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Eurozone consumer prices stable 
in Feb as energy prices recover

German unemployment remains steady
BRUSSELS: The rise in eurozone consumer prices
steadied in February, official data showed yesterday, as
the slump in energy prices sharply slowed despite the
enduring pandemic. The Eurostat agency said inflation
in the 19 countries that use the euro ran at 0.9 percent
last month, the same as in January. January’s rate
marked a big leap after several months of negative
inflation due to the slumping consumer demand caused
by the coronavirus and restrictions to the economy
across Europe. The rise in prices in 2021 has stoked
talk that the European Central Bank should consider
reining in its massive stimulus program, even if inflation
remains below the ECB’s near two percent target. A
global debate over the resurgence of inflation has
heated up as the US sets out to rollout a $1.9 trillion
stimulus plan to reboot the economy.

Europe’s spending stimulus has been less ambitious,
but markets have signalled expectations that inflation
will rise in the coming months, with borrowing prices
for EU governments increasing. Eurostat said that
energy prices fell by 1.7 percent in February compared
to a year ago, instead of the negative 4.2 percent seen
in January and the even deeper drops seen last year.
Those arguing for the ECB to keep helping the econo-
my will point to core inflation, which strips out volatile
components like energy and food. Eurostat said core
inflation fell in February to 1.1 percent, from 1.4 percent

in January, indicating that the European economy has
yet to enter a high gear.  Meanwhile, German unem-
ployment was stable in February, official data showed
yesterday, despite the pain of prolonged shutdowns to
slow the spread of COVID-19. The seasonally adjusted
jobless rate in Europe’s top economy stood at 6.0 per-
cent, the same level as in January, according to the BA
federal labor agency. However, the number of unem-
ployed people rose slightly for the first time since June,
with an extra 9,000 people out of work.

In total, there were 509,000 more people unem-
ployed than in February 2019. Germany closed restau-
rants, bars, gyms and cultural centers in November
before adding schools and non-essential shops in
December as it was hit by a second coronavirus wave.
The measures have since been extended until March 7,
though some schools, hairdressers, attractions and
shops have been allowed to reopen in parts of the
country.  The shutdowns have prompted employers to
rely more heavily on a government-subsidized scheme
that allows them to reduce workers’ hours so as to
avoid outright layoffs.  Another 500,000 employees
were placed on the short-time working scheme in
February, compared with 745,000 in January.

A total of almost 2.4 million workers were on short-
time working arrangements in December. “Short-time
work continues to secure employment on a large scale

and prevents unemployment,” BA chairman Detlef
Scheele said.  The average German worker saw a drop
in real wages in 2020 for the first time since 2007,
according to federal statistics agency Destatis.

Germany recorded 3,943 new COVID-19 cases in
the past 24 hours yesterday and 358 deaths, according
to the Robert Koch Institute health agency. Chancellor
Angela Merkel and German regional leaders are due to
meet again today to discuss possible further relax-

ations of the shutdown measures.  Germany exported
30 percent less goods to Britain in January compared
to a year ago, official estimates showed yesterday, with
demand hurt both by Brexit and the coronavirus pan-
demic. Federal statistics agency Destatis said German
exports to Britain have been declining since 2016, the
year when the UK voted in a referendum to leave the
European Union. But the drop in demand has sharply
accelerated over the last year.

For 2020, German exports to Britain declined
15.5 percent compared to 2019, marking the biggest
drop on an annual basis since the financial and eco-
nomic crisis of 2009.  German exports to Britain
were worth  66.9 billion euros, compared with 89
bi l l ion euros in 2015 before the Brexit  vote.
Likewise, Germany imported less from Britain over
the last year, at 34.7 billion euros marking a drop of
9.6 percent from 2019.

The decline was most dramatic in the second half of
the year when shipments plunged 16.2 percent com-
pared with a fall of 2.5 percent in the first six months
of 2019. British exporters and cross-Channel freight
hauliers have encountered severe delays and disrup-
tion since Britain departed the EU market. But
European leaders see this as the inevitable conse-
quence of the UK government’s decision to pursue a
complete break from the EU. — AFP 

Energy prices fell in the Eurozone by 1.7% in February
compared to a year ago. — AFP

UK to extend virus 
support, may 
raise tax in budget
LONDON: Britain is expected to keep vast emer-
gency financial support propping up the UK’s virus-
battered economy when unveiling its annual budget
today, but could also raise tax to fight surging debt.
“The key thing is right now to keep supporting the
economy... but also level with people,” finance minister
Rishi Sunak said Sunday, as Britain from next week
begins to exit its third COVID lockdown.

