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In Houston, tech 
and health are 
cures for 
the oil ‘curse’ 
HOUSTON: In the heart of Texas oil
country, the city of Houston rode high on
the oil boom, but then fell hard when the
bottom dropped out of crude prices. But
bit by bit America’s fourth-largest city is
weaning itself off its dependence on oil,
betting instead on industries like health-
care and tech, even though black gold is
never far from view in the birthplace of
the American petroleum industry.

In the southern part of town, the Texas
Medical Center covers two square miles
(more than five square kilometers), with
glass towers stacked between multiple
medical schools, a children’s hospital and
a trauma center. About 10 million patients
a year seek specialist treatment at the
center, where 110,000 people work, mak-
ing it Houston’s biggest employer.

And TMC’s rapid expansion has
helped to make the health sector the
biggest job creator in the state as well,
employing more than 11 percent of work-
ers in Texas, compared to only 8.6 per-
cent in energy.

Patrick Jankowski, vice president of the
Greater Houston Partnership, told AFP the
city had “no choice” but to bank on other
industries. “To provide jobs for people
here, we had to grow healthcare, life sci-

ences, tech,” he said, noting that just 30
years ago, eight in 10 jobs in the city
depended on the hydrocarbon industry.

Blessing or curse 
The state has always had an embar-

rassment of oil riches. With 30 million
Texans, the state is the second most pop-
ulous after California and home to the
largest oil reserves of the world’s biggest
petroleum producer. But this under-
ground blessing has at times been a
“curse.” As many developing countries
have experienced, the abundance of one
commodity often discourages investment
in other industries and linking their fate to
a single industry.

The last oil slump was in 2014, when
prices for benchmark crude sunk from
$107 to $44 in just six months, causing
painful layoffs. The damage was wide-
spread.  “We had to shift. It was not
lucrative to work in an industry where
there were too many people looking for
work,” said AJ Mahmoud of the recruiting
firm Michael Page.

Just a few years ago, the energy sector
accounted for 95 percent of the positions
the company filled in Texas, compared to
just five percent globally.

The company now focuses on con-
struction and real estate. At the same
time, energy accounts for a shrinking
share of the state economy, slipping to
just 8.5 percent in the final quarter of last
year from 13.4 percent in the second
quarter of 2014. And while Silicon Valley
is more than 1,500 miles away, greater
Houston and its population of about sev-
en million have made a striking foray into
the tech sector.

Going high tech 
Station Houston, a 25,000-square-

foot (2,300-square-meter) startup hub
that opened downtown three years ago,
has become a symbol of this renewal.
Inside, the leaders of 180 budding
enterprises gather and receive advice
from mentors or talk to investors. The
offices are draped in garish colors, fea-
ture open-plan workspaces and sit in
the middle of the “innovation district,” a
neighborhood embodying local authori-
ties’ hopes for the new economy. “Our
mission is to transform Houston into a
world-leading technology and innova-
tion capital,” said Payal Patel, head of
business development at Station
Houston.

This is far from a done deal, however.

Houston, and the other two big cities in
Texas-Austin and Dallas-are far behind
major US metropolitan areas, such as
San Francisco and New York, in attract-
ing startup capital. And despite its shiny
new electronics and modern image,
Station Houston is still tied to the old
ways: 40 percent of its startups linked
to the energy business and oil titan
Exxon Mobil supported the creation of
the center.

Nevertheless, “Houston has moved
away from the oil curse,” said Andy
Lipow of Lipow Oil Associates.

“We have diversified so much over
the years. If oil hits $30 again, the
Houston economy will be impacted but
not as it could have been in the ‘80s and
‘90s.”  —AFP

HOUSTON: In the heart of Texas oil country, the city of Houston rode high on the oil
boom, but then fell hard when the bottom dropped out of crude prices. —AFP

Facebook use 
eroding in US 
as social media 
under pressure 
SAN FRANCISCO:  Facebook’s efforts
to crack down on misinformation and
sensational content have reduced the
time spent at the leading social network
eroding, researchers said yesterday.

The average amount of time US
adults spent at Facebook dropped by

three minutes per day last year and will
likely decrease by another minute next
year, to a total of 37 minutes daily,
according to the research firm
eMarketer. The report suggests that
Facebook chief Mark Zuckerberg’s
efforts to focus on safety and remove
divisive and hateful content could be
having an economic impact.

