
As Syria currency 
crisis bites, every 
penny counts 
DAMASCUS: As Syrians feel the sting of a
nosediving currency, local businesses have
launched a campaign to sell goods symbolical-
ly priced at a single pound to counter a deep-
ening economic crisis.

The central bank puts the official exchange
rate at 434 Syrian pounds to the dollar-down
from 48 pounds per dollar at the start of the
war.  On the black market, the pound has hit
more than 1200 pounds against the dollar-its
lowest in history.

After nearly nine years of war, the devalua-
tion is driving up prices and exacerbating dire
economic conditions that the government
blames on tightening Western sanctions.  To
cushion the blow, a campaign labeled “our
pound is our pride” was launched in January.
The month-long initiative encourages busi-
nesses in Damascus to sell goods for one
Syrian pound, a coin that has been out of cir-
culation for years.

“My father used to be a bus driver and he
has held on to these coins even after he
stopped working several years ago,” said
Nadia, her father standing beside her with a
bag full of coins.

“Now is the time to use them.” Nadia spoke
to AFP while she and her father perused stalls
in a Damascus fair organized by the chamber
of commerce in support of the campaign.

Everything on display was selling for a sin-
gle pound, with more than 50 companies tak-
ing part in the one-day event. 

Selling for pennies 
Although the campaign will have no meas-

urable economic impact, merchants participat-
ing in the fair said they believed they were
helping out. Abdul Salam Ashi, a sales manager
for a company selling cleaning products, said
he might as well be giving his products away
for free.

His company, he said, decided to “partici-
pate in the fair to help the economy.”

Nearby, Samer Darwish manned a stall sell-
ing food products. “We are losing money, but
in the end, we are benefiting the economy,” he
said. “If the economy improves, then this will
directly benefit our company.” However, critics
say the initiative will do little to rescue the
plummeting Syrian pound.

“It is a good campaign but unfortunately it
is nearly impossible to execute because the
one pound coin is extinct,” said Fadwa, who
was attending the fair. 

In the suburbs of Damascus, the owner of a
cosmetics store shared a similar concern.

He offered discounts on his products
instead of selling them for one pound, which he
said was not practical.  “Logically, I can’t sell
items for one pound, simply because it is not
available,” he said.

One of his clients agreed but said the point
was to boost morale. “It’s about social impact
and not economic impact,” she told AFP, ask-
ing not to be named to protect her identity.

Government measures 
The Syrian government meanwhile is also

grappling with the currency crisis. A recent

presidential decree increased the penalty for
conducting transactions in foreign currencies.
Two shop owners were detained for selling
products in dollars, state news agency SANA
reported on Thursday, the latest in a series of
arrests.

Money exchange houses are also coming
under scrutiny, with the Syrian government
cracking down on those it accuses of price
gouging. According to local media reports, the
government has shut down several exchange
offices accused of driving up the exchange
rate on the parallel market.

Compounding the situation, the devaluation
has led to a rise in the cost of basic food items,
including sugar and rice whose prices have
nearly doubled in recent months. To combat
inflation, the Syrian government will introduce
a smart-card system in February to allow resi-
dents to purchase rice, sugar and tea at a sub-
sidized rate.

The cards, which will be valid in state-des-
ignated department stores, cap the quantities
that can be purchased at a discount. Each fam-
ily is allocated four kilograms of sugar, three
kilograms of rice and two kilograms of tea per
month, according to the ministry of internal
trade and consumer protection.  — AFP

MUMBAI: India relaxed its fiscal deficit target yester-
day, raising spending and slashing taxes as it seeks to
attract foreign investment and increase consumption in
the wake of a prolonged economic slowdown.

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman announced the
changes as part of the country’s annual budget in par-
liament, a day after official data showed that Asia’s
third-largest economy grew five percent last year, its
slowest expansion since the 2008 global financial crisis.

In a sprawling three-hour speech peppered with ref-
erences to ancient Indian history and poetry,
Sitharaman said the fiscal deficit target for the current
financial year was now 3.8 percent of GDP, up from an
earlier 3.3 percent. It will edge down to 3.5 percent
next year, she added.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s right-wing govern-
ment has been trying desperately to revive the econo-
my, which has flagged for several quarters, with per
capita consumption falling for the first time in four
decades. The finance minister said Indians earning
under 1.5 million rupees ($21,000) a year could pay
lower taxes if they agreed to forego existing exemp-
tions, with a view to raising their purchasing power.

