
FOREST CITY/KUALA LUMPUR:
Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir
Mohamad yesterday declared that foreign-
ers will not be granted visas to live in the
giant Forest City real estate project on the
country’s southern tip, a major threat to the
marketing strategy for the development. It is
not his first broadside against the plan by
Chinese developer Country Garden
Holdings Co to create a new city that was
envisaged to eventually house 700,000
people on reclaimed land near Singapore,
but it could be his most damaging. The com-
pany has been targeting foreigners more
than Malaysians for sales of the apartments.

A top official at the project told Reuters
last week that in the weeks immediately
after 93-year-old Mahathir came back into
power, through a shock election victory in
May, demand for the apartments had weak-
ened, and that the uncertainty remained a
concern.

Mahathir’s latest comments are likely to
exacerbate those concerns. “One thing is
certain, that city that is going to be built
cannot be sold to foreigners,” Mahathir said
at a news conference yesterday in Kuala
Lumpur in response to a question from
Reuters. “We are not going to give visas for
people to come and live here.”

Mahathir, who was Malaysia’s leader
from 1981-2003, said the government’s

objection was “because it was built for for-
eigners, not built for Malaysians. Most
Malaysians are unable to buy those flats.”

Country Garden Pacificview Sdn Bhd, the
joint venture between Country Garden and
the Johor state government that is developing
Forest City, said in a statement it is in touch
with Mahathir’s office as it seeks clarification.
It said it believed Mahathir’s comments “may
have been taken out of context in certain
media reports” as they do not correspond
with the content of a meeting between the
prime minister and Country Garden Holdings
Chairman Yeung Kwok Keung.

In that meeting on August 16, Mahathir
“reiterated that he welcomes foreign invest-
ments which could create employment
opportunities, promote technology transfer
and innovations that could benefit
Malaysia’s economic growth and job cre-
ation,” Country Garden Pacificview said.

It also said that it has complied with all
Malaysian laws and regulations concerning
approvals to sell to foreign purchasers.
Shares in Hong Kong-listed Country
Garden, which rose as much as 3.9 percent
yesterday morning, trimmed their gains to
2.5 percent after Mahathir’s comments.

Country Garden Chinese buyers now
make up about two-thirds of the owners of
the Forest City apartments that have been
sold so far, with 20 percent from Malaysia

and the rest from 22 other countries includ-
ing Indonesia, Vietnam and South Korea.

Mahathir had capitalized on popular dis-
quiet about Chinese investment pouring into
Malaysia during his election campaign. He
even suggested in a speech last December
that he hoped Forest City would become an
actual forest with baboons and monkeys as
residents, according to local media reports.

Since becoming prime minister he has
put the brakes on a number of China-
backed projects, including the $20 billion
East Coast Rail Link project and a natural
gas pipeline project in Sabah. Plans for a
high speed rail link from Kuala Lumpur to
Singapore, which was expected to be a big
boost to the Forest City project, have also
been suspended.

“Ghost town” questions
Forest City’s sales have picked back up in

recent weeks, and the developer has been
seeking to change the project’s image.
Country Garden is trying to make it appear
more Malaysian and less Chinese, according
to the official, Ng Zhu Hann, who is head of
strategy for Country Garden Forest City.

Country Garden is also willing to
acknowledge for the first time that if
demand does falter it will have to slow down
the building of the development. It is even-
tually intended to be a $100 billion city, with

apartment blocks, houses, office towers,
hotels and shopping centers on four man-
made islands.

“If the demand is there, we will build. If
it’s not there, we will slow down,” Ng said in
an interview at the gleaming Phoenix Hotel,
one of the finished new structures on the
first of the reclaimed islands. “So there’s no
worry of a ghost town, oversupply - If the

demand is not there, we won’t be building.”
Mahathir’s victory is the second big

threat that the development - which is a
partnership between Country Garden and
the Sultan of Johor - has faced in the past
couple of years. Beijing’s moves to stem cap-
ital outflows imposed after the yuan plum-
meted in late 2016 hurt mainland Chinese
demand for the apartments. — Reuters
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S&P, Nasdaq hit 
records as Wall 
St rises on 
NAFTA optimism
NEW YORK: US stocks posted strong gains
yesterday with the benchmark S&P 500 and
the Nasdaq hitting all-time highs, as news
that the United States and Mexico were clos-
ing in on a trade deal added to optimism
about the economy. A Mexican source famil-
iar with the talks told Reuters “it’s almost cer-
tain” that there will be an announcement
about the North American Free Trade
Agreement later in the day and US President
Donald Trump tweeted, “a big deal looking
good with Mexico!” Also helping sentiment
was Washington pressing the European
Union to speed up trade negotiations.

