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MANILA/SINGAPORE: The Philippine Stock Ex-
change closed indefinitely yesterday while currency
and bond trading were suspended, the first shutdown
of markets worldwide in response to the coronavirus,
with authorities citing risks to the safety of traders.
The move comes after some bourses around the
world closed trading floors or paused trade after big
falls in market value.

It is also open-ended, unlike China’s extension of
Lunar New Year holidays in January, which delayed
the resumption of trade, or the run of holidays de-
clared in Sri Lanka this
week to try and halt the
virus, which has closed
markets there since
Monday. And while the
Philippine shutdown was
prompted by health rea-
sons, amid a broad na-
tionwide lockdown, it
raises the prospect other
exchanges may follow.

“Given the unprece-
dented speed of the
slump in equity prices, it has been suggested that
stock exchanges might be closed soon if things don’t
turn around,” research house Capital Economics said
in a note yesterday.

Global markets are in meltdown as the pandemic
spreads, with roughly $14 trillion in shareholder value
erased and even safe assets such as gold have been
sold to cover losses. AdMacro research head Patrick
Perret-Green had also raised the possibility in a note
issued over the weekend, before the Philippines move.

“We have seen it before. I believe we could see it

again,” he said. “Governments do not need or want
the added stress and distraction at this time.”

The Philippine Stock Exchange said trade was
suspended until further notice “to ensure the safety
of employees and traders,” amid a broader national
lockdown. National Treasurer Rosalia de Leon cited
the lockdown as the reason for the suspension of
fixed income trade. Currency trading is to resume on
March 18.

In Malaysia, where a similar lockdown comes into
force on March 18, the securities regulator said all

capital markets will oper-
ate as usual. Settlement of
trades in Sri Lanka is due
to be available on March
18, though it is unclear if
trade will resume before
the nation is set to return
from holidays on Friday.

CME Group Inc last
week shut its storied trad-
ing floor in Chicago, to re-
duce large gatherings, and
Mideast bourses have

taken similar measures, though electronic trade re-
mains available.

Reprieve or risky?
Opinions are divided, though, on whether a sus-

pension of a stock market that includes giant con-
glomerates like San Miguel Corp, can actually
support sentiment. Renzo Louie Candano, analyst
at DBP-Daiwa Capital Markets in Manila, said it
would give investors time to evaluate whether the
sell-off is warranted. Others say it could exacerbate

volatility when trading does resume, while possibly
hurting the government’s ability to raise funds in the
bond market.

“With markets closed, it would be puzzling how
additional government bonds would be issued and re-
ceived by markets,” said Ken Peng, head of Asia in-
vestment strategy at Citi Private Bank.

“Especially when investors cannot get liquidity out

of their stock and bond holdings.”
The Philippines benchmark index fell 8 percent on

Monday and is down 20 percent for March so far, al-
ready its worst month since October 2008, while
bond prices have also collapsed. The yield on 10-year
government debt, which rises when prices fall, jumped
63 basis points on Monday, the sharpest rise since
September 2018. — Reuters 

Philippines first country to suspend 
all markets as coronavirus spreads

Currency trading to resume March 18

MANILA: People maintain social distancing as they queue to get on a train on the first work day in the
country’s capital since its lockdown to contain coronavirus, in Quezon City, Metro Manila. — Reuters

Other exchanges 
could follow, 
analysts say 

Goldman sees 
China economy 
shrinking 9% in Q1
BEIJING/SHANGHAI: Goldman Sachs said
yesterday that China’s economy will likely
shrink 9 percent in the first quarter, under-
scoring how the coronavirus has disrupted
normal business activities, while China re-
ported an uptick in new cases of the disease,
most of them imported.

Goldman cut its estimate for China’s first-
quarter gross domestic product growth to
a 9 percent contraction, from a previous
forecast of 2.5 percent growth, citing “strik-
ingly weak” economic data in January and
February that was reported on Monday. It
also lowered its full-year GDP forecast to 3
percent growth from an earlier estimate of
5.5 percent.

For the fourth straight day, imported
coronavirus cases in China outnumbered
cases of local transmission. The rising risk
of imported cases has prompted some parts
of the country to tighten monitoring of for-
eign travellers, and the Chinese foreign min-
istry on Tuesday advised its citizens to avoid
travel to high-risk countries. Mainland China
had 21 new confirmed cases on Monday, the
National Health Commission said, up from 16
a day earlier. Of the new cases, 20 involved
infected travellers from abroad.

