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LONDON: Bruised world shares and emerging
market currencies fought to regain their footing
yesterday, after China said it will hold trade talks
with the United States later this month and Turkey’s
lira continued its recovery run. Asian equities had
hit one-year lows overnight as they tracked
Wednesday’s global falls and Tencent results dis-
appointed, but a fresh high for London’s FTSE and
modest gains elsewhere pulled Europe and Wall
Street futures up.

At the same time a dip in the dollar, the sight of
the lira moving back to 5.8 per dollar and a higher
Chinese yuan also steadied emerging market cur-
rencies such as South Africa’s rand, Russia’s rouble
and Mexico’s peso. Emerging market stocks did
nudge lower again, though, after they had crossed
the 20 percent peak-to-trough threshold that de-
fines a ‘bear’ market. Metals markets also clawed
higher, however, after copper had also entered
‘bear’ territory.

“The Chinese are heading to Washington and
yuan bounced, the Qataris are heading to Ankara
and the lira bounced and that has left everything
else floating around really,” said Societe Generale’s
global head of currency strategy Kit Juckes. He
added that it was still too early to sound the all
clear around Turkey - its new finance minister and
son-in-law of President Tayyip Erdogan was about
to hold a global conference call - and that the
broader worries were still around the extent of
China’s economic slowdown.

China yesterday said a delegation led by its vice
commerce minister would travel to the United
States for talks in late August at the invitation of
Washington. Hopes that it could ease trade ten-

sions helped Chinese stocks pare losses, with both
Shanghai Composite Index and Hong Kong’s Hang
Seng index each down 0.8 percent. Earlier in the
day, Shanghai was down as much as 1.9 percent
while Hong Kong was off 1.7 percent. Japan’s
Nikkei average closed 0.1 percent lower in choppy
trade, with the benchmark falling as much as 1.5
percent before a brief swing into positive territory
on China news.

The euro rose 0.2 percent from a 13-1/2 month
low and the offshore Chinese yuan gained 0.8 per-
cent following the Sino-U.S. trade talk news. US
stock futures jumped 0.5-0.8 percent. “The news
(of the China-US trade talks) triggered short-cov-
ering but I think fundamentally it is of limited sig-
nificance,” said Yasuo Sakuma, chief investment
officer at Libra Investments. He said Turkey’s mar-
ket swings reflect the fact that it is one of the more
vulnerable parts of the global economy at this
stage in the interest rate cycle, as the Federal Re-
serve seeks to normalize US monetary policy.

Video game nasty
However, Sakuma noted there were arguably

larger risks for investors, such as the weak earnings
from Tencent Holdings. The Chinese tech giant re-
ported its first quarterly profit fall in nearly 13 years
on weak gaming revenue. It holds a 40 percent
stake in the US firm that makes cult game Fortnite.
While that may be booming, China’s regulator this
week has signaled it is clamping down on some of
these types of games. 

That had knocked other Asian tech firms with
South Korea’s Samsung Electronics, Asia’s third
largest firm by market capitalisation, down to a

one-year low. Back in Europe, Italy’s stock market
sank 1.6 percent to its lowest level since April 2017
as motorway operator Atlantia fell 20 percent. The
Italian government said it could be heavily fined or
stripped of its contracts following the deadly col-
lapse of a bridge in Genoa.

Though metals strengthened, oil prices were
also left flat after data showed a surprise weekly
increase in US crude stockpiles, compounding
worries about a weaker global economic growth.

Brent was at just over $71 a barrel and US crude
oil last stood at $65.17, having fallen to two-month
lows of $64.42, following Wednesday’s 3.2 percent
fall. On the bond market, the tentative recovery in
risk appetite also saw yields on German Bunds and
US Treasury, regarded as safe investments in times
of trouble, nudge up. “The overnight news that the
Chinese are sending a delegation to the US is help-
ing support risk sentiment,” said ING strategist
Martin van Vliet. —  Reuters
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Walmart shares 
surge on strong 
US sales growth
NEW YORK: Walmart shares surged in pre-market trading
yesterday after it reported the strongest US comparable
sales in more than a decade as e-commerce investments
paid off in a strengthening American economy. The world’s
biggest retailer said rising online sales and investments in
keeping prices low had boosted store traffic at its name-
sake US business, the most critical unit for earnings. 