Nine of the 11 major S&P 500 sectors
were higher. The top gainer was the materials
sector with a 1.38 percent increase, as prices
of metals and gold rose. The trade-sensitive
industrials sector was up about 0.82 percent.

Boeing and Caterpillar rose 1.5 percent
and 2.5 percent, respectively. Shares of
automakers Ford, General Motors and Fiat
Chrysler were up between 1.86 percent and
2.26 percent.

“What we are seeing is optimism that
there is going to be some resolution to trade
difficulties and then there’s the news of the

US and Mexico closing in on the NAFTA
deal,” said Scott Brown, chief economist at
Raymond James in St. Petersburg, Florida.

“Easing trade and NAFTA are probably
the biggest things today but I think it’s more
fundamental than that, because we’re still
seeing a lot of signs of strength in the domes-
tic economy and earnings stories have been
very robust.”

Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell
said on Friday that the central bank’s gradual
interest rate hikes were the best way to pro-
tect the economic recovery, maintain strong
job growth and keep inflation under control.

At 10:01 am EDT the Dow Jones Industrial

Average was up 213.17 points, or 0.83 per-
cent, at 26,003.52, the S&P 500 was up 18.15
points, or 0.63 percent, at 2,892.84 and the
Nasdaq Composite was up 54.28 points, or
0.68 percent, at 8,000.25.

• The defensive utilities sector dropped
0.29 percent, and the real estate sector
dropped 0.01 percent. Chipotle Mexican
Grill slipped 3 percent, the most on the S&P,
after Wedbush downgraded its shares, cit-
ing higher risks to the burrito chain’s near-
term same-store sales and margin estimates.
Tesla Inc dropped 1.9 percent after aban-
doning a plan to take the electric carmaker
private. — Reuters

ATHENS: Workers at Hellenic
Petroleum yesterday physically pre-
vented suitors eyeing a majority stake
in Greece’s biggest oil refiner from
entering two of its sites in protest at
plans to privatize the utility, a union
spokesman said. While privatizations
have been a key part of successive
bailout agreements Greece has struck
since 2010, they have been met with
strong political resistance.

Greece still has a series of deals to
complete under the terms of its latest
bailout which ended last week, includ-
ing the sale of a 50.1 percent stake in
Hellenic jointly held by the state and
Paneuropean Oil and Industrial
Holdings.

The country’s privatization agency
has shortlisted Anglo-Swiss Glencore
Energy and Switzerland’s Vitol
Holding for the stake in Hellenic.
Glencore was scheduled to visit
Hellenic’s refineries in Aspropyrgos
and Elefsina, about 12 miles outside

Athens, yesterday.
However, representatives arriving

at the sites failed to gain entry after
workers walked off the job for four
hours to picket the entrance to the
facilities, the union and another
source close to the privatization
process said. The union said they
planned more work stoppages for
Tuesday and next week to protest the
sale. “Workers didn’t let them in
because they want to cancel Hellenic
Petroleum’s fire-sale”, Panagiotis
Ofthalmides, the head of their labor
union representing about 2,000
workers, told Reuters. Hellenic is
strategically important for the coun-
try’s national interests and should
remain under state control,
Ofthalmides said.

Hellenic Petroleum and Greece’s
privatization agency both declined to
comment on the action. Glencore
could not immediately be reached for
comment. — Reuters

NEW YORK, NY: Traders and financial professionals observe a moment of silence for the
late US Senator John McCain prior to the opening bell on the floor of the New York Stock
Exchange (NYSE), yesterday in New York City. — AFP

Forest City seeks an image that is more Malaysian, less Chinese

JOHOR, Malaysia: Residential buildings are seen at Forest City in Johor,
Malaysia. —Reuters

Hellenic Petroleum workers
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