Indian taxpayers are allowed to claim exemptions for
a range of expenses, from medical insurance to vaca-
tion spending, under a labyrinthine tax regime that
Sitharaman has vowed to simplify during her tenure.
She also announced that companies would no longer
have to pay dividend distribution tax, terming it a “bold
move meant to attract foreign investors”.

“Wealth creators will be respected in this country ...
and this government assures taxpayers they will not be
harassed,” she said in her second budget speech since

Modi won a landslide re-election last May.

‘All talk’ 
The key agriculture sector will receive a cash infu-

sion of 2.83 trillion rupees to help farmers set up solar
power units and storage facilities.  Sitharaman said this
would enable farmers, many of whom are burdened by
crushing debts, to sell power to energy companies.

She also revealed New Delhi was seeking to shed its
100-percent stake in the country’s largest insurer, Life
Insurance Corporation, to generate revenue. Earlier this
week, the government also announced plans to sell its
100 percent stake in debt-crippled national carrier Air
India after an earlier push to sell part of the airline
found no takers.

Experts say India’s state-run companies, which man-
ufacture anything from bicycles to condoms, are a
major drag on the economy due to their unprofitability,
barring the government-owned enterprises in the coal
sector. 

Prime Minister Modi said the budget would “boost
income and investment. It will improve demand and
consumption and help improve credit flows”. “It has
been created with a focus on the current situation and
future requirements of the country,” he added.

New Delhi has said it expects the economy to
recover soon, pegging growth at 6.0 to 6.5 percent for
the financial year 2020-21. But analysts and opposition
politicians said the budget was too piecemeal and
failed to offer a clear roadmap for a possible revival.

“There is nothing dramatic or substantially new in
the budget,” said Ashutosh Datar, an independent
economist from Mumbai.

“Given how constrained its finances are, government
did not have fiscal legroom to manoeuvre,” he told AFP.
Rahul Gandhi, former leader of the opposition
Congress party, told reporters the budget was devoid
of “any concrete strategic ideas” to tackle unemploy-
ment, which is at a four-decade high.

“It describes the government quite well. Lot of repeti-
tion, rambling and all talk but nothing happens. The coun-
try is of course suffering and youngsters feel they don’t
have a future,” he said. Investors also appeared unim-
pressed, with Mumbai’s Sensex index closing around 2.5
percent down after Sitharaman’s speech. — AFP
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Investors unimpressed, stock markets crash

India relaxes fiscal deficit, 
cuts taxes to spur growth

NEW DELHI: Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman (right) poses for photographs along with President Ram Nath
Kovind (center) at Rashtrapati Bhavan - the Presidential Palace, before presenting at the Parliament the 2020 union
budget, in New Delhi yesterday. — AFP

DAMASCUS: The Syria central bank puts the official exchange rate at 434 Syrian pounds to the
dollar-down from 48 pounds per dollar at the start of the war. 

CBK launches
‘YOU’ account
for youth
KUWAIT: The Commercial Bank of
Kuwait (CBK) recently launched its new
‘YOU’ account for youth, which has been
created to provide youth aging 14-24
with unique benefits and
privileges in terms of bank-
ing services in a way that
enables them run their per-
sonal financial affairs in the
best and safest manner,
make decisions and achieve
financial independence. 

The new ‘YOU’ account
holders who transfer their
monthly social aids to
Commercial Bank will get
exclusive benefits including
a gift of KD 50 in cash,
entering monthly and annual draws for
valuable prizes, pre-paid credit card for
holders older than 18 free of charge for
the first year and all yearlong discounts

and promotions. 
In this regard, CBK’s acting individual

banking services general manager,
Hanadi Al-Mislem said that YOU
account had been designed especially to
introduce youth to basic banking con-
cepts at an early age. “We also believe
the account will encourage youth to
acquire patterns based on balance and
responsibility with regard to saving and
spending. We hope this will help them in
the future”, she added  noting that the
new account is part of the bank’s com-

prehensive strategy to pro-
vide customers with an out-
standing package of bank-
ing services. 

Al-Mislem added that
youth could open the
account with KD 10 only
and get a KD 50 cash gift
on transferring their social
aid allowance adding that
the account holders would
also enter monthly draws
with two chances to win
KD 250. “Current cus-

tomers who transfer their aid will get
one chance to enter the draws and the
annual draw winner will get a 2020
model Chevrolet Blazer”, she explained. 

Hanadi Al-Mislem

Oil market
chilled by virus
impact on
China growth
LONDON: Oil prices have fallen victim
to economic worries sparked by a deadly
virus spreading from China, the world’s
second-biggest economy and a huge
consumer of crude. The novel coronavirus
first emerged in early December in the
Chinese industrial city of Wuhan and has
since spread to dozens of other countries.
China’s economy traditionally has a vora-
cious appetite for raw materials.

