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KUWAIT:  As businesses worldwide hope to recov-
er from the setback of the pandemic year and oper-
ate in a robust market in 2021, Kuwait Financial
Centre “Markaz” is organizing a webinar to help
investors capitalize on new and emerging opportuni-
ties. The webinar, titled ‘Markaz House Views 2021:
Opportunities and Outlook’, will be held on 18th of
January at 6pm through Zoom, and the registration
form can be found on Markaz website. It will feature
expert sessions led by Markaz’s investment profes-
sionals sharing their views on current market condi-
tions and the prospects for 2021.

The webinar will include five different engaging
panel discussions and presentations covering
MENA equities, fixed income, MENA real estate,
international real estate and international invest-
ments. The sessions will assess the performance of
various markets following the positive news sur-

rounding coronavirus vaccines and new support
measures by governments, based on Markaz’s mar-
ket study and evaluations. Panel discussions will
explore the attractive asset classes in 2021, including
fixed income, bonds and sukuk, and take an in-depth
look at the performance of equities against the
backdrop of lower oil prices and the COVID-19
pandemic. Attendees will also gain insights on
opportunities in the regional and international real
estate markets across multi-family, office, retail, and
industrial asset classes.  

The outstanding line-up of Markaz speakers
includes Ali H Khalil, Chief Executive Officer; Bassam
N. Al-Othman, Managing Director, MENA Real
Estate; Rasha A Othman, Executive Vice President,
Fixed Income; Abdullah Al-Mailam, Senior Analyst,
International Real Estate; Fahad Al-Rushaid,
Manager, MENA Equities; and Abdulmohsen Al-

Mudhaf, Assistant Analyst, International Investments.
The sessions will be moderated by M R Raghu,
Executive Vice President, Published Research.

Commenting on the webinar, Abdullatif W Al-
Nusif, Managing Director, Wealth Management and
Business Development, said: “As a black swan event,
the Covid-19 pandemic presented profound uncer-
tainty and challenges that impacted nearly all eco-
nomic and business sectors in 2020. Driven by the
optimism around the rollout of vaccines and fresh
stimulus measures, investor sentiment has been
growing and businesses have emerged more confi-
dent about recovery in the near future.” 

He added: “At Markaz, we have been closely
watching the market trends and developments to
derive insights that would inform our investment
decisions to mitigate risks and generate solid
returns for our clients. Through our upcoming

webinar, we aim to share the valuable insights from
our experts on the prospects for the new year to
help investors make the right investment choices.” 

In line with its commitment to support the
overall development of the Kuwaiti economy,
Markaz has been continuously organizing and
participating in webinars and initiatives, as well
as undertaking various research studies. Most
recently in December, Markaz took part in the
‘Kuwait Investment Outreach’ webinar, themed
‘Invest ing in Kuwait  -  Capital iz ing on
Transformation’, as a supporting partner to
Kuwait Direct Investment Promotion Authority
(KDIPA). Markaz also published a market report
on the impact of mobility restrictions during the
COVID-19 outbreak, with recommendations for
different sectors to overcome disruptions and
ensure safe operations.

Italy to increase 
borrowing to help 
virus-hit firms
ROME: The Italian government said Friday it
would seek to borrow an extra 32 billion euros
($39 billion) to help businesses hurt by coron-
avirus restr ict ions. In a statement issued
overnight after a cabinet meeting, it said the
money would be used to offer “further help” to
businesses and citizens “worst hit by the effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic”.

Parliament would have to approve the new
request but this is seen as a formality despite the
political crisis threatening the government’s sur-
vival. Former premier Matteo Renzi, who this
week pulled out of the ruling coalition, said his
Italia Viva party would back any proposal to help
virus-hit businesses.

Italy was the first country in Europe to have
been overwhelmed by the pandemic, which has
left almost 81,000 people dead and plunged the
economy into recession.

In a quarterly bulletin on Friday, the Bank of
Italy said the economy was not expected to
return to pre-pandemic levels before 2023. After
a 9.2-per-cent drop in 2020, gross domestic
product (GDP) was projected to grow by 3.5 per
cent in 2021, 3.8 per cent in 2022, and 2.3 per
cent in 2023, the bank said.  I ta ly’s  publ ic
finances, already stretched before the pandemic,
have worsened dramatically.

Official data earlier this month showed the
public deficit in the third quarter of 2020 stood
at 9.4 per cent of GDP, compared to 2.2 per cent
in the same period of 2019. However, Italy is one
of the major beneficiaries of a huge European
Union recovery fund, expecting loans and grants
worth around 220 billion euros.

Red zone restrictions 
Meanwhile, Health Minister Roberto Speranza

announced Friday tighter regional coronavirus
rules in response to worsening virus statistics.
The northern region of Lombardy, comprising
Milan, the island of Sicily and the autonomous
province of South Tyrol will become “red zones”
with only supermarkets, pharmacies and other
stores selling basic necessities left open. 

