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US Fed on quest 
for unicorn of 
monetary policy: 
The soft landing
WASHINGTON: The US central bank is on a quest for a
mythical goal: keeping steady economic growth without
allowing inflation to catch fire. This so-called soft-landing
is the unicorn of central banking, rarely if ever seen. The
Federal Reserve’s job might seem simple: the economy is
closing in on the longest period of growth in recorded
history, with unemployment at the lowest in nearly 50
years and inflation right on target at two percent.

By those measures the Fed can declare victory. Full
employment and stable inflation are the goals that
Congress set for the central bank. But the wild ride on US
stock markets in recent weeks, and in particular the past
four days, show the challenge for central bankers in an
environment where President Donald Trump can change
economic policy and shake business confidence with
each tweet.

Economic data have started to flash early warning
signs and anxiety among businesses is amplified by
Trump’s use of uncertainty as a negotiating tool while he
pursues a confrontational trade policy, targeted at allies
and adversaries alike-but in particular against China. The
Fed’s role is a balance between cheerleader, therapist and
sheriff for financial markets.

And lately senior officials, including Fed Chairman
Jerome Powell, have had to change their messaging to
calm jittery investors: signaling it might slow the pace of
increases in the key lending rate.

The US stock market took another dive on Friday, with
losses of more than two percent, or close to 600 points
for the Dow.

Strong economy-but how long? 
The critical employment report on Friday gave a

mixed message about the state of the economy. Job gains
slowed to 155,000 last month, lower than expected and
well below the 209,000 monthly average of the last 12
months. That slowdown, possibly reflecting the lingering
effects of the hurricanes in the prior two months, is in
keeping with an economy hitting its peak.

“Signs of a maturing, but still robust labor market,”
Greg Daco of Oxford Economics said of the report, echo-
ing the view of other analysts.

But the data also showed wages continued to rise and
were 3.1 percent higher than a year earlier, outpacing
inflation. And the Business Roundtable’s quarterly survey
released Friday showed that while chief executives
remained confident about the economy, they cited labor
as the primary cost pressure their companies face.

That same sentiment has been reflected in the Institute
of Supply Management’s surveys of the manufacturing
and services sectors, as well as the Fed’s “beige book”
national survey, showing widespread labor shortages and
increasing reports of wage and price increases in many
industries as a result. Rising wages always make the Fed
sit up and take notice since this feeds into inflation.

Tight labor markets have even caused some compa-
nies to delay projects but the primary risk businesses
see-including 82 percent of those in the Business
Roundtable survey-is tariffs.

Trump has imposed steep tariffs on imported steel and
aluminum, and on $250 billion in goods from China, rais-
ing costs, notably in the auto sector, which has seen major
job cut announcements, and delaying expansion and
investment plans.

A Fed pause 
The key challenge for the Fed effort to achieve a soft

landing will be to address the contrary forces of rising
price pressures and a slowing economy. Although Trump
announced a 90-day tariff truce with China’s President Xi
Jinping, doubts about the timeline and likely policy out-
comes have increased fears that the US economy could
slow and even contract in the next two years, sending
investors scurrying for cover this week.

Powell has presided over three rate increases this year,
and a fourth is widely expected in December and the Fed
has for months has repeatedly said it intends to continual
gradual increases.

But from one speech to the next in recent weeks,
Powell changed his tune amid the pessimistic market
reaction, changing gears from highlighting the strength of
the economy and the plan for continued rate increases, to
stressing that the finish line is close.

And the most direct sign of the central bank’s intentions
came Thursday when The Wall Street Journal reported the
Fed was “considering whether to signal a new wait-and-
see approach” since “they are becoming less sure how fast
they will need to act or how far they will need to go, and
they want to assess how the economy is holding up under
moves they have already made.” —AFP

KUWAIT: Burgan Bank announced yesterday the
appointment of Raed Al-Haqhaq as Chief Executive
Officer for its operations in Kuwait after obtaining
approval from the Central Bank of Kuwait.  Al-
Haqhaq played a vital role in shaping and executing
the strategic direction of Burgan Bank - Kuwait
under his previous role as Deputy Chief Executive
Officer - Kuwait and will continue to lead the bank
to the next phase. Al-Haqhaq assumed his new
responsibilities as of 3rd December 2018.

Majed Essa Al-Ajeel, Chairman of Burgan Bank
Group said: “I would like to congratulate Raed Al-
Haqhaq on his new role. With an exemplary track
record and a solid understanding of the market and
banking industry, Al-Haqhaq is the right professional
to lead our operations in Kuwait. We have every confi-
dence that under his leadership Burgan Bank- Kuwait
will continue its solid performance achieving its strate-

gic goals and capitalizing on opportunities ahead. On
behalf of myself and the Board, we wish him all the
success in his new role.” Al-Haqhaq commented: “I am
honored by the trust the Chairman and Members of
the Board have placed in me. I look forward to this
next phase in my career. Under the direction of the
Board, the support of the executive team and with the
diligence of commitment of our employees, I am confi-
dent that Burgan Bank - Kuwait will continue in its
current trajectory, delivering high quality results and
creating value for all of its stakeholders.”  