“The reality is that shocks to the
Chinese economy always have ripple
effects and the commodity markets are
deeply affected by it,” said AvaTrade ana-
lyst Naeem Aslam. “In simple terms, when
economic engines start to grind, the
demand for fuel falls.” As the virus has
spread, the oil price has slumped in both
London and New York, collapsing by
more than 20 percent since a January 8
spike which had been triggered by ten-
sions between Iran and the United States.

‘Severe’ 
This week, the main benchmark con-

tracts-New York’s West Texas
Intermediate and London’s Brent North
Sea oil-plunged to three-month lows as
virus-linked demand fears intensified.

On Friday, they first stabilized some-
what after the World Health Organization
declared a global health emergency,
sparking hopes of better international
coordination to combat the disease,
before resuming their downward trajecto-
ry. The price falls have however raised
eyebrows at the OPEC oil exporters’ car-
tel, whose 13 member nations pump 40
percent of global crude and are anxious
to safeguard revenues. “The dramatic
price slump in recent days appears to be

making OPEC nervous,” added
Commerzbank analyst Carsten Fritsch.

The energy minister of Russia-which is
not an OPEC member but has been coop-
erating with the cartel to support crude
prices-said on Friday that the organiza-
tion’s scheduled March meeting could be
brought forward to discuss moves. “We
can meet very quickly if necessary,”
Alexander Novak said, adding that post-
poning the March meeting was also an
option. 

As Beijing battles the outbreak, it has
been forced to take drastic measures that
have slowed the world’s second largest
economy. China’s oil imports were slashed
by almost two million barrels per day in
the period January 15-22, compared with
the average daily level for January 2019,
data shows from Paris-based energy sec-
tor intelligence firm Kpler.

And since the start of the year, the
superpower’s oil imports are down by
about three million barrels per day,
according to Kpler. OANDA analyst
Craig Erlam said the overall market
impact would hinge on how long the epi-
demic lasts.  “The longer it takes authori-
ties to get a grip of the coronavirus and
the more it spreads, the greater the
potential economic impact and the impact
on oil consumption. The reaction has been
severe so far,” Erlam said.

Growing fears 
Demand was already fairly muted due

to China’s Lunar New Year holidays,
which have been extended into next week
because of the disease.  “Commodity
markets, already slow over Lunar New
Year, are being hit by worry over the
impact of the coronavirus on Chinese
demand,” said IHS Markit analyst William
May. “Weak buying caused by the Lunar
New Year holiday is now being matched
against active selling tied to growing fears
around the impact of the coronavirus on
Chinese demand.” The number of con-
firmed cases in the new outbreak has
already surpassed that of the Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)
epidemic in 2002-2003. — AFP

EU turns page 
on Brexit and 
moves on to 
trade talks
BRUSSELS: A resolute European Union
sought Friday to turn the page on Brexit and
move on to negotiating a looser, less favorable
trading relationship with its departing British
partner. 

Chief EU negotiator Michel Barnier will
present his draft negotiating directives to the
media tomorrow as Brussels prepares to take a
tough stance on defending its single market.

“We want to have the best possible rela-
tionship with the United Kingdom, but it will
never be as good as membership,” European
Commission president Ursula von der Leyen
said. “Our union has gained political impetus
and has become a global economic power-
house,” she said.

Later, as the British flag came down outside
the European parliament buildings in Brussels
and Strasbourg, France’s President Emmanuel
Macron warned that Brexit was an “historic
warning sign for Europe.”

And, of ties with Britain, he added: “It won’t
be the same as the relationship we have had
for several decades. You cannot be both in and
out.” For her part, Germany’s Chancellor
Angela Merkel said: “The more Britain moves
away from the conditions of the single market,
the more our future relationship will have to
change.” British Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s
government has made it clear that Brexit
means it will be free to diverge from EU laws
on goods standards, working practices and the
environment. 

But European Union leaders warn that the
more Britain moves away from EU regulations,
the less access it will have to the bloc’s huge
market of around 447 million consumers.

Britain is the European Union’s second
biggest economy, the second biggest net con-
tributor to the European Commission budget
and represents more than 15 percent of the
bloc’s total GDP. Nevertheless, while the messy
divorce is a blow to EU prestige, the remaining
27 members remain by far the bigger commer-
cial power. — AFP

LONDON: Union flag-themed souvenirs are displayed for sale in a store in London yesterday,
the day after Britain became the first country to formally leave the EU. — AFP


