
MANILA: In the middle of a coron-
avirus lockdown in the Philippine capital,
Grace Lagaday was struggling to
breastfeed her newborn without milk
storage bottles and nursing pads.

With shopping centers shut and
public movement restricted, Lagaday
turned to a centuries-old method of
trade with a new tech twist: online bar-
tering. A search of Facebook barter
trade groups found the supplies she
needed for her baby girl and they were
in Lagaday’s hands the next day, in
return for bags of M&Ms chocolates
and a jar of Nutella spread.

“I really needed breastfeeding stuff
but very limited goods were available,”
Lagaday told Reuters. “For a mom who
gave birth during this pandemic season,
bartering helped me find good deals for
my baby.” Lagaday, who has since trad-
ed clothes hangers for five kilograms of
rice and an electric mosquito killer for
two liters of cooking oil, is among hun-
dreds of thousands of Filipinos who
have joined Facebook barter groups in
recent months.

Reuters has identified just over 100
barter groups, some with as many as a
quarter of a mill ion members, have
sprung up since the Philippines’ main

island of Luzon, home to half its 107
million population, entered a hard lock-
down in mid-March that lasted two
months. Among the extreme exchanges:
a 36-year-old man from Cebu province
in central Philippines traded a 1993
Mitsubishi Lancer for 125,000 pesos
($2,574) in cash and canned goods,
noodles, and sacks of rice that he dis-
tributed to the poor, while a 20-year-
old college student, also from Cebu,
swapped two buckets of fried chicken
for a live gamefowl.

Barter trade has a long tradition in
the Philippines, an archipelago of more
than 7,600 islands that can make trans-
portation of goods difficult at the best
of times.

Shifting the practice online was a nat-
ural progression in a country that is the
most internet-dependent in the world.
Filipinos spend almost 10 hours on the
internet each day, compared with a glob-
al average of nearly seven hours, accord-
ing to 2020 data from social media man-
agers Hootsuite and We Are Social.
Social media browsing accounts for
almost four hours of that daily use, the
highest in the world, compared to an
average of almost 2.5 hours.

Google searches for “barter trade”

surged 203% over April and May and
with Manila and nearby provinces still
subjected to some movement restric-
tions, the Facebook groups continue to
buzz with activity. Thousands of posts a
day vie for attention for swaps of
books, clothes, gadgets and acces-
sories, glassware, appliances, cars, gro-
ceries and animals.

An hour after offering her father’s
gamefowl for a trade, Karly Jan Tañola
went home with 16 pieces of fried
chicken. “I made a deal with the first
person who commented and because of
his excitement to get the fighting cock,
he hurriedly left work and met me,” she
told Reuters.

Policy backflip
The resurgence of barter trade online

is causing some headaches for the gov-
ernment. Trade Secretary Ramon Lopez
performed an embarrassing backflip in
July to reassure people that swaps for
personal gain were fine just a day after
he warned that barter trade was a tax-
dodging illegal practice. That stance had
drawn the ire of thousands of social
media users who lambasted the govern-
ment for finding new ways to impose
taxes even in amid the pandemic.

With the economy entering its first
recession in almost three decades and
unemployment spiking to a record high
of 17.7% as a result of the pandemic,
people expect to be relying on online
barter trade for some time. “I sorted

through old stuff to trade with people in
need of it,” said Josefa Amadure, who
was looking for a baby rocker as she
plans for the arrival of her second child.
“Bartering is popular and safe because
no cash is involved.” — Reuters 
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UK expats count 
Brexit impact as 
banks shut accounts
LONDON: For Roger Morton and his wife liv-
ing in France—and many other UK expats
across the European Union—Brexit is causing
the closure of their British banking services.

Morton, a 78-year-old retired photographer,
laments a letter from Barclaycard, informing him
that their credit account will no longer be
accessible, as Britain prepares for the end of the
Brexit transition period on December 31.

“It was a surprise and something draconian,”
he told AFP of the letter, which he says comes
on top of “an already stressful time” amid the
coronavirus pandemic.