Britain is the worst-hit country in Europe with more
than 120,000 Covid deaths and four million cases but
its economic recovery hopes have been boosted by its
vaccination of millions of adults.

Reports suggest that Chancellor of the Exchequer
Sunak will pump out extra billions of pounds to help
save jobs and businesses. But he is expected also to
increase corporation tax, or a levy on company profits,
from a UK record-low 19 percent while sticking to the
Conservative government’s pre-pandemic pledge not
to increase income tax or value added tax (VAT).

“An increase in corporation tax is likely to be,
intentionally or not, the flagship measure,” Barclays
said in a client note. “Put in perspective, corporation
tax is not a main lever in terms of revenues-around 10
percent of tax receipts-but probably the path of least
resistance as the government explores ways to fix its
revenue shortfall.” Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s gov-
ernment has in fact cut VAT on food, accommodation
and attractions during the coronavirus outbreak.

It has also lifted the threshold at which stamp duty
is due on home purchases, helping property buyers
and the construction sector. Both these temporary
measures could be extended in the budget, according
to economists. A cross-panel of MPs, in a report
Monday, said it was too soon to raise taxes and that
corporation tax should eventually be raised only mod-
erately, while being combined with continued support
measures for businesses.  “It is clear that a very signifi-
cant increase in the corporation tax rate would be
counterproductive,” the Treasury Committee said.

Committee chair and Tory MP Mel Stride noted
that with Britain’s “public finances on an unsustainable
long-term trajectory, our clear message is that Budget
2021 is not the time for tax rises or fiscal consolidation,
which could undermine the economic recovery. “But
we will probably need to see significant fiscal meas-
ures, including revenue raising, in the future,” he
added.

Soaring debt 
Since April 2020, or soon after the UK’s first virus

lockdown, the government’s net borrowing has bal-
looned by £271 billion ($378 billion, 314 billion euros),
according to recent data. A big chunk of the outlay has
been to keep millions of private-sector workers in jobs
via the government’s furlough scheme, with the bulk of
wages to be paid until the end of April. Again this
could be extended.

Analysts argue that Britain must use the budget to
both extend coronavirus financial support measures

and tackle inequalities exacerbated by COVID. In a
joint report, the Institute for Fiscal Studies and Citi
bank noted that lower-income households had not
been able to save as much cash as richer counterparts,
sparking greater inequality in society during the crisis.

They added that Sunak must also help the econo-
my-which has shrunk by around 10 percent owing to
the pandemic-adjust to the “triple challenge” of Brexit,
Covid and the green energy transition.

The budget is expected to confirm the launch of an
Infrastructure Bank with £12 billion in capital and £10
billion in government guarantees. The bank is set to
finance private sector projects in the green economy,
focusing on areas such as carbon capture and renew-
able energy. — AFP

Texas utility files 
for bankruptcy after 
$2.1bn power bill
HOUSTON: The largest electricity co-operative
in Texas has filed for bankruptcy protection after
it received a $2.1 billion bill from the state’s grid
operator following last month’s winter storm that
left millions without power. Bitterly cold weather
in mid-February left millions without electricity
across Texas as the Arctic conditions over-
whelmed local utility companies ill-prepared for
such weather.

Brazos Electric Power Cooperative, which sup-
plies 16 co-op members serving more than 1.5
million Texans, said it filed for Chapter 11 bank-
ruptcy on Monday after receiving “excessively
high invoices” from the state grid operator
Electric Reliability Council of Texas (ERCOT).

According to court filings, Brazos said it was
hit with invoices from ERCOT totaling more than
$2.1 billion, with payment required within days.
Brazos said the bill for the seven-day “black
swan” winter event was nearly three times its total
power cost of $774 million for the whole of 2020.