Al-Haqhaq is an industry veteran with more than
20 years of local and international banking experi-
ence in various sectors which include corporate, pri-
vate, and investment banking. While heading differ-
ent business groups, Al-Haqhaq was responsible for
numerous achievements and noticeable growth in
performance and profits.  Al-Haqhaq holds a

Bachelor of Science majoring in Strategic
Management from California State University,
Sacramento, USA. 

Al-Ajeel: Al-Haqhaq is the right professional to lead our operations in Kuwait

Burgan Bank appoints Al-Haqhaq 
as CEO for its Kuwait operations

China’s surplus 
with US hits
new record in
November
BEIJING: China’s trade surplus with the
United States ballooned to a record
$35.6 billion in November, official data
showed yesterday, as exports across the
Pacific remained strong despite a raft of
US tariffs while imports shrank.
Relations between the world’s top two
economies continue to be tense despite
a trade war truce struck between US
President Donald Trump and his coun-
terpart President Xi Jinping last week.

Trump and figures in his administra-
tion have said China would immediately
start buying US goods in bulk, but
Beijing has refrained from confirming
those claims.

The increasingly lopsided trade in
goods between the two nations threat-
ens to further derail prospects for a
trade deal during a 90-day negotiation
period. The ballooning trade deficit with
China is a particularly sore point for
Trump, who campaigned on turning
around the situation.  

China’s exports to the US rose 9.8
percent for November on-year, while
imports for the month fell 25 percent on-
year, the data from China’s customs
administration showed.

American farmers have been hit par-
ticularly hard by the trade tensions.
Trump tweeted this week that China

would begin buying products from US
farmers “immediately”.

Usually Chinese buyers have snapped
up American soybeans in the final
months of the year as the harvest hits the
market and beans from competitor Brazil
dry up. But this year, Chinese buyers
have passed on US soybeans which face
a 25 percent border tax upon import,
part of the $50 billion in US goods
Beijing hit with higher duties this sum-
mer in retaliation for US tariffs.

China’s soybean imports fell 38 per-
cent on-year, to 5.4 million tons for the
month, the data showed.

The trade surplus with the US
expanded to $293.5 billion for January-
November, up from $251.3 billion during
the same period last year.

Global trade 
China’s overall trade-what it buys and

sells with all countries, including the US-
logged a $44.7 billion surplus in
November, up from $35 billion the previ-
ous month, the data showed. But growth
of exports and imports slowed from
October, with exports rising 5.4 percent
for November on-year, short of the 9.4
percent forecast by Bloomberg News,
and imports rising 3.0 percent on-year,
also below the forecast.

The sagging export and import
growth is another bad sign for China’s
economy, which grew at its slowest pace
for nine years in the third quarter,
expanding 6.5 percent on-year for July-
September.

While exports to the US have held up
so far this autumn, the row has sapped
confidence.

The Shanghai composite stock index
has fallen by about one-quarter from its

January high, while the yuan has slipped
about nine percent against the dollar.

Trade truce 
The trade tensions with Washington

come at a tough time for Beijing, which is
battling to tackle a mountain of debt as
credit tightens and infrastructure invest-
ment falls. Last week, as part of the trade
war truce, Trump agreed to hold off on
plans to raise tariffs on $200 billion in
Chinese imports to 25 percent beginning
January 1, leaving them at the current 10
percent rate.

But unease over the agreement has
dented stocks this week with major US
indices falling more than two percent to
close the market’s worst week since
March and one that left both the Dow

and the S&P 500 in negative territory
for the year. China also reacted furiously
after a top executive and daughter of the
founder of Chinese telecom giant Huawei
was arrested in Canada this week fol-
lowing a US extradition request.

In addition to buying US goods
immediately, Trump claimed this week
that China would roll back tariffs of 40
percent on US made cars-but China’s
commerce ministry declined to confirm
this move when asked about it Thursday.
Still, Beijing remains outwardly opti-
mistic on prospects for a trade deal.

“We are fully confident that we can
reach an agreement in the coming 90
days,” commerce ministry spokesman
Gao Feng said Thursday.  Trump tweeted
out the quote, adding: “I agree!”  —AFP

BEIJING: This file picture shows US President Donald Trump (left) and China’s
President Xi Jinping leaving a business leaders event at the Great Hall of the
People in Beijing.  —AFP

Huawei arrest
stokes fears of
China reprisals 
among America 
Inc executives
HONG KONG/SHANGHAI:   At a
closed-door security meeting of US
companies in Singapore on Thursday,
one topic was high on the agenda: the
arrest of a top executive at Chinese
tech giant Huawei and the potential
backlash on American firms operating
in China.