Their current account with Barclays, where
they have banked for about 40 years, is not
affected. One of the first direct consequences of
Brexit, the move by UK lenders to shut expat
services is said to affect tens of thousands of
people across Europe.

From January 1 following the end of the tran-
sition period, UK banks will be deprived of their
“passporting” rights that have allowed them to
offer services across the European Union. To
continue exercising these rights, they must have
a legal entity in the countries of operation.

“This will obviously incur additional costs so
banks will need to make decisions about which
markets are likely to be cost-effective and prof-
itable for them,” noted Sarah Hall, professor of
economic geography at the University of
Nottingham, central England.

“This would mean that they choose to oper-
ate in some EU countries but not others,” she
told AFP. For major UK bank Lloyds, the choice
has been made. It is closing 13,000 accounts
belonging to British expats spread across six
EU countries—Germany, Ireland, Italy, the
Netherlands, Portugal and Slovakia.

Alternative solutions 
Banks are advising customers on their next

steps. Coutts, the bank of British monarch
Queen Elizabeth II, has set up a dedicated team
after warning its expat clients in July. Expat
newspapers, such as The Connexion in France,
informs readers of their options such as chang-
ing banks so for example they can continue to
receive UK state pensions. 

HSBC and Santander have decided against
closing accounts. “HSBC has a legal entity in
France and is planning on using that to service
UK expats in France,” added professor Hall.

Concerned that other banks are not taking
the same measures, British parliament’s Treasury
Committee made up of cross-party lawmakers
has written to the UK’s financial regulator for
clarification.

“Many British expats in the EU are being
told that their UK bank accounts will be ter-
minated at the end of the year,” said Mel
Stride, an MP in the ruling Conservative party
headed by Prime Minister Boris Johnson. “It’s
vital that they’re given sufficient warning so
that they have time to make alternative
arrangements,” added Stride, who chairs the
committee. — AFP

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s king on
Friday issued an order exempting real
estate deals from a 15 percent value-
added tax (VAT) and imposed a new
5 percent tax on transactions as the
Gulf state moves to revitalize
an economy hit by low oil prices and
the COVID-19 pandemic.

The finance minister said on
Twitter that the order, carried on
state media, also aimed to support
Saudi cit izens who want to buy
homes. The world’s largest oil
exporter is facing a deep recession,
with the  economy  shrinking by 7
percent in the second quarter and
unemployment hitting a record high
of 15.4 percent.

The government had in July tripled
VAT to 15 percent to boost non-oil

revenues, but the move has limited
domestic demand. “The royal order
aims to support citizens and ease
their burden ... and enable them to
own homes, and helps develop the
kingdom’s  economy by spurring the
residential and commercial property
sector,” Finance Minister Mohammed
Al-Jadaan tweeted.

De facto ruler Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman has launched
an ambitious plan to diversify
the economy and create jobs for mil-
lions of Saudis. The government has
said it is committed to the plan but
that programs would undergo “struc-
tural improvements” and be repriori-
tized to spur growth.

The royal order said the govern-
ment would bear the cost of the new

Real Estate Transaction Tax “for up to
1 million riyals ($266,616)” for Saudi
citizens purchasing their first home.
The housing minister said the move
would help achieve a target of boost-
ing housing ownership by Saudis to
70 percent by 2030 in a country with

an overwhelmingly young population.
Saudi Arabia plans to cut spending

by 7.5 percent in next year’s budget,
according to a preliminary budget
statement that forecast a 12 percent
budget deficit for 2020 and a 5.1 per-
cent deficit next year. — Reuters 

Online barter trade booms in Philippines
Gadgets for groceries: Filipinos join barter groups  

RIYADH: View shows the King Abdullah Financial District, north of Riyadh. — Reuters

MANILA: Grace Lagaday, 31, is photographed with her husband and children at a relative’s
home, in Rizal province, east of Manila, Philippines. — Reuters

Saudi imposes new, lower 
property tax to shore up sector

Stocks slide after 
Trump diagnosed 
with coronavirus
LONDON: Stocks sold off  and
investors quit riskier assets yester-
day after US President Donald
Trump said he and his wife had test-
ed positive for the coronavirus and
would isolate, four weeks before US
elections. Investors sought safer
assets such as gold, US Treasuries
and the Japanese yen. US stock
futures fell and European shares
opened lower, although they recov-
ered some losses in early London
trading after the initial overnight
move. The STOXX 600 was down
0.3 percent and London’s FTSE 100
was down 0.7 percent at 0930 GMT.