Another nine of Italy’s 20 regions including
Lazio, which includes Rome, were due to move up
from “yellow” to “orange” zones, to make a total
of 12 in that category. In orange areas, restau-
rants and bars are closed except for take-away
and delivery, as in red zones, but shops are open.
A nighttime curfew remains in effect throughout
the country from 10:00 pm to 5:00 am and gyms,
pools and theatres remain closed. 

But museums were due to reopen, only on
weekdays, in the few lower risk “yellow” regions,
including Tuscany, Sardinia and Campania. —AFP

‘Markaz House Views’ will include expert sessions on current and future market trends
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Fitch keeps UK
outlook negative, 
debt at AA-
WASHINGTON: Fitch ratings main-
tained Britain’s AA- debt rating and
outlook at negative, but warned rising
deficits, the coronavirus surge and its
fraught trading relationship with
Europe pose risks.

The affirmed negative outlook
“reflects the impact of the coronavirus
pandemic on the UK economy and the
resulting material deterioration in the
public finances,” with the agency say-
ing in a statement the deficit widened
to 16.2 percent last year. London’s
recent trade deal with the European
Union following its departure from the
bloc “should limit disruption at bor-
ders in the short term,” Fitch said, but
warned “uncertainty remains around
how the new trade arrangement will
work in practice and how it will affect
the UK’s trade with the EU over time.”

The rollout of vaccines against
COVID-19 could spark a “sustained
recovery” beginning in the second
half of 2021, and Fitch raised the
year’s GDP growth forecast to 5.0
percent from its previous 4.1 percent,

citing the free trade agreement. But
the agency warned of a “weak” short-
term economic outlook, as Britain
grapples with surging virus cases.

Earlier this month, London
imposed a lockdown and ordered the
public to stay at home and work
remotely, if possible, and only to go
out for essential shopping, medical
reasons or to exercise.

That will cause the economy to
contract three percent in the first
quarter of this year, but Fitch said its
recovery in the second quarter could
be stronger than before thanks to the
new trade deal.

Brexit red tape
German logistics company DB

Schenker is temporarily suspending
deliveries from the European Union to
Britain because of bureaucratic hur-
dles brought on by Brexit. The trans-
port giant is experiencing “consider-
able problems” in customs formalities
in the movement of goods between
the UK and EU, it said in a statement
sent to AFP on Friday.

Only “around 10 percent” of deliv-
eries are accompanied by the com-
plete and correct paperwork, it
added. DB Schenker, owned by
Germany’s state-owned rail giant
Deutsche Bahn, said it has staff spe-
cially trained to deal with Brexit

issues but “every shipment that is not
properly documented delays the
delivery of entire loads”. Shipments
that are not fully declared cannot be
delivered, it said.

The company expects a further
increase in the volume of shipments in
January, but said it “will only be able
to process these quickly if the pro-
portion of deliveries with complete
paperwork increases significantly.”
“Both the sender and the recipient
have a duty to provide compliant
documents for this purpose.”

It said deliveries already posted
will continue to be transported as

quickly as possible.
The post-Brexit trade agreement

concluded on Christmas Eve ended
the free movement of goods between
the EU and Britain.  The French parcel
delivery service DPD said earlier in
January that it was suspending deliv-
eries from Britain to EU countries for
a few days.

It said it needed time to adjust to
the “new, more complex procedures”
for passing through customs because
of Brexit. DB Schenker handles
around half a million shipments from
continental Europe to the UK every
year. —AFP

Restaurants suffer 
as virus hits 2020 
US retail sales
WASHINGTON:  The coronavirus
pandemic upended shopping habits
in the United States in 2020, gov-
ernment data showed Friday, push-
ing customers towards online outlets
but keeping them away from restau-
rants and electronics stores.

The Commerce Department said
US retail sales in the final month of
2020 were up only 2.9 percent from
last year, weaker than the 5.8 per-
cent growth seen from December
2018 as stores across the world’s
largest economy struggled with its
massive COVID-19 outbreak.

Month-on-month sales also fell
by a worse-than-expected 0.7 per-
cent in December and November’s
data was revised downwards as
states again tightened restrictions
on businesses as infections surged.

“Sales were much weaker than
expected in December and declined

for a third straight month. Overall,
spending is coming under pressure
from restrictions that are resulting in
job and income loss,”  Rubeela
Farooqi of  High Frequency
Economics said in an analysis .
Excluding the volatile auto sector,
retail sales declined 1.4 percent from
November, and even for non-store
retai lers l ike e-commerce sites,
which saw huge growth in 2020,
sales dipped 5.8 percent.

