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Microsoft partners with Cubical Services 
to accelerate growth for Kuwaiti startups

Start-up incubator to receive access to Microsoft 

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan has reached an accord with
the International Monetary Fund for a three-year,
$6 billion bailout package aimed at shoring up
fragile public finances and strengthening a slowing
economy, officials said on Sunday.

The deal, which still needs approval by the IMF
board in Washington, would be the 13th such
bailout since the late 1980s. Finance Minister Abdul
Hafeez Shaikh told PTV television he hoped it
would be Pakistan’s last. Prime Minister Imran
Khan’s government came to power last year deter-
mined to avoid another bailout and initially sought
billions of dollars in funding from friendly countries
including China, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates.

But with inflation climbing to over 8 percent, the
rupee losing a third of its value over the past year,
and foreign exchange reserves barely enough to
cover two months of exports, it was forced to turn
to the IMF. “Pakistan is facing a challenging eco-
nomic environment, with lacklustre growth, elevated
inflation, high indebtedness, and a weak external
position,” the IMF said in a statement outlining the
framework deal.

The IMF forecasts Pakistan’s economic growth
slowing to 2.9 percent this fiscal year from 5.2 per-
cent in 2018, while the central bank has cut its esti-
mate to between 3.5-4 percent.

As the bailout talks neared culmination, Khan
shook up his top economic team, replacing Asad
Umar with Hafeez Shaikh as finance minister and
making IMF economist Reza Baqir central bank
governor instead of Tariq Bajwa.

Currency flexibility 
For decades, Pakistan has had chronic prob-

lems collecting tax and the program envisages
reforms to improve public finances and cut public
debt, including “revenue mobilization measures
to eliminate exemptions, curtail special treat-
ments, and improve tax administration,” the IMF
statement said.

In addition, it foresees a “comprehensive plan for
cost-recovery” in the creaking energy sector,
where mounting debt backlogs have acted as a
growing drain on government resources. The budg-
et for the coming 2019/20 fiscal year, expected lat-
er this month, will aim for a primary deficit, not
including debt servicing costs, of 0.6 percent of
gross domestic product. The savings should allow
room for a “substantial increase” in social spending
to strengthen welfare protection and boost infra-
structure and human capital development, the IMF
added.

It said the independence of the State Bank of
Pakistan would be protected and the central bank
would focus on reducing inflation and safeguarding
stability. A “market-determined” exchange rate for
the rupee would help the financial sector, it added
in comments reflecting the IMF’s longstanding push
for Pakistan to adopt a more flexible currency poli-
cy to end repeated boom-and-bust cycles.

One of the key sticking points during the IMF
bailout discussions had been how to manage the
currency, whose exchange rate the central bank
underpins in a de facto managed float system and
which many analysts see as overvalued. The pack-
age will include “an ambitious structural reform
agenda” to boost growth, the IMF said. “Priority
areas include improving the management of public
enterprises, strengthening institutions and gover-
nance, continuing anti-money laundering and com-
bating the financing of terrorism efforts.”

But it made no explicit mention of privatizing
notoriously sensitive and high-employing state-
controlled companies like Pakistan International
Airlines of Pakistan Steel Mills. — Reuters
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KUWAIT: Microsoft yesterday announced it has
signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) with
Cubical Services, a business incubator that offers
planning, implementation, and operation services to
aspiring entrepreneurs and to start-ups in line with
the Kuwait Vision 2035. 

“The role of start-ups and small businesses is well
known,” said Charles Nahas, General Manager,
Microsoft Kuwait. “Their activities have long made up
the l ion’s share of non-oil  GDP in the region.
Supporting fledgling innovators as they push the
frontiers of human endeavor has always been a pas-
sion of ours, here at Microsoft. As we work with
Cubical Services Business Incubator to provide
access to our Microsoft for Start-ups initiative, we
continue our support for Vision 2035, by equipping
the Kuwaiti entrepreneurial community with every-
thing it needs to innovate freely and achieve more.”

Under the terms of the MoU, Microsoft will pro-
vide access for selected businesses to its Microsoft
for Start-ups program, which is designed to acceler-
ate growth and innovation using the intelligent cloud.
Cubical Services’ Business Incubator serves entre-
preneurs and business owners through four main
divisions which are the SME Division, Real Estate
Division, Incubation Programs Division, and
Entrepreneurship Programs Division

“Vision 2035 demands the full commitment of
incubators like Cubical Services,” said Abdulrahman J

Alfawaz, CEO of Cubical Services. “But we also seek
out partners that can support our efforts to guide,
encourage and empower our homegrown innovators
and entrepreneurs. Microsoft’s track record of men-
toring businesses that are just starting out is exem-
plary. We now set out as partners to accelerate SME
sector growth in pursuit of a future that will benefit
all Kuwaitis.”  