“Facebook’s continued loss of
younger adult users, along with its focus
on down-ranking clickbait posts and
videos in favor of those that create ‘time
well spent,’ resulted in less daily time
spent on the platform in 2018 than we
had previously expected,” said
eMarketer principal analyst Debra Aho
Williamson. “Less time spent on

Facebook translates into fewer chances
for marketers to reach the network’s
users.” Money taken in from digital ads
are the leading source of revenue at
Facebook, which has 2.4 billion monthly
active users around the world. A bright
spot for Facebook is that daily US
engagement is creeping up at its image
and video focused social network
Instagram, where eMarketer expected it
to rise a minute this year to 27 minutes
and then another minute per year
through 2021. “Features like Stories,
influencer content and video are all con-
tributing to more engagement and a slow
but steady uptick in time spent on
Instagram,” Williamson said.

Meanwhile, time people in the US

spend at Instagram rival Snapchat has
seemingly plateaued at 26 minutes daily,
with an application redesign failing to
boost engagement, according to
eMarketer. A broader trend seen last
year was for Americans to spend less
time at online social networks, and the
overall engagement was expected by
eMarketer to remain unchanged this
year at almost one hour, 14 minutes per
day. “Gains in digital video viewing are
putting pressure on social time, and
gaming is also creating new competition
for user attention,” Williamson said.

“Though we can’t say there is a direct
cause-effect relationship, these activities
do at least threaten users’ engagement
with social media.” —AFP

Pound pressured 
as hard Brexiters 
emboldened in 
race to succeed May
LONDON:  Sterling languished just off four-month
lows yesterday, with the outcome of last week’s
European election seen possibly emboldening pro-
ponents of a no-deal Brexit as the battle to succeed
Prime Minister Theresa May got underway.

The prospect of a no-deal Brexit, which most
economists say would severely damage the British
economy, re-emerged as a key risk for sterling after
May said last week she would step down as leader
of the Conservative Party on June 7. With the Brexit
Party handing the ruling Conservatives a drubbing
in last week’s European elections, many
Conservative candidates vying for May’s job are
under pressure to deliver a more decisive break
with the EU when Britain is scheduled to leave the
bloc on Oct. 31. While foreign minister Jeremy Hunt
said no-deal Brexit would amount to “political sui-
cide”, other candidates including front-runner Boris
Johnson have signalled they are prepared for that if
Brussels does not reopen negotiations over May’s
unpopular withdrawal agreement.

However, sterling’s downside was limited by the
fact that parties opposing Brexit also made sharp
gains in the vote. The British currency slipped 0.13
percent to $1.2657, having traded as low as $1.2605
last week. It was down 0.2 percent versus the euro
at 88.405 pence to stand just off four-month lows .

“For the Brexit Party to get so many votes is a
sign to politicians that people are not as afraid of
the no-deal scenario as most members of parlia-
ment. So the no-deal risk has increased a bit,” said
Morten Lund, FX strategist at Nordea. But no-deal
Brexit probabilities remain around 15-20 percent,
according to Lund, who expects lawmakers to call
a no-confidence vote against any prime minister
who chooses that route. “It’s more or less priced in
that Boris Johnson will become prime minister, so
with the pricing now I don’t see that much down-
side. I see sterling trading around these levels but
with a downward bias,” he said.

Brexit compromise 
The pound has fallen for three consecutive

weeks versus the dollar and euro. It has lost 3 per-
cent this month as May failed in her effort to find a
Brexit compromise with the opposition Labor Party
and then announced she was stepping down. Many
analysts noted, however, that the election had also
rewarded the Liberal Democrat and Green parties,
which have steadfastly opposed Brexit and want
another referendum which could reverse the June
2016 vote to leave the EU.

The increased support for these groups as well
as for the Brexit party came at the expense of the
two main parties and could imply a rising probabili-
ty of a second referendum if a deal cannot be
reached by whoever succeeds May. Esty Dwek,
Chief Market Strategist at Dynamic Solutions, the
research arm of Natixis Investment Managers, not-
ed that while UK voting levels had been low,
“remainders did better from voters who actually
showed up. This might increase chances of a sec-
ond referendum, but this isn’t our base case sce-
nario for now”. —Reuters

By Ben Garcia 

KUWAIT: Taiba Hospital signed a collaboration agree-
ment with Hict, a Belgian consultancy company, at the
Belgian Embassy in Kuwait. CEOs Lama Al-Fadala and
Jan Demey signed the agreement in the presence of the
Belgian Ambassador Piet Heirbaut.  