The report caps a year that saw
massive upheavals for businesses,
with some prospering but others
slumping under the weight of the
coronavirus.  Non-store retailers
saw sales r ise 19.2 percent in
December from the end of 2019 and
building materials and gardening
equipment were up 17.0 percent.

Grocery stores gained 8.9 per-
cent last year as more people
cooked at home and occasionally
stockpiled, while sporting goods,
hobby, book and musical instrument
stores saw sales jump 15.2 percent.
Many other types of retailer suffered
as the arrival of COVID-19 made
shopping trips potentially perilous.

Clothing and accessories stores
were down 16 percent from
December 2019, electronics stores
lost 16.6 percent and food and drink
outlets, like the eateries which were
among the first businesses shuttered
when the virus arrived, plunged 21.2
percent. 

The virus also sunk oil prices,
pushing gasoline station sales down
12.2 percent in 2020. Even with vac-

cines being rol led out and con-
sumers receiving another round of
stimulus checks from the govern-
ment, Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon
Macroeconomics predicted retail
sales weren’t set for a rebound until
the virus is controlled.

“We expect consumers’ spend-
ing to struggle until falling COVID
cases  a l low restr ict ions  to  be
eased,” he said. —AFP

Global stocks 
rise with Biden 
stimulus in focus
NEW YORK: Global equity markets
mostly advanced as anticipation for
Joe Biden’s plan for substantial new
stimulus offset worries about tight-
ening coronavirus restrictions in
some markets.

Shortly after US markets closed,
details became known of the Biden
plan, which proposes $1.9 trillion to
revital ize the US economy as i t
faces an onslaught of coronavirus
cases. 

The plan comes as government
data showed that new applications
for unemployment benefits rose
sharply in the first week of 2021,
surging by 181,000 in the biggest
increase since the coronavirus pan-
demic began in March and a clear
demonstration that the economy is
faltering.

“The key takeaway from the
report for the market is that it sim-
ply paints the need for additional
stimulus; hence, this bad news gets

interpreted as good news,” said
market analyst Patrick J. O’Hare at
Briefing.com. US indices finished
lower following a choppy session.
Still, equity markets remain near all-
time highs as investors look ahead
to a better 2021 economy thanks to
coronavirus vaccines.

Federal Reserve Chair Jerome
Powell predicted the United States
could see a boost of “exuberant
spending” after the pandemic, with-
out predicting a spike in inflation.

In Europe, the London stock
market closed with a gain of 0.8
percent while Frankfurt rose by 0.4
percent and Paris added 0.3 per-
cent. “A more positive tone in mar-
kets has developed ahead of the
expected stimulus announcement
from Joe Biden,”  noted Chris
Beauchamp, chief market analyst at
trading firm IG. “Investors (are)
hoping that the president-elect will
move quickly and in substantial
form to secure a new package that
will bolster the US economy as the
vaccine program moves into a high-
er gear,” he added.

News that outgoing US president
Donald Trump had been impeached
for a historic second time appeared

to have little immediate impact on
sentiment, despite worries about
more unrest ahead of Biden’s inau-
guration on January 20.

Mounting COVID-19 cases how-
ever remained a worry, with German
Chancellor Angela Merkel calling
for tougher restrictions to contain
the country’s worsening outbreak

and pushing for crisis talks with
regional leaders, party sources said.
Analysts said a vaccine being devel-
oped by pharma giant Johnson &
Johnson could make a huge differ-
ence as it would only need one jab
and can be transported more easily.
Shares of the pharma giant jumped
1.8 percent. —AFP

TOKYO: A pedestrian looks at an electronic quotation board displaying
companies’ stock prices on the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Tokyo. —AFP

Tunisia set to lose 
stolen millions 
in Swiss banks
TUNIS:  Tunisia could lose millions of dollars
stashed in Switzerland by the family of ousted dic-
tator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, a senior official said
Saturday. The funds are currently frozen by Swiss
authorities but a deadline to claw back funds ends
midnight on Tuesday and restrictions then cease, a
presidential official told AFP on condition of
anonymity.

Swiss authorities imposed a 10-year freeze on
assets of Ben Ali and his clan amid a corruption
probe on January 19, 2011, five days after the top-
pled leader fled to Saudi Arabia, where he later
died. Swiss-based campaign group Public Eye,
which investigates human rights violations by Swiss
companies, estimates Ben Ali’s family and allies
shifted some $320 million into Swiss banks in the
years before his ouster. Leila Trabelsi, Ben Ali’s
widow, and her wealthy businessman brother
Belhassen Trabelsi, are among 30 to 50 of his rela-
tives and associates who “could get hold of the
money”, the source said. 

“We are in touch daily with the Swiss authori-
ties, but despite their understanding, it will be dif-
ficult to achieve anything” by the deadline, the
source added. —AFP