Comparable US store sales rose 4.5 percent in the sec-
ond quarter, the best growth in more than 10 years and a
component in a 3.8 percent rise in overall revenues to
$128.0 billion compared with the year-ago period. But Wal-
mart reported an $861 million loss following pre-tax costs
of $4.8 billion on a majority stake in its Brazil business. The
company also had lower profit margins compared with the
year-ago period, as it didn’t pass on the hit from higher
costs for shipping goods.

Shares surged 10.8 percent in pre-market trading to
$99.95. The company, competing hard for customers with
Amazon and other e-commerce companies, has been
adding grocery pickup at US stores and now offers the
program in more than 1,800 locations, or nearly 40 percent
of the overall US network. — AFP

KARACHI: Pakistani stockbrokers monitor share prices during a trading session at the
Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) in Karachi yesterday. —  AFP 

Digital payment 
companies fight 
for HK market
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s (HK) shopping
districts are well known for their fierce com-
petition. Now, a new battleground is forming
as digital payments firms fight for retailers
and shoppers. Chinese tech giants like Ten-
cent and Alibaba are bringing their payment
platforms to a city that has long thrived on
cash and credit cards, putting them into com-
petition with the likes of Google, Apple and
Samsung, as well as local players like HSBC. 

“Hong Kong is probably a little behind
other places when it comes to digital pay-
ments, so we are seeing a rush to establish a
first mover advantage,” said Fergus Gordon,
who leads Accenture’s Asia-Pacific banking
practice. The city has become an important
testing ground for Tencent’s WeChat Pay,
and Alibaba’s Alipay, dominant rivals in
mainland China, as they look to establish
themselves overseas.

AlipayHK, a joint venture between Ant Fi-
nancial, Alibaba’s payments arm, and the
Hong Kong conglomerate CK Hutchison, says
the number of its users have jumped 50 per-
cent to 1.5 million since March. WeChat Pay

does not disclose its user numbers in Hong
Kong. Visa says that as of last April, one in 10
Visa payments in Hong Kong were made
using ApplePay, SamsungPay or GooglePay,
doubling from a year earlier. HSBC said in July
that it reached one million users for its peer-
to-peer payments app PayMe.

Hong Kong has been slow to embrace
mobile payments partly because of the ubiq-
uity of Octopus, a once ground-breaking
stored-value card that is accepted by
22,000 businesses like convenience stores
and small restaurants, and is widely used on
public transport. 

Despite the growth of mobile payments,
current spending habits will be hard to
change. A Hong Kong Productivity Council
survey published in July found that the most
widely used mobile payment methods were
Alipay and WeChat Pay, but they were used
by just 22 percent and 19 percent of respon-
dents respectively.

However, 97 percent of respondents said
they used Octopus cards. Lack of familiarity
and worries about data leakage were the
most common reasons given for not adopt-
ing the new mobile payment systems. Octo-
pus cards were first launched in 1997.
Twenty years later, there were 34.4 million
cards in circulation - almost 5 per Hong
Kong resident, according to the company.
But even Octopus is feeling the heat from
competition. Net profit fell by one-third in

2017 to HK$272 million ($34.66 million).
However, Sunny Cheung, Octopus’ chief ex-
ecutive, told Reuters that the numbers were a
one off, since the company had been spend-
ing heavily, particularly on technology and
cybersecurity. He added that the company
still had an edge over the newcomers, partic-
ularly with small businesses long used to Oc-
topus payments. “Acceptance is key,
especially in the ‘mom and pop’ shops.” An
AlipayHK spokeswoman said the company
was trying to attract users by offering special
discounts. “At the same time, we are seeking
cooperation with various merchants to in-
crease the penetration of AlipayHK to change
consumers’ habits little by little,” she said.

Battleground
Merchant cooperation is hard to get right

though, due to the differing tastes of con-
sumers. Edward Ho, who owns a shop selling
luxury bags in Hong Kong’s teeming Cause-
way Bay shopping district, signed up for Ali-
pay last year but gave up on it after
customers showed little interest. “Unless
these systems are as popular as Octopus, I
won’t consider them,” Ho said. However,
James Lam, who runs the watch shop next
door, installed Alipay after one visitor from
mainland China would only buy a timepiece
using Alipay or WeChat Pay. Lam now en-
courages local customers to use the digital
wallets too. — Reuters