“This signing ceremony of two companies from
Belgium and Kuwait reflects our aspirations to improve
the quality of healthcare in Kuwait,” Herbaut said in
remarks before the signing. Hict, the leading healthcare
consultancy company from Belgium and active around

the world, is gradually increasing its presence in the
region. Recently, the company also signed a similar
agreement in Saudi Arabia. 

“Hict signed an agreement with Taiba Hospiotal in
Kuwait, a reliable and leading private hospital in Kuwait
with more than 120 beds. The two collaborated in the
digitalization of the hospitals’ information system. I am
proud to witness the signing ceremony. I am sure this
will not be the last contact between the companies
from Belgium and Kuwait. The health sector in Belgium
has a long history of excellence. One of the oldest hos-
pitals in Belgium, the Saint John Hospital and you can

visit that now as a tourist attraction,” he opined. “The
embassy of Belgium will continue to facilitate and con-
tact with the Kuwaiti companies and Belgium compa-
nies. We will strive for more cooperation for the benefit
of all,” he added. 

The emergence of this collaboration came after a
series of studies and visits conducted by both parties in
order to better visualize Taiba Hospital’s future plans.
“We are delighted to partner with hict...[to] determine
the best way to maximize operational excellence
through their performance measurement and compre-
hensive strategic assessment system for the hospital,”

said Al-Fadala. 
Hict, which operates in Belgium, Switzerland, and the

Netherlands, is specialized in optimizing healthcare
services in the field through the diligent monitoring of
efficiency and regulatory processes and providing
solutions for them. In turn, Demey stated, “Our two
companies have the same DNA structure and we feel
the same heartbeat when it comes to making healthcare
better for our citizens and for our customers.”

The outcome of this project is the assurance to all
patients that they will always be provided with the best
medical and healthcare services. 

Agreement to digitize hospital’s information system

Taiba Hospital and Hict ink 
collaboration agreement

KUWAIT: Taiba Hospital CEO Lama Al-Fadala (right) and Hict CEO Jan Demey shake hands after signing
the agreement. —Photos by Joseph Shagra 

KUWAIT: CEOs Lama Al-Fadala, Jan Demey, Belgian Ambassador Piet Heirbaut and other officials during
the signing ceremony. 

Salvini seizes on 
election win 
to demand new 
ECB debt role
ROME: Italian Deputy Prime Minister Matteo Salvini
called yesterday for a new role for the European
Central Bank, which should “guarantee” government
debt in order to keep bond yields low.

Italy, whose debt is proportionally the highest in the

euro zone after Greece’s, would have much to gain if the
ECB were to buy states’ debt directly, though Salvini did
not spell out exactly what he wanted the Frankfurt-based
central bank to do. Fresh from a victory in European par-
liamentary elections, the leader of the right-wing League
said in a Facebook video that the EU’s “failed” fiscal
rules should be rewritten with the focus on cutting
unemployment, not capping budget deficits.

Speaking from a Rome rooftop as though he were
already prime minister, Salvini said he wanted a top-
level European conference to discuss how to boost
growth and investment and new powers for the ECB
to halt “speculation”. Since his party won 34 percent
at Sunday’s vote Salvini has stepped up promises to
slash taxes and calls for new EU budget rules,
unnerving financial markets which fear his plans will

drive up Italy’s huge public debt.
Italian benchmark bond yields rose by 10 basis

points yesterday, having already risen around 11 bps on
Monday and marking the sharpest two-day rise in
benchmark borrowing costs since the start of the year.
At the election the League doubled the votes of its
coalition partner, the anti-establishment 5-Star
Movement, potentially giving Salvini, who is interior
minister, more clout in driving the policy agenda. If 5-
Star bows to the League’s demands it risks losing more
support among its core voters. If it does not, that might
trigger a government collapse and fresh elections which
would be likely to reward Salvini. The League chief said
he wanted to cut taxes for Italian households with
income below 50,000 euros ($56,000), at a cost of 30
billion euros for state coffers. —Reuters


