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NEW YORK: Profits soared in the first quarter
at three US banking giants thanks to an improving
macroeconomic backdrop that has reduced the
need to set aside funds for bad loans. Profits from
JPMorgan Chase, Goldman Sachs and Wells
Fargo were all at least four times the level in the
year-ago period, boosted in part by reserve re-
leases of funds set aside earlier in the pandemic
in anticipation of a big downturn. Results from JP-
Morgan and Goldman Sachs were also lifted by a
blowout quarter in Wall Street trading and deals
connected to companies going public.

Bank CEOs offered a heady outlook on the ex-
pected boom-like conditions in the coming
months, but cautioned that there were challenges
ahead as pent-up demand for goods, services and
experiences drives activity. “We think we’re going
to have very robust economic growth in the sec-
ond half of 2021 and into 2022,” Goldman Sachs
Chief Executive David Solomon said on a confer-
ence call with analysts.

The downside of that scenario is the chance for
a big jump in inflation that prompts aggressive
moves by the Federal Reserve to tighten monetary
supply, Solomon said. That outcome is “not obvi-
ous in the near-term,” Solomon said. “But it’s a risk
issue markets will have to continue to watch.”

Anemic loan growth 
At JPMorgan Chase, earnings came in at

$14.3 billion, about five times the level from the
year-ago period. The result included $5.2 billion
from releases of funds set aside earlier in the
pandemic due to fears of bad loans. Revenues of
$33.2 billion were up 14 percent from the year-
ago period.

JPMorgan, the largest US bank by assets,
turned in an especially strong performance in cor-
porate and investment banking, thanks to gains in
advisory fees and a big increase in commissions
tied to trading in financial markets. In consumer
banking, JPMorgan pointed to a return in con-
sumer spending to pre-pandemic levels. Home
lending originations were strong, but the bank ex-
pects this area to cool with higher interest rates.

But JPMorgan executives acknowledged ane-
mic activity in many areas of lending, attributing
the trend to a flood of government support pro-
grams that have lessened the need for households
and businesses to turn to banks. JPMorgan’s
credit card loans fell 14 percent compared to the
year-ago period and wholesale loans also
dropped. “What happened is the consumer has
so much money, they’re paying down their credit
card loan, which is good,” JPMorgan Chief Exec-

utive Jamie Dimon said on a conference call with
reporters. “That’s not the same as when the econ-
omy’s weak on the business side.”

Dimon said companies have also taken advan-

tage of loose monetary conditions to build excess
cash on their balance sheet.  “This is not bad news
about loan demand,” Dimon said. “This is actually
good news.” — AFP 

US banks ride a strengthening 
economy to blowout Q1 profits

Bank CEOs offer a heady outlook for banking sector 

Syria devalues pound
after sacking CB chief
DAMASCUS: Syria’s central bank devalued the pound yes-
terday, bringing the currency’s official exchange rate closer
to the black market rate, two days after the government
sacked its governor.

The pound was now officially valued at 2,512 to the US
dollar from around 1,250 previously, central bank data
showed. The black market rate is more than 3,000 to the
greenback. The move means the Syrian currency has officially
shed more than 98 percent of its value since the start of the
country’s civil war in 2011.

It follows the government’s decision to dismiss central bank
governor Hazem Karfoul on Tuesday after a three-year tenure
that coincided with a severe economic crisis. The pound stood
at 47 pounds to the dollar before the conflict. Syria last de-
valued the pound in June 2020, giving in to weeks of depre-
ciation on the black market as new US sanctions took effect.

The country’s war-battered economy is now reeling from
the knock-on effects of a financial crisis in neighboring
Lebanon that has stemmed the flow of dollars into govern-
ment-held areas. President Bashar Al-Assad’s government
also blames Western sanctions against Syria for the eco-
nomic crisis. The economic crunch has plunged millions into
food insecurity nationwide, as food has over the years be-
come 33 times more expensive than before the war, UN fig-
ures show. — AFP

DAMASCUS: Syria’s currency hit a record low on the black market of around 3,000 pounds to the dollar earlier this month. — AFP 
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Oil surges as US 
stocks waffle on 
valuation fears
NEW YORK: Oil prices surged Wednesday and most European
markets closed higher on increased optimism for a post-pandemic
economic rebound, though Wall Street struggled with concerns over
excessive equity valuations. And crude prices added more than four
percent, responding to news of drawdowns from US reserves and
higher demand forecasts from the International Energy Agency as
the global growth outlook brightens.

“With other risk assets also rising, there is no doubt that op-
timism over the re-opening of global economies has also helped
to fuel the rally after a lengthy consolidation in recent weeks,”
said Fawad Razaqzada of Thinkmarkets. While both the IEA and
OPEC, the oil producing countries’ club, have lifted demand ex-
pectations, the cartel and its allies plan to reverse pandemic pro-
duction cuts only slowly.

“Demand looks set to recover at a quicker pace than supply
growth. Against this backdrop, investors are happy to keep buy-
ing the dips in crude oil,” Razaqzada said. However, the mood was
less decisive on Wall Street, where only the Dow among major in-
dices eked out a gain as traders became wary that a recent string
of equity rallies may have reached its end. CFRA Research’s Sam
Stovall said in a note that strategists worry “equities are priced
to perfection” following a series of market records in anticipation
of the just-begun earnings season. On Wednesday, leading banks
reported blowout profits after they unlocked funds set aside for
bad loans. — AFP