Shortly before 0500 GMT, Trump
said on Twitter that he and his wife
had been tested for coronavirus
after Hope Hicks, a senior advisor
who recently traveled with the presi-
dent, tested positive. He later tweet-
ed he and the first lady had tested
positive: “We will begin our quaran-

tine and recovery process immedi-
ately,” he said.

S&P 500 futures — which fell
sharply on Trump’s tweet — stabilized
somewhat and were down 1.4 percent
at 0931 GMT. Futures for the tech-
heavy Nasdaq were down 2.1 percent.
The MSCI world equity index, which
tracks shares in 49 countries, was
down 0.2 percent. Trump’s exposure
could cause a new wave of market
volatility as investors braced for the
presidential election in November.

How long the risk-averse moves will
last depends on the extent of the infec-
tion within the White House, said
Francois Savary, chief investment offi-
cer at Swiss wealth manager Prime
Partners. “We may have to wait until
the end of the weekend for more clari-
ty on the situation,” he said. “The reac-
tion has been a bit excessive with US
stock futures. It doesn’t mean the US
administration is not able to function.”

“It will weigh on the market today
and early next week but will not
induce a long-lasting correction if
the infection is contained to Trump,”
he added. Immediately after the
news, the US dollar index rose and
the safe-haven yen made its biggest
jump in more than a month, reaching
104.95. — Reuters

France rakes in 
2.8bn euros 
from 5G sale
PARIS: France’s mobile operators paid
the state nearly 2.8 billion euros for the
first block of 5G radio frequencies auc-
tioned off this week, with former state
monopoly Orange winning the biggest
share, the Arcep telecoms regulator
said Thursday. The agency put 11
unused frequency “blocks” on sale, with
the aim of making the ultrafast technol-
ogy available in some French cities by
the end of this year.

Arcep said the country’s four opera-
tors—Orange, SFR, Bouygues Telecom
and Free—paid a total of 2.786 billion
euros ($3.3 billion) for the radio fre-
quencies that will now be reserved for
5G services. The fifth-generation suc-
cessor to 4G technology promises radi-
cally quicker transfers of data, heralding
major changes to an array of products
and services from self-driving cars to

remote surgery.
Operators had already paid 350 mil-

lion euros each for 50 megahertz of
spectrum on the available frequency
bands, and could bid for bigger slices
that would improve network perform-
ance and coverage. Orange won an
additional 90 MHz and SFR obtained
80 MHz, while Bouygues and Free got
70 MHz each. Another auction will be
held this month for “positioning,” since
slots closer to the center of the fre-
quency band are less susceptible to
interference from other devices.

“This was a successful auction, and we
have to commend the very strong com-
mitment by the operators to invest signifi-
cantly in France,” the Arcep president
Sebastien Soriano said at a press confer-
ence. The conference was held at the
French headquarters of Ericsson, the
Swedish mobile network equipment mak-
er. Ericsson and Finland’s Nokia stand to
benefit from heavy spending on the 5G
network rollouts, after France placed
heavy restrictions on the use of gear from
the Chinese giant Huawei. Several govern-
ments, in particular the US, suspect the
company could help China eavesdrop on
western networks.  —AFP 

PARIS: The President of the French agency in charge of regulating telecommunica-
tions ARCEP Sebastien Soriano (right) speaks as French Junior Minister for Digital
Transition and Electronic Communication Cedric O (left) listens during their visit at
the Swedish telecommunications equipment provider Ericsson’s research and devel-
opment center on Thursday in Massy, near Paris. — AFP

NEW YORK: Donald Trump speaks with Frank Zarb, former CEO of the Nasdaq Stock
Market, in this file photo. —AFP


