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SEOUL: Bitcoin and other virtual currencies were
sent on rollercoaster rides in South Korea yesterday
as the government said it was planning to ban cryp-
tocurrency exchanges, before later backtracking.
Justice Minister Park Sang-Ki said Seoul was
preparing a bill to shut down the country’s virtual
coin exchanges, sending bitcoin and other virtual unit
prices into a tailspin.

“The ministry is preparing legislation that basi-
cally bans any transactions based on a virtual cur-
rency through the trading floor,” he told journalists.
Authorities had “grave concerns” over the craze and
were “aiming to close vir-
tual currency exchanges”
in the country, he said. “It
has started to resemble
gambling and speculation,”
Park added, citing the fact
that bitcoin prices are
higher in South Korea than
globally-the so-called
“kimchi premium”.

The hyper-wired South
has emerged as a hotbed for cryptocurrency trading,
accounting for some 20 percent of global bitcoin
transactions-about 10 times the country’s share of the
world economy. A series of measures have failed to
curb overheated virtual currency speculation in the
country and Park said it would be “devastating if the
bubble bursts”. His remarks sent bitcoin prices plung-
ing 18 percent on South Korean exchange Bithumb,
while ethereum slumped 23 percent.

Investors flooded the presidential Blue House

website with hundreds of online petitions against the
shutdown, which was swiftly reversed. A shutdown
was “one of the measures that have been prepared by
the justice ministry”, chief press secretary Yoon
Young-Chan said in a statement, “but it is not a final-
ized decision”. Cryptocurrencies rapidly reversed
course, with bitcoin climbing back to trade just 6.5
percent down, and ethereum off 12 percent.

Blind speculation
A representative of Bithumb, one of around 20 vir-

tual currency exchanges in South Korea, said the com-
pany was watching
developments closely.
“We’re closely monitoring
government moves. We
have nothing further to say
at this moment”, she said.
Bithumb was raided by tax
authorities on Wednesday
who inspected the com-
pany’s documents. On the
same day financial authori-

ties inspected six local banks that offered virtual ac-
counts for corporate customers.

Last month Seoul banned its financial firms from
dealing in virtual currencies. Two weeks later, it an-
nounced a ban on opening anonymous cryptocur-
rency accounts and a crackdown on money laundering
activities using them. It has also warned most cryp-
tocurrencies were being traded in South Korea at far
higher prices than elsewhere in the world, blaming fac-
tors including “blind speculation”. 

An official at the Financial Supervisory Service,
South Korea’s top financial regulator, said closing local
exchanges would represent a “very strong measure”
against virtual coins and would “effectively suffocate”

cryptocurrency transactions within the country. But a
cryptocurrency analyst said he was “skeptical” that
the justice ministry’ proposal would go into force be-
cause of strong market resistance. —AFP
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TOKYO: A man walks past a poster that informs customers that bitcoin can be used in this shop in Tokyo.—AFP

Canada braces for 
possible US exit from 
NAFTA trade pact
OTTAWA: Canada is bracing for a possible US withdrawal from
the tripartite North American Free Trade Agreement, a source
said Wednesday, ahead of the next round of negotiations due to
start in Montreal later this month. “The Canadian government is
aware of the possibility that President Trump may announce the
United States’ withdrawal from NAFTA,” a senior government of-
ficial said on condition of anonymity. “We’re prepared for that
possibility.”

In the meantime, the official said, the government is moving
ahead with plans to host US and Mexican trade negotiators in
Montreal January 23-28. The US, Canada and Mexico previously
gave themselves a March deadline to finish talks. Canadian Foreign
Affairs Minister Chrystia Freeland was in Washington to meet with
senior US lawmakers and Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross on
Tuesday. Her office was not immediately available for comment.

Reports of NAFTA’s possible demise, meanwhile, sent the
Canadian and Mexican currencies tumbling, and the US dollar ris-
ing from Can$1.2432 at 1200 GMT to Can$1.2554 at around 2030
GMT. In keeping with his campaign promise, Trump forced
Canada and Mexico to sit down and renegotiate the 1994 trade
pact, and said if a deal could not be reached he would withdraw
the United States from NAFTA.—AFP

Tesco reports sales 
boost, despite 
high UK inflation
LONDON: Supermarket group Tesco, Britain’s biggest retailer,
announced yesterday a rise in sales over the key Christmas pe-
riod, despite high UK inflation weighing on consumer incomes.
But its share price was the biggest loser on London’s benchmark
FTSE 100 index, shedding 3.3 percent to 204.9 pence in early
deals as its update missed market expectations. Total sales grew
1.8 percent in the 19 weeks to January 6 compared with the cor-
responding period a year earlier, Tesco said in a statement. 

They grew by the same amount in the four weeks leading
up to December 25, the supermarket added. In the UK, its main
market, sales grew more than two percent over the reporting
periods. “Whilst inflationary pressures remain in the UK mar-
ket as a whole, we have continued to work with our supplier
partners to help mitigate the impact on our customers,” Tesco
said. “As a result, we have passed on less inflation to date than
our competitors.”

In Britain, wages are being eroded by Brexit-fuelled inflation
according to recent data. Since Britain voted to leave the Euro-
pean Union in June 2016, a drop in sterling-making imported
goods more expensive-has pushed up UK annual inflation to 3.1
percent, a near six-year high. Tesco said it hopes to completes
a takeover of British wholesaler Booker by early March. By pur-
chasing Booker for £3.7 billion, Tesco is bidding to become the
nation’s top food business, slash costs and take on German-
owned discount retailers.

Tesco is already the world’s third-biggest supermarket chain

after France’s Carrefour and global leader Wal-Mart of the
United States. Elsewhere yesterday, British food-to-clothing re-
tailer Marks and Spencer said total sales dropped 0.1 percent
in its third quarter ending on December 30. Shares were down
2.75 percent at 315.1 pence in morning London trade, making it
the second biggest faller after Tesco. 

“In recent years the food business has been the bright
light of the M&S empire, but its glow has definitely dimmed
of late,” noted Laith Khalaf, analyst at stockbroker Harg-
reaves Lansdown. “That’s probably a result of consumers
tightening their belts when it comes to grocery shopping,
and the strong performance of supermarket premium ranges
suggests when customers are splashing out, they are in-
creasingly doing it at (supermarkets) Sainsbury, Tesco and
Morrison rather than at M&S.” —AFP
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LONDON: Signage is pictured at a branch of Tesco in south London. —AFP


