
B u s i n e s s Friday, February 7, 2020

Friday40

SYDNEY/LONDON: British Foreign Sec-
retary Dominic Raab hopes a free trade deal
with Australia will be one of the first such
pacts to be secured, now that Britain has left
the European Union, he said yesterday.

After formally leaving the EU on Jan. 31,
Britain entered a transition period that al-
lows it to negotiate future ties with Brussels
and begin talks with other major economies,
such as the United States and Japan. “We
have a trade relationship already worth 17
billion pounds, but we have the potential to
do so much more,” Raab told reporters in
the Australian capital of Canberra. The fig-
ure is equivalent to $22 billion.

“Australia hopefully will be part of that
first wave of high priority deals that we
are pursuing,” added Raab, speaking
after he met Australian Foreign Minister
Marise Payne.

Neither Raab nor Payne gave any
timetable for the start of free trade talks.
Australia is in the midst of talks with the EU
for a trade deal, but Payne said the talks with
Brussels would not slow the progress of a
British deal. Although Australia has strong
ties with Britain as a former colony, the trad-
ing relationship has waned significantly over
the last 50 years.

Britain now takes just 3 percent of Aus-
tralia’s exports, while China takes nearly 40
percent. Britain’s entry into the Common

Market in 1973 was widely considered a
betrayal in Australia, upending decades of
tradition and a host of tariff deals. Support-
ers of Britain’s exit have argued, however,
that “family ties” with Commonwealth
members, such as Australia, could compen-
sate for the partial loss of Europe’s 444 mil-
lion customers.

During his two-day visit to Australia,
Raab will also meet Prime Minister Scott
Morrison and Trade Minister Simon Birm-
ingham. Talks are expected to focus on
trade, but Britain’s decision to allot a lim-
ited role for Chinese telecoms giant Huawei
in building its 5G network could also be
discussed.

The world’s biggest producer of telecoms
equipment faces intense scrutiny in the West
over its relationship with the Chinese gov-
ernment and accusations of enabling state
espionage, with the United States urging al-
lies not to use its technology.

Although no evidence has been pro-
duced publicly and Huawei has denied the
claims, the accusations have prompted
several Western countries, including Aus-
tralia, to curb the firm’s access to their
markets. In January, Britain said high-risk
vendors would be excluded from the sen-
sitive core of networks, and there would a
35 percent cap on their involvement in the
non-sensitive parts.  — Reuters
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PARIS: Net profit slumped at Societe
Generale last year as it paid the price of
restructuring efforts and the French
bank dropped yesterday a key profit
target. The 21 percent fall in net earnings
to 3.25 billion euros ($3.58 billion) was
less than the 3.43 billion euros consen-
sus forecast of analysts surveyed by fi-
nancial news firm Bloomberg.

Meanwhile net banking income-a
measure of what a bank is earning from
lending operations after paying interest
to depositors-dipped 2.1 percent to 24.7
billion euros.

Moreover, the bank abandoned the
target it had set of attaining a return
on tangible equity (ROTE) of 9 to 10
percent by the end of 2020. Instead, it
said it now only aims to improve the
indicator which stood at 7.6 percent at
the end of 2019. ROTE was at 9.7 per-
cent in 2018.

Last year the bank began a deep re-
structuring of its Global Banking and In-
vestor Solutions unit to focus on its most
profitable areas, pledging to sell off bil-
lions of assets.  This weighed on earn-
ings as the bank took 409 million in
charges as it carried out the plan, and

the selling-off of operations translated
into a reduction of revenues. But it
helped Societe Generale increase over
the year its CET1 ratio-a key measure of
the capital it can call upon in case of a
crisis-from 10.9 to 12.7 percent.

Meanwhile the bank was able to cut
costs and activity remained solid in
many of its business lines, but the ultra-
low interest rates in the eurozone con-
tinued to weigh on its traditional retail
banking operations in France. The bank’s
chief executive Frederic Oudea high-
lighted the “considerable progress” the
bank achieved in restructuring in 2019.

Fourth quarter results were encour-
aging, with operating and net earnings
both rising from the same period in 2018
when exceptional items are removed.

“We are therefore entering 2020
with confidence, with a more compact
business model based on leadership po-
sitions in high added-value businesses
and a presence in buoyant geographical
regions,” he said in an earnings state-
ment. Societe Generale shares climbed
1.3 percent in early trading, with the
blue-chip CAC 40 index in Paris rising
0.7 percent. — AFP
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CANBERRA: Australia’s Foreign Minister Marise Payne (right) talks to Britain’s Foreign Secretary Do-
minic Raab (left) prior to their bilateral meeting at Parliament House in Canberra yesterday. Raab is
on a two-day official visit to hold talks on bilateral issues with Australian officials. — AFP

EU trade chief 
Hogan returns to 
Washington as 
auto tariffs loom
BRUSSELS: European Trade Commissioner Phil
Hogan returned to Washington yesterday for talks
with US counterpart Robert Lighthizer designed to
improve transatlantic ties as the threat of auto tar-
iffs looms. Hogan first visited the United States as
EU trade chief three weeks ago, declaring at the
time that the European Union’s bid to reset EU-US
economic relations had got off to a good start.

However, US President Donald Trump said after
meeting European Commission chief Ursula von
der Leyen in Davos a week later that he would im-
pose tariffs on imports of cars from the European
Union if no trade deal were struck. Hogan had been
due to address a conference on the digital econ-
omy in Brussels yesterday morning, but abruptly
changed his plans.

A European Commission spokesman said
Hogan would hold talks in Washington with a num-
ber of US administration officials, including
Lighthizer. “These meetings are part of the regular
bilateral contacts being held at technical and po-
litical level in the framework of the discussions for
a positive bilateral transatlantic trade agenda,
launched by the European Union and the United
States in July 2018,” the spokesman said.

In July 2018, Trump agreed to hold off on im-

posing car tariffs while Washington and Brussels
discussed ways to improve economic ties. The EU
has since agreed to boost imports of soybeans,
liquefied natural gas and beef from the United
States. — Reuters
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