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Qatar revamps
strategy after
Kushner bailout

When news emerged that Qatar may have
unwittingly helped bail out a New York sky-
scraper owned by the family of Jared

Kushner, Donald Trump’s son-in-law, eyebrows were
raised in Doha. Kushner, a senior White House adviser,
was a close ally of Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman - a key architect of a regional boycott against
Qatar, which Riyadh accuses of sponsoring terrorism.
Doha denies the charge. Brookfield, a global property
investor in which the Qatari government has placed
investments, struck a deal last year that rescued the
Kushner Companies’ 666 Fifth Avenue tower in
Manhattan from financial straits.

The bailout, in which Doha played no part and first
learned about in the media, has prompted a rethink of
how the gas-rich kingdom invests money abroad via
its giant sovereign wealth fund, two sources with
knowledge of the matter told Reuters. The country has
decided that the Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) will
aim to avoid putting money in funds or other invest-
ment vehicles it does not have full control over,
according to the sources, who are familiar with the
QIA’s strategy.

“Qatar started looking into how its name got
involved into the deal and found out it was because of
a fund it co-owned,” said one of the sources. “So QIA
ultimately triggered a strategy revamp.” The QIA
declined to comment. Canada’s Brookfield Asset
Management Inc bailed out 666 Fifth Avenue via its
real estate unit Brookfield Property Partners, in which
the QIA acquired a 9 percent stake five years ago.
Both parent and unit declined to comment.

The QIA’s strategic shift was made late last year,
according to the sources. It offers a rare insight into
the thinking of one of the world’s most secretive sover-
eign wealth funds. The revamp could have significant
implications for the global investment scene because
the QIA is one of the world’s largest state investors,
with more than $320 billion under management. The
wealth fund has poured money into the West over the
past decade, including rescuing British and Swiss
banks during the 2008 financial crisis and investing in
landmarks like New York’s Plaza Hotel and the Savoy
Hotel and Harrods store in London.

Qatari boycott
Kushner was chief executive of Kushner Companies

when it acquired 666 Fifth Avenue in 2007 for $1.8
billion, a record at the time for a Manhattan office
building. It has been a drag on his family’s real estate
company ever since. The debt-laden skyscraper was
bailed out by Brookfield last August, when it took a
99-year lease on the property, paying the rent for 99
years upfront. Financial terms were not disclosed.

The QIA bought a 9 percent stake in Brookfield
Property Partners, which is known as BPY and is listed
in Toronto and New York, for $1.8 billion in 2014. BPY
has about $87 billion in assets, part of more than $330
billion managed by its parent Brookfield. The stake
purchase by QIA was in line with its strategy to boost
investments in prime US property. The investment
gave QIA no seat on the board of BPY.

The Qatari wealth fund was not involved in the 666
Fifth Avenue deal, a source close to Brookfield Asset
Management told Reuters. There was no requirement
for Brookfield to inform the QIA beforehand. The res-
cue rankled with Doha, according to the two sources
familiar with the QIA’s strategy, because Kushner -
married to US President Trump’s daughter Ivanka -
had long been one of the key supporters in
Washington of the Saudi crown prince, who is the
king’s favorite son and heir to the throne.

Prince Mohammed was a prime mover in leading
regional states to severing links with its neighbor
Qatar and embargoing the small nation since mid-
2017. Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt
and Bahrain accuse Qatar of sponsoring terrorism.
Doha denies the allegation and says the other coun-
tries simply want to strip it of its sovereignty. “There is
no upside in investing through funds for someone like
QIA. Qatar wants full visibility into where its money
goes,” said the second source familiar with the QIA’s
strategy. The QIA will not wind down existing invest-
ments with Brookfield or others, but will rather no
longer invest in similar deals, according to the two
sources. The source close to Brookfield said relations
with QIA were still strong.

The QIA’s strategic revamp also followed a reshuf-
fle at the top of the fund last November when its long-
serving chief, Sheikh Abdullah bin Mohamed bin Saud
Al-Thani, was replaced by its former head of risk man-
agement, Mansour Ibrahim Al-Mahmoud. Foreign
Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al-
Thani was named QIA chairman. Qatar, whose wealth
comes from the world’s largest exports of liquefied
gas, does not provide data on how much money it
places with external fund managers. “What we have
seen lately is that it has have not been placing much,”
said a Western fund manager who regularly sources
money from wealth funds. “Either they are investing
themselves or they are just sitting on a lot of cash.”
The Qatar shift in its approach reflects a wider trend
among sovereign wealth funds to reduce reliance on
external investment managers, in an attempt to keep
tighter control over their money. — Reuters

As spring approaches in Japan, the country’s weather
forecasters face one of their biggest missions of the
year: predicting exactly when the famed cherry

blossoms will bloom. Japan’s sakura or cherry blossom
season is feverishly anticipated by locals and visitors alike.
Many tourists plan their entire trips around the blooms,
and Japanese flock to parks in their millions to enjoy the
seasonal spectacle. “People pay more attention to the
cherry blossom season than any other flower in Japan,”
Ryo Dojo, an official of the statistics unit at the Japan
Meteorological Agency, told AFP.