Raising further concerns about spread of
the disease, a man recently returned from
Spain has tested positive for the virus - de-
spite showing no symptoms - and has been
put under observation and into quarantine,
according to a statement on the website of
the city of Mianyang, Sichuan.

An additional 25 passengers who had
shared a flight with the man and two of his
family members have also been subject to
quarantine, the statement said. In contrast to
the growing number of imported cases, main-

land China had only one case of locally trans-
mitted infection on Monday, in Wuhan, capital
of central Hubei province where the flu-like
disease appeared in humans late last year.

The capital Beijing accounted for nine of
the imported new cases even as it imposed
tough restrictions to screen out and isolate
infections coming from abroad. Beijing Cap-
ital International Airport has cordoned off a
special zone for all international flights, with
all disembarking passengers required to sub-
mit to health checks.

Transit passengers were sent to their con-
necting flights, while non-transit passengers
were shuttled to a nearby processing venue
from which they were dispatched to desig-
nated places for compulsory 14-day quaran-
tine. Beijing also closed its new Daxing airport
to international flights and redirected them to
the older Capital International Airport in the
northeast of the city, in order to contain any
new infections in one facility.

On Tuesday, Shanghai extended existing
quarantine measures to travellers who have
recently visited the United Kingdom,

Switzerland, Sweden, Belgium, Norway, the
Netherlands, Denmark and Austria.

China’s eastern Shandong province and
southwestern Chongqing city will require all
overseas arrivals to be quarantined in desig-
nated locations or residences for 14 days, the
official Xinhua news agency said yesterday.

In the central city of Wuhan officials said
they would begin requiring overseas arrivals
to undergo 14-day quarantine at a central
location at the people’s own cost, emulating
Beijing.  Wuhan, a transport and industrial
hub of 11 million people, is the epicenter of
China’s outbreak and the origin of the pan-
demic that has now infected more than
100,000 people beyond China’s borders.

Officials in the city initially tried to cover
up the outbreak when it began late last year,
but Beijing has lately sought to emphasize the
positive role China has played in controlling
the global spread of the disease. An editorial
in the official China Daily said the rest of the
world should learn from China and follow the
principles of early detection, early quarantine
and early treatment. — Reuters 

WUI, China: This photo taken on March 15, 2020 shows workers pouring molten steel
at a foundry in Wuyi, China’s eastern Zhejiang province. China’s industrial production,
retail sales and investment all contracted in the first two months of the year after the
coronavirus epidemic wreaked havoc on the economy, official data showed. — AFP

As panic selloff
grips investors,
their kids 
need lunch
SAN FRANCISCO: As Wall Street
suffered its worst one-day rout in three
decades on Monday, financial profes-
sionals managed the historic selloff
with the added distraction of children
needing lunch and dogs barking to be
let out.

The S&P 500 tumbled 12 percent in
its worst one-day drop since October
1987, just as growing numbers of in-
vestors began to work from home to
slow the spread of the coronavirus that
is already widely expected to throw the
US economy into a downturn. Investors
juggled emergency conference calls
with domestic duties as schools across
the country closed to avoid spreading
the virus.

Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stan-
ley announced programs last week for
working remotely to stem the spread
of the disease. Several banks have
banned travel and taken other meas-
ures after cases of coronavirus were
detected at firms including Barclays,
BlackRock Inc, Citigroup Inc and JP-
Morgan Chase.

Trip Miller, a managing partner of

Gullane Capital Partners, spent much of
the day at his dining room table in
Memphis, Tennessee, where he talked,
emailed and texted with colleagues and
investors as they monitored the rapid
selloff and their portfolio of about 16
long positions and a similar number of
shorts. “Meanwhile, I had a four-year-
old and a seven-year-old asking me to
cut their pizza,” Miller joked, adding he
does not expect the market to improve
until the coronavirus outbreak shows
signs of containment.

The latest tumble on the US stock
market was despite the Federal Re-
serve’s surprise move late Sunday to
cut interest rates to near zero, its sec-
ond emergency cut in less than two
weeks as it struggles to defend the
longest US economic expansion on
record, now in its 11th year.

“We are in full panic mode. Until
comfort returns, panic kind of dies
down, I think we are going to continue
to have big moves,” warned Jim
Paulsen, chief financial strategist at the
Leuthold Group in Minneapolis. Mon-
day’s historic drop followed a 9.3 per-
cent surge on Friday and a 9.5 percent
plunge on Thursday. Overall, the S&P
500 has plummeted nearly 30 percent
from its record high on Feb. 19, and
many investors are reluctant to predict
when the selling will end.

