
compared with a 0.4 percent drop in
April, mortgage lender Nationwide
said. A Reuters poll of economists
pointed to a drop of 0.1 percent.

Year-on-year, house prices were 2.1
percent higher, slowing sharply from
growth of 2.6 percent in April. “It is still
early days, but this provides further
evidence that the housing market is
losing momentum,” said Robert
Gardner, Nationwide chief economist.
“Moreover, this may be indicative of a
wider slowdown in the household sec-
tor, though data continues to send
mixed signals in this regard.”—Reuters

UK house prices fall for 
three months in a row