Officials from major US companies
who attended the event, a scheduled
meeting of the local chapter of the US
Department of  State’s  Overseas
Security Advisory Council (OSAC),
voiced concerns about retal iat ion
against American firms and their exec-
utives, two people with knowledge of
the meeting said. A number of atten-
dees said their companies were con-
sidering restr ict ing non-essential
China travel  and looking to move
meetings outside the country, one of
the people added.

Security executives for companies
including Walt Disney Co, Alphabet
Inc ’s  Google , Facebook Inc , and
PayPal  Hold ings  Inc  at tended the
meeting, according to the sources
and a LinkedIn posting by one of the
attendees.

The companies all declined to com-
ment or did not respond to requests
for comment prior to publication.

Following publication of this story,
Google spokesperson Taj Meadows
said in a statement that it “misrepre-
sents” what happened at the meeting.
He asserted that there was “no discus-
sion on the record or behind closed
doors about the arrest of a top Huawei
executive or about American compa-
nies operating in China.”

Meadows also said he was not at

the meet ing and could not  say
whether attendees discussed China
travel informally. The discussions at
the meeting underscore concerns rip-
pling through US businesses in the
wor ld ’s  second largest  economy,
already facing a delicate balancing act
amid a tense trade standoff between
Washington and Beijing.

The formal agenda for the meeting,
held at Google’s Asia-Pacific head-
quarters in Singapore, included pre-
sentations on economic crime and ter-
rorism in the region. OSAC promotes
“security cooperation between
American private sector interests
worldwide and the US Department of
State,” according to its website. But
informal conversations among atten-
dees soon turned to possible risks in
China prompted by the arrest of Meng
Wanzhou, the chief financial officer
and “heiress” of Chinese telecom net-
work equipment giant Huawei
Technologies Co Ltd, who was
detained in Canada on Dec. 1. The
news of the arrest was made public on
Wednesday.

Meng, the daughter of Huawei’s
founder, was held at Washington’s
request as part of a US investigation of
an alleged scheme to use the global
banking system to evade US sanctions
against Iran, people familiar with the
probe said.

The arrest has roiled global markets
amid fears that it could further inflame
the Sino-US trade row.

Risk consultants and analysts said
that the arrest could prompt Beijing to
retaliate in some form.

“This will pressure a lot of Chinese
officials to look strong in this dis-
pute,” said Nick Marro, Hong Kong-
based Asia analyst at the Economist
Intel l igence Unit , who added that
technology companies were particu-
larly at risk.

“This could mean either taking a
stronger stance on trade negotiations,
or taking a stronger stance on US tech
firms in China r ight now.” Asked
whether there would be any retaliation
against  any foreign executives in

China, Foreign Ministry spokesman
Geng Shuang said on Friday China has
always protected the lawful rights of
foreigners in China in accordance with
the law.

“Of course in China they should
respect China’s laws and rules.”

Early Christmas trip?
OSAC says it is made up of 34 pri-

vate  and publ ic  sector  member
organizations. It lists its events on its
website, including the Dec. 6 meeting
in Singapore. There was also a sepa-
rate listed meeting held in Shanghai
on the same day. Prashant Nayak,
Disney’s Asia Pacific director of cor-
porate security, posted about the
Singapore meeting on LinkedIn, tag-
ging other  execut ives  a t  Google ,
Facebook, Amazon.com Inc, Marriot
International Inc, Microsoft Corp and
others. Nayak did not respond to a
LinkedIn message seeking further
comment.

The second person with knowledge
of the event said the Huawei arrest and
potential fallout was a hot topic at the
meeting. A senior diplomat from the
US embassy in Singapore gave open-

ing remarks, but an embassy
spokesperson said she left before any
discussion.

Asia-based risk consultants said
they had seen a rise in the number of
clients asking about the Huawei issue
and potential concerns related to the
impact on US firms in China.

Jakob Korslund, CEO of Singapore-
based consultancy Deutsche Risk, said
his f irm had received a number of
enquiries in the last two days asking
about the risks of travelling to China.

“For a few we have advised post-
poning trips that were not time critical,
telling clients to wait for the next few
weeks to see the situation,” he said.
James McGregor, chairman of APCO
Worldwide’s Greater China region,
said companies would likely err on the
side of not sending executives to China
for the time being.

“It’s all about avoiding risk, because
what do you do if somebody is arrest-
ed?” he told Reuters, adding anxiety
was also spreading among executives
already in China. “People are joking
about it a little bit and saying ‘maybe I
should take an early Christmas trip
home’.”  —Reuters

Customers are served at a Huawei stand in a store in Sanya on China’s tropical
Hainan Island yesterday. —AFP

Majed Essa Al-Ajeel Raed Al-Haqhaq