Quincy Krosby, chief market strate-
gist at Prudential Financial in Newark,
New Jersey, said that while she often
works from home she missed being
among her colleagues during Monday’s
market carnage. — Reuters

German 
economy on
‘red alert’
BERLIN: The mood among German
investors slumped in March to levels
last seen at the beginning of the world
financial crisis in autumn 2008 due to
alarm at the impact of the coronavirus
outbreak on Europe’s largest economy,
a survey showed yesterday.

The ZEW research institute’s
monthly survey showed economic sen-
timent among investors collapsed to -
49.5 from 8.7 in February. This was the
biggest drop since the survey began in
1991. Economists had expected a drop
to -26.4. “The economy is on red alert,”
said ZEW President Achim Wambach in
a statement, adding that financial ex-
perts expect the economy to shrink in
the first quarter and think a contraction
is also very likely in the second quarter.

A separate gauge measuring in-
vestors’ assessment of the economy’s
current conditions decreased to -43.1
from -15.7. Analysts had forecast a
reading of -30.0. For 2020 as a whole,
most investors currently expect a de-
cline in real GDP growth of about 1 per-
cent as a result of the pandemic,
Wambach said. The spread of the coro-
navirus has ended hopes of a first-
quarter upswing on the back of a solid
increase in retail sales and a jump in in-
dustrial production in January.

But with the coronavirus infecting a

growing number of people and leading
to unprecedented measures to slow its
spread, officials said the government
now expects gross domestic product to
shrink this year, in what would be the
first contraction since the world finan-
cial crisis in 2009.

Volkswagen said on Monday it was
preparing to shut down its factories to
curb the spread of the coronavirus and
warned that 2020 would be a very diffi-
cult year. The slump is expected to drive
down tax revenues while also requiring
a massive increase in state spending to
help companies and save jobs. 

Policy support 
Jack Allen-Reynolds from Capital

Economics said the ZEW survey
pointed to a large decline in GDP.
“Things are likely to get much worse in
Q2, when we expect much bigger quar-
terly falls in GDP than during the depths
of the global financial crisis,” he added.

The ZEW figures suggested that the
German economy could shrink by as
much as 4 percent on the year in 2020,
he said. “So a considerable amount of ad-
ditional policy support from the ECB and
governments will be necessary.” Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel has vowed to do
everything necessary to slow the spread
of the coronavirus and counter its impact
on the economy, saying that the pledge
of not taking on new debt was now sec-
ondary.  The federal government has
budget reserves of more than 48 billion
euros ($53 billion) and could raise up to
35 billion euros of new debt if Berlin de-
cided to ditch its balanced budget goal in
the course of the year. — Reuters

UK retailer 
Laura Ashley 
goes under 
LONDON: Laura Ashley said yesterday it
intends to appoint administrators as the
coronavirus outbreak has had an immediate
and significant impact on the UK retailer’s
performance, sending its shares down more
than 64 percent.

British retailers have faced challenges in the
past few years and Laura Ashley, a favourite
of late Princess Diana in its 1980s heyday, has
seen sales fall, store closures, weakness at its
home furnishings business and a worsening
consumer mood. The company said it is in ad-
vanced talks for third-party debt funding but
it would not be able to draw down additional
funds from lenders in time. Its largest share-
holder, MUI Asia, will not be able to provide
financial support either.

The clothing and furnishing retailer is the
latest in a list of brands considered the
mainstay of British shopping scene to go
under. House of Fraser and department store
chain Debenhams have also been placed in
administration.

Trading in the business for seven weeks

to March 13 improved by 24 percent com-
pared to last year but the pandemic has
kept many shoppers away. Laura Ashley in-
tends to appoint Robert Lewis and Zelf
Hussain as administrators and said it was

not certain whether there would be any
surplus assets available for shareholders of
the company. Shares in the company, which
will be suspended, had fallen to 0.03 pence
by 1108 GMT. — Reuters 

LIVERPOOL: A shopper passes the front entrance of the Laura Ashley womenswear and
homewear store in Aintree, Liverpool, north-west England yesterday. British clothing and
household goods retailer Laura Ashley Holdings collapsed yesterday into administration
as rescue talks failed due to coronavirus turmoil, risking up to 2,700 jobs. — AFP