Cubical Services will also promote the Microsoft
for Start-ups program to its clients and refer start-
ups that meet certain criteria to Microsoft, for inclu-
sion in the scheme. In turn, Microsoft will refer suit-
able start-ups to Cubical Services for its own incuba-
tion program.

Some start-ups may also qualify for Microsoft
workshop opportunities, where entrepreneurs and
their leadership teams will receive training in person
by Microsoft industry experts, through presentations,
exercises, case studies, online videos and Q&A ses-
sions. In some instances, Microsoft may also offer
part-time consultancy delivered by its product
experts and business and technical leaders.

Cubical Services is Kuwait’s first officially licensed,
one-stop business incubator, qual if ied by the
National Fund. Cubical Services strives to actively
encourage current and potential entrepreneurs to
successfully execute their business ambitions by
offering all-inclusive services and support in every
part of an entrepreneurs’ business cycle to create a

healthy ecosystem where entrepreneurs can fulfil
their business potential in order to enrich the Kuwaiti
economy and elevate its talents regionally and inter-
nationally. 

Since its launch Cubical Services has worked on
over a total of 500 projects and 1,000 entrepreneurs
ranging from fully implementing the business to man-

aging the full operations of an established business
and gained experience in the following industries:
Business Services, Consumer Services, Education,
Financial Services, Government, Healthcare, Media
and Entertainment, Non-profit, Real Estate and
Construction, Retail, Fashion, Software and Internet,
Food and Beverage, and Wholesale and Distribution. 

TEHRAN: Iran, hard hit by US sanctions on its oil sales,
now faces restrictions on metals exports-but industry
insiders say foreign income from mining and steel will be
harder to curb.

Tensions are soaring a year after Washington withdrew
from a multilateral 2015 deal over Iran’s nuclear program.
A US aircraft strike group is heading for the Gulf and
Tehran has said it will stop abiding by some restrictions on
its nuclear activities.

US President Donald Trump last week imposed sanc-
tions aimed at punishing anyone who buys or trades in
Iranian iron, steel, aluminum or copper.

That came after Washington in November re-instated
sanctions aimed at slashing the Islamic republic’s oil
exports, by far its top source of foreign currency.

But the steel and mining sector, Iran’s second-largest
source of foreign revenue, may prove harder to target.
Relatively decentralized, made up of small and medium-
sized companies and selling mostly to nearby countries, it
is less vulnerable to sanctions, experts say. “The US can-
not completely stop exports. Some countries, companies
with no US ties, are OK to work with Iran,” said industry
analyst Mojtaba Fereydouni. 

“Also our main export markets are our neighbors-Iraq
and Afghanistan, and recently Syria and Oman.” He point-
ed out that Iranian metals firms, no strangers to sanctions,
were relatively unscathed by an initial tranche of restric-
tions re-imposed last year.  “In August, steelmakers were
barred from importing essential raw materials and any
trade in steel products... yet exports are up” for the year,
he said. According to official data, Iran’s mineral exports
grew about 20 percent year-on-year to $6.2 billion in the
12 months to March, with steel making up over two-thirds
of that figure.

Another industry official, Amir Sabbagh, said that while
metals firms will face extra costs, they will be “manage-
able” as the country’s weakened currency has made

exports more profitable. 
Iran’s rial has lost more than 57 percent of its value

against the dollar on the black market in the last year,
making exports more lucrative. Sabbagh, an official with a
state-owned mining firm, wrote on Telegram that the sanc-
tions’ main impacts would likely be to increase sea freight
costs and reduce exporters’ bargaining power.  The sector
could also be hurt by banking sanctions re-imposed by
Washington in November. Analyst Henry Rome warned
that this could hurt Iranian importers who buy many of
their raw materials from states further afield such as China,
South Korea, Kazakhstan and Russia. “The financial sanc-
tions will choke off at least some of these relationships,”
said Rome, a specialist on Iran sanctions for the
Washington-based Eurasia Group consultancy.

Jobs at risk? 
But Tehran-based economist Ehsan Soltani said miner-

als firms may be cushioned by the fact that their revenues,
particularly from steel shipments, rarely make it back to
Iran’s financial system. 

