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HONG KONG: The pound extended gains
against the dollar yesterday as traders cheered
the authorization of another vaccine and final rat-
ification of the Brexit trade deal, while Asian mar-
kets were mixed as a painful year drew to a close.

While the world economy has been devas-
tated by the coronavirus and lockdowns it has
caused, markets have enjoyed a broadly healthy
year thanks to governments and central banks
stumping up mind-boggling amounts of money
to prevent a depression. After falling off a cliff in
the first quarter, equities have seen incredible
gains from their March troughs-some to record
highs-as the promise of ultra-low interest rates,
financial backstops and cash injections to people
and businesses reassured investors.

The election of Joe Biden as US president in
November-lifting hopes for a more calm leader-
ship-and the approval of vaccines spurred an-
other strong rally last month. And this week saw
more good news with the passage of a new, $900
billion US stimulus and an agreement on a post-
Brexit trade deal.

While a surge in infections and reimposition
of lockdowns in recent weeks has given traders
a jolt, expectations that 2021 will see a return to
some form of normality has provided much-
needed reassurance and support. “Miraculously,
we have just about made it over the year-end fin-
ishing line in one piece. Even though US stocks
are notching year-end record highs, I suspect
everyone is more than happy to slam the door

shut on a devastating 2020 and hide it in our
deepest memory recesses,” said Axi strategist
Stephen Innes. Still, Thursday marked one year
since the World Health Organization first men-
tioned a mysterious pneumonia in China later
identified as COVID-19. The coronavirus that
causes it has infected more than 82 million people
and killed more than 1.79 million.

New weapon against virus 
The Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine became the

latest to be approved by authorities on Wednes-
day, providing a crucial weapon in the battle
against the virus as it can be stored, transported
and handled at normal refrigerated conditions. It
is cheaper and easier to administer than the rival
Pfizer-BioNTech and Moderna jabs, which re-
quire freezing storage.

“The AstraZeneca vaccine is a potential
game-changing accelerator in the Covid-19 bat-
tle, being producible rapidly in massive amounts,
and storable at room temperatures, instead of en-
vironments that mimic the South Pole in the mid-
dle of winter,” said OANDA’s Jeffrey Halley. 

There was more good news for Britain on
Wednesday when parliament gave the nod to
Boris Johnson’s trade deal with the European
Union after years of tortuous negotiations.

The prime minister called the deal “the begin-
ning of what will be a wonderful relationship be-
tween the UK and our friends and partners in the
EU”. Britain will leave the European single market

and customs union at 11:00 pm (2300 GMT) yes-
terday. The last-ditch deal averted the prospect
of a cliff-edge separation that many feared would
have inflicted terrible damage on the British and
EU economies. Sterling, in response to the up-
beat news, rallied Wednesday and built on the
gains in Asian trade, sitting at levels not seen
since May 2018. Asian equities were mixed fol-

lowing another positive lead from Wall Street,
where the Dow eked out a fresh record. Shanghai
rallied 1.7 percent after data showed factory ac-
tivity stabilized in December, indicating that re-
covery in the world’s number two economy
remains on track. Hong Kong and Taipei were
also up, though Mumbai, Singapore, Sydney and
Wellington all fell. —AFP

Sterling extends gains, markets 
mixed as traders see out 2020

Traders cheer vaccine authorization, Brexit trade deal

TOKYO: A person riding a bicycle crosses past an electronic quotation board displaying the closing numbers of shares
on the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Tokyo. —AFP

US bans palm oil 
imports from second 
Malaysian firm
KUALA LUMPUR: The United States has banned imports
from a Malaysian palm oil giant whose products are found in
numerous household goods over concerns that its workers face
a litany of abuse. 

The move against Sime Darby Plantation, one of the world’s
biggest producers, marks the second time the US has blocked
shipments from a palm oil company in the Southeast Asian na-
tion in just months.

Palm oil is a common ingredient in items ranging from
processed foods to cosmetics, with Malaysia and neighboring In-
donesia producing 85 percent of the world’s supply. But activists
have long claimed that low-paid workers on plantations face
abuse, and also blame the industry for driving destruction of rain-
forests to make way for the vast agricultural estates.

Announcing the ban late Wednesday, US Customs and Border
Protection (CBP) said there was evidence Sime Darby workers
face abuses including sexual and physical violence, withholding
of wages and restrictions on movement.  The ban “demonstrates
how essential it is for Americans to research the origins of the
everyday products that they purchase,” said CBP acting commis-
sioner Mark A. Morgan.

The decision means that all Sime Darby palm oil and palm oil
products from Malaysia are barred from entering US ports. It

came after anti-trafficking group Liberty Shared petitioned the
CBP to block Sime Darby imports over concerns about labor
abuse.  In a statement, the producer insisted it was “committed
to combatting forced labor and has implemented robust policies
to protect workers’ rights”, and pledged to work with US officials
to address their concerns. 

Shares in Sime Darby Plantation, whose annual exports to the
US are worth about $5 million, fell 3.5 percent in Kuala Lumpur fol-
lowing news of the ban. The company, which supplies major firms
such as Nestle and Unilever, employs migrant workers from coun-
tries including Indonesia and Bangladesh on its network of sprawl-
ing plantations. In October, the US banned imports from another
Malaysian palm oil producer, FGV Holdings, following a lengthy
probe that found evidence its workers were mistreated. — AFP

Indonesia in $9.8bn
EV battery deal 
with Korea’s LG
JAKARTA: Indonesia said Wednesday it had signed a
$9.8 billion electric vehicle battery deal with South Korea’s
LG as it moves to become a global production hub for the
green technology.

The agreement was signed in mid-December, with in-
vestments planned in production and supply chains for
lithium batteries, which rely on nickel. Mineral-rich In-
donesia is a major producer of the metal. Initial develop-
ment will kick off in February, including plans for a mine
and smelter in the remote Maluku islands, said Indonesia’s
Investment Coordinating Board head, Bahlil Lahadalia.

“(LG) have the market and technology. But Indonesia
has extraordinary reserves of raw materials,” he said. “If
we combine the two, I believe this investment will (make
us) one of the important players in the world”.

Some other foreign firms are investing in nickel-battery
processing plants in Indonesia, including China’s Tsingshan
Holding Group. US-based electric vehicle maker Tesla has
reportedly expressed interest in potential EV battery in-
vestments in Indonesia. — AFP