The most basic element of predicting when the deli-
cate pink and white petals will begin to unfurl is a large
data set of temperatures. That’s because the flowers will
come earlier if temperatures rise quickly in spring, Dojo
said. Conversely, if temperatures in the autumn and win-
ter period are higher than usual, the blooms can end up
being delayed.

Extreme weather can affect the trees too, with unusual
patterns in 2018 prompting some blossoms to appear in
October, well before the usual season. In general, blooms
begin as early as March in southern Kyushu and appear
as late as May in northernmost Hokkaido. In a bid to
improve its forecasts, some outfits have started crowd-
sourcing data, including Weathernews, a firm in Chiba
near Tokyo. It relies on photos of buds sent in regularly by
10,000 citizens across the country who are registered on
the company’s website and app. “Cherry blossom fore-
casting is impossible for us without this system,” spokes-
woman Miku Toma said.

Two million reports 
The company launched what they call the “sakura proj-

ect” in 2004, signing up members who choose their own
cherry tree and send pictures of its buds to the firm at regu-
lar intervals. “We realised we could see the details of how
buds grow thanks to the pictures sent to us,” Toma said. “So
we decided to incorporate the project to help predict blos-
soms.” Just observing the bud can give surprisingly accurate
information about how far the flower is from full bloom.

A sakura bud still a month from blossoming will be
small and firm, but after 10 days, the tip turns slightly yel-
low-green, and then a darker green part emerges. When
the tip of the bud turns a faint pink, it’s just a week until
bloom-time. Thanks to the project, Weathernews has
accumulated data from two million reports on cherry
flower buds in the past 15 years, which it uses to increase
the accuracy of its forecasting.

It also incorporates weather data collected from its own
observation devices across Japan — 13,000 locations in
total, 10 times more than the official weather agency has.
Weather news employees also call around 700 parks reg-
ularly to check the growth of cherry flower buds. The com-
pany and other forecasters also employ mathematical
models and algorithms. Otenki Japan, a forecaster run by a
subsidiary of precision-equipment manufacturer
Shimadzu, even began using artificial intelligence to pre-
dict cherry blossoms in 2018.

Blooms on beer 
The forecasts are not only for flower fans, but reflect

the fact that sakura season is big business in Japan.
Cherry blossoms symbolize the fragility of life in
Japanese culture as full blooms only last about a week
before the petals start falling off trees. And in that peri-
od and the preceding weeks, shops will pack their
shelves with sakura themed merchandise. Pink and
white blossoms seem to decorate everything from beer
cans to sakura-flavored chips and flower-themed candy.

The season is traditionally celebrated with hanami,
or viewing parties, in cherry blossom hotspots, with
picnics organized beneath the trees. The season is also
considered one of change, as it marks the start of the
new business year, with many university graduates
starting their first full-time jobs and older colleagues
shifting to new positions. Japan’s Meteorological
Agency stopped forecasting cherry blossoms in 2010,
after more than five decades, saying other organisations
were now making predictions with sufficient accuracy.

The agency does however still declare the official
start of cherry blossom season by monitoring 58 so-
called barometer trees. The trees are at locations
across the country, and the precise locations are con-
sidered a closely-guarded secret. One of them in
Tokyo, however, is known to be at the Yasukuni
Shrine. From the beginning of March, inspectors visit
the barometer trees once a day, with the tr ips
increasing to twice daily as blossoming nears, Dojo
said. “We check flowers with our own eyes. And we
announce the blossoming if  f ive or six f lowers
appear,” he added. — AFP 

Art and science of cherry blossom forecast 

How Greek PM hopes 
to solve election riddle

Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras has been implementing his re-election
strategy to the letter over the past six months, steering Greece out of
a humiliating bailout and resolving a decades-old dispute with neigh-

boring Macedonia. So far, it isn’t paying off. With a general election no more
than eight months away, his Syriza party is far behind in opinion polls. That
is despite two signature projects since last summer, evidence that the econ-
omy is climbing out of years of depression and willingness at last among
investors to lend.

Tsipras was elected as a firebrand leftist in 2015 on a promise to reject
the austerity required in the bailout. He later caved in to the lenders’
demands and has reinvented himself as a conformist. Now, after years of
austerity many ordinary voters cannot afford to keep the lights on, others
are deeply indebted, and almost one in five Greeks is unemployed. “Our
debt is huge and it’s still growing, unemployment is still very high,” said 30-
year-old Athens resident Panagiotis, an environmentalist who works in the
private sector. “The crisis isn’t over. That’s a lie, we are not fools.”

Sources close to the prime minister say his strategy is only now reaching
the point where his government can deliver on its pre-election promises and
make amends for bailout pain-a plan he says aims at “fair growth”. Creditors
released Greece from its third bailout in August, putting it back on the path
to full financial independence. Tsipras has since used greater fiscal freedom
to scrap further pension cuts, cut property and corporate taxes and ease
some social security contributions. He raised the minimum wage for the first
time in a decade, by 11 percent.