Instead, they are largely kept outside the country to

pay for imports. Only one-third of Iran’s $40 billion in
non-oil export revenue returned to the country in the last
Iranian year, economy minister advisor Hossein
Mirshojaeian told semi-official news agency ISNA.

Steelmakers say they keep the money outside Iran in
order to pay for raw materials, arguing that they cannot
bring it into Iran due to the banking sanctions anyway,
Soltani said. Despite these factors, analyst Rome warned
that potential factory closures and job losses would
increase pressure on the government.

Mining employs 200,000 people directly and thou-
sands more in downstream businesses, according to
Soltani. But Fereydouni said the industry could be protect-
ed by the fact the government retains a majority share in
most major companies, while smaller, downstream firms
can fly under the US radar.

“Major companies... are still quasi-governmental and
therefore will not lay people off under any circumstances”
for fear of the political and social consequences, he said.
Ultimately, he added, sanctions are “nothing new” for
Iran’s mining industry. “We have always been sanctioned.
Sometimes less, sometimes more,” he said. —AFP 
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TEHRAN: Iran’s steel and mining sector may prove harder to target.

LONDON: World stocks sank yesterday
in reaction to new eruptions in the US-
China trade war, while oil rallied on sim-
mering tensions in the crude-rich Middle
East. In cryptocurrency deals, bitcoin
rebounded back above $7,000 for the
first time since September.

Equity investors began the day in
underwhelming fashion in Asia, as the
lack of a US-China trade deal jarred
markets. Negative sentiment spilled over
into Europe on the back of the latest
developments in the trade war between
the world’s top two economies.

Negotiations in Washington ended
Friday without agreement and a massive
US tariff hike on Chinese imports kicked
in. Then on Monday, President Donald
Trump told China via Twitter not to
retaliate, a warning ignored by Beijing
where the government announced tariffs
on $60 billion worth of US goods from
June 1.

‘Nowhere near’ 
“Judging by Trump’s tweets alone, the

two nations are apparently nowhere near
signing a trade deal,” said Fawas
Razaqzada, a market analyst at
Forex.com. “And for the markets, this is
all that matters right now. Thus, for senti-
ment to improve again, Trump’s tone
towards China will need to improve first
and foremost,” he said.

At the opening bell in New York, Wall
Street’s Dow index fell more than 400
points, while eurozone stock markets
were as much as 1.5 percent lower by
that time, with London doing a little bet-
ter. Markets remain on red alert over a
trade war between the two big super-
powers that observers warn could shat-
ter global economic growth-and also
hurt demand for commodities like oil.

‘Groundhog Day’ 
“It’s Groundhog Day yet again, with

yet another day of US-China focused
selling taking hold,” said senior market
analyst Joshua Mahony at trading firm
IG. White House economic advisor Larry
Kudlow said Trump and China’s Xi
Jinping could meet next month on the
sidelines of the G20 summit to hash out
their differences on trade-but no new
talks are yet scheduled.

Bitcoin mystery 
Trump had accused Beijing of reneg-

ing on its commitments and ordered new
punitive duties-which took effect Friday-
on $200 billion worth of Chinese
imports, raising them to 25 percent from
10 percent. He then ordered a tariff hike
on almost all remaining imports from
China, which are worth about $300 bil-
lion, according to US Trade
Representative Robert Lighthizer.

Some assets, like gold and some gov-
ernment bonds, have been doing well
from the trade turmoil as investors ditch
risky investments like stocks in a flight to
safety.

Yesterday, some analysts were won-
dering whether cryptocurrency bitcoin
should be added to the list after rising
by $1,000 over the weekend to 9-
month high. Calling the surge “a mys-
tery to investors”, FXTM research
analyst Lukman Otunuga observed
“the coincidental view” that bitcoin’s
price rose at the same time as US-

China trade tensions.
“While it’s far too premature to sug-

gest that bitcoin has restored itself as a
potential safe-haven asset for investors,
the idea will attempt to pick up further
momentum if the cryptocurrency contin-
ues to explode higher amid the risk-off
conditions,” Otunuga said.

Mideast oil tensions 
Oil prices charged higher yesterday

as simmering tensions in the crude-rich
Middle East eclipsed worries over the
global demand outlook. — AFP

World equities sink as US and 
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KARACHI: Pakistani stockbrokers monitor share prices during a trading session
at the Pakistan Stock Exchange (PSX) in Karachi yesterday. Pakistani stocks
fell yesterday 13, a day after the country entered into an agreement with
International Monetary Fund (IMF), as investors took the agreed conditions of
the contract as negative and stringent. — AFP