He also wants to extend a reduced value-added tax regime for five
islands with huge migrant arrivals in past years, and to make it easier for
people to pay off pension-fund arrears and bank loans, government officials
said. Tsipras aims to hire thousands of public-sector workers by 2020 as
well as making constitutional reforms to separate the Greek Orthodox
Church clearly from the state, important to left-wing voters.

Moves are also underway to extend Greece’s western maritime bound-
aries to 12 miles offshore from six, two officials said. This could smooth
some nationalist feathers ruffled over Macedonia and enable the creation of
exclusive economic zones surrounding Greece, Albania and Italy but it
could also inflame tensions with Turkey.

The latest poll by Metron Analysis, for To Vima newspaper, puts Syriza
12 points behind the conservative New Democracy, whose leader Kyriakos
Mitsotakis promises to ease tax and social contributions for businesses and
boost investment. The government aims to shrink that gap before European
Parliament elections in May, Tsipras’ first official popularity test since win-
ning power. Analysts say he may opt for a snap vote if the gap keeps widen-
ing, though he has repeatedly ruled that out. His term expires in October.

“We want to ... showcase that Greece has returned to normality,” one of
the government officials said. “The aim is to shrink the gap in the EU elec-
tion to be able to win a national vote later in the year.” His government has a
razor-thin majority in parliament, beating a censure motion last month by a
single vote with support from independent lawmakers, after his right-wing
coalition ally resigned over the Macedonia name accord.

The neighboring ex-Yugoslav state agreed to rename itself North
Macedonia to ease Greek fears that the old name implied a sovereignty
claim over its northern province of Macedonia. — Reuters

In this file photo taken on March 27, 2018, a visitor takes a photograph of cherry blossoms in full bloom in the Japanese capital Tokyo.  — AFP 

Made-in-Britain 
mozzarella on rise 
as Brexit looms 

Buffalo mozzarella made from the milk of a
herd roaming the green rolling hills of
southern England is hoping to dethrone

the Italian original in the UK thanks to Brexit.
Some 2,000 km from Campania in southern Italy
is Laverstoke Park Farm in Hampshire - owned
by the 1979 Formula One motor racing champion
Jody Scheckter. “The difference with the Italian
mozzarella is that ours is better!” the South
African, 69, boasted to AFP on a tour of his farm.

Come milking time, the buffaloes leave their
barn, straw still stuck to their hooves, and head
to the milking sheds. Their milk, rich in protein
and calcium, is transformed into white balls of
mozzarella which are then sold to customers
including supermarket chain Waitrose, online
delivery giant Ocado and Pret a Manger sand-
wich shops. Scheckter turned to mozzarella 10
years ago with the aim of making it “better
tasting, without compromise”.

Nowadays he produces 150 tonnes of
organic mozzarella a year on his 2,500-acre
farm. The buffalo are pampered, grazing freely
in pastures filled with different types of grass
and clover. In winter, they can get a massage in
the barn from a giant rotating brush. Scheckter
said it took a while for the British palate to
adjust to the new domestic delicacy. “At the
beginning, it was difficult because my moz-
zarella was fresh and most of the people in
England had never tasted fresh mozzarella.
They tried Italian mozzarella, which is five days
old and starts to get soft,” he said.

Switching sources 
With just weeks to go before Britain leaves

the European Union on March 29 and much of
the country in a state of confusion, Scheckter is
optimistic. Potential new clients have been in
touch, assessing their options as no deal has yet
been agreed between London and Brussels on
keeping goods from the EU flowing. “The inter-
est is there,” said Scheckter. Around a third of
the food eaten in Britain comes from the rest of
the EU and the industry fears supply chain dis-
ruptions if the UK crashes out without a deal.

Some companies are stockpiling, while oth-
ers are changing to domestic suppliers. Tim
Martin, the chairman and founder of the UK
pub chain Wetherspoon, has decided to stop
selling champagne and other European prod-
ucts in favor of British equivalents.

UK mozzarella exporter 
The Azzurri restaurant group, which owns the

Zizzi and ASK chains, has switched from Italian to
British suppliers for the 650 tonnes of mozzarella
it gets through each year. The group’s restaurants
are now supplied by Glanbia Cheese, one of the
largest mozzarella producers in Europe, which
exports from the UK to more than 30 countries
worldwide. The firm has two production sites, in
Wales and Northern Ireland, and announced last
year that it was investing Ä130 million ($147 mil-
lion) in a state-of-the-art manufacturing facility in
the Republic of Ireland. It will be able to produce
45,000 tonnes of mozzarella a year.

“We did blind taste-tests and the British
mozzarella came out as a winner. It had much
better texture and much creamier profile,”
Kathryn Turner, director of food development at
Zizzi, told AFP. “It is a really good product and
not just from a taste and flavor profile... It is a
more local product. Brexit always comes into
consideration at the moment with daily changes.
It wasn’t the sole reason why we did it but it was
a consideration.” — AFP 

Dairy Production assistant Marcin Bednarek hand rolls mozzarella cheese at the
Laverstoke Park Farm near Overton, Hampshire on Feb 6, 2019. — AFP 