“As the month of February 2021 began, the
notion that a financially stable cooperative such as
Brazos Electric would end the month preparing
for bankruptcy was unfathomable,” executive vice
president and general manager Clifton Karnei
said in a court filing. He said during the storm the
price for wholesale electricity was set at the max-
imum price of $9,000 per megawatt hour for
more than four straight days and ERCOT imposed
other ancillary fees totaling more than $25,000
per MWh. “The consequences of these prices
were devastating.” ERCOT has come under fire
from customers and politicians over its apparent
failure to prepare for the cold weather and soar-
ing bills due to the temporary massive spike in the
energy market. Residential customers who signed
for variable-rate plans have reported receiving
electric bills as high as $16,000.—AFP

Volvo goes all-in 
on electric cars, 
online sales
PARIS: Chinese-owned Swedish automaker Volvo
said yesterday it will produce only electric vehicles by
2030 and sell them all exclusively online. Volvo is
among a growing crop of companies planning to ditch
fossil fuel vehicles in the next few years, as demand for
zero-emission cars rises and governments put pres-
sure on firms to cut pollution.

Indian-owned Jaguar said last month it would pro-
duce only electric vehicles from 2025, while US auto
giant Ford said it would aim to have an all-electric fleet
in Europe by 2030. “The company intends to only sell
fully electric cars and phase out any car in its global
portfolio with an internal combustion engine, including
hybrids,” Volvo said in a statement.

The company said half of its cars should be electric
in 2025, with online sales accounting for half of its vol-
ume.  China’s Geely Holding bought a struggling Volvo
Cars in 2010 from Ford and has since helped it enjoy a
renaissance as a maker of high quality vehicles.

However, last month Geely Auto said it would not
go ahead with a planned merger with Volvo but the
two companies would instead reinforce their collabo-
ration on electric vehicles. Volvo was due later to
unveil its second all electric vehicle, a C40 SUV, and is
readying a smaller model especially suited for
European road conditions. The company says its move
to online sales will provide more transparency on pric-
ing and options for its customers. 

“If you ask people it is quite a big irritation that you
don’t have a clear picture of the price,” company boss
Hakan Samuelsson told AFP. “The buying process
seems quite complicated today, it should be easier and
more transparent,” he said.

“We are also simplifying the menu. You have a lot
of options. We will introduce a sort of a ‘dish of the
day’ but we will also introduce good combinations and
people can choose between those.”

Volvo proved resilient through the coronavirus cri-
sis last year, limiting the downturn in sales to just six
percent globally, helped by strong markets in China
and North America which offset a sharp slowdown in
Europe. Sales of hybrid cars did particularly well on
the back of government support for more environmen-
tally friendly vehicles. — AFP

Saudi outperforms 
most markets on oil 
and banking gains
KUWAIT: The performance of GCC equity markets
remained mixed during February-2021 with most mar-
kets showing marginal declines during the month.
Saudi was the only noticeable  positive performer dur-
ing the month with a gain of 5.1 percent that buoyed
the broader GCC index in the positive zone with a
monthly return of 3.5 percent. Better-than-expected
results by banks in the Kingdom resulted in double-
digit monthly gains for the index while most of other
sectoral benchmarks also showed positive returns. 

On the other hand, Dubai, which recorded positive
performance during the previous three consecutive
months, recorded the biggest decline during February-
2021. Kuwaiti and Qatari benchmarks also reported
mid to low-single-digit declines during the month. 

Sector performance chart for the month also
showed buying in banks in the region as well as stocks
that witnessed resilience during the covid-19 lock-
downs including Pharma, Telecom, Retailing and F&B.
On the other hand, sectors that were most affected
showed a monthly decline that included
Transportation, Utilities and Real Estate. The resur-
gence in COVID-19 cases in the region has forced
investors to take shelter in stocks that proved safe
during the pandemic last year. 

The region also witnessed new restrictions, espe-
cially in Kuwait and Oman, as case count increased,
although the rate of vaccination has also picked up
recently.  The performance of global equity markets
reversed to show a gain of 2.5 percent during
February-2021. The 6.1 percent return for India’s
Sensex was the highlight in the emerging markets
space while most other markets globally also showed
positive performance reaching new record highs. The
commodities market also rallied during the month with
copper reaching a 13-year high and oil hovered
around 66/b backed by prospects of faster economic
growth in the near-term. 

Kuwait
Kuwaiti benchmarks receded during February-2021

following a broad-based decline that affected most
sectors on the exchange. The Premier Market index
witnessed the biggest monthly decline of 2.4 percent

as constituent stocks in the index witnessed mixed
returns during the month. The month also saw five new
stocks added to the Premier Market index after Boursa
Kuwait eased the inclusion requirements for the index
last year. The Main 50 Index once again outperformed
with the smallest monthly decline of 1.2 percent fol-
lowed by the Main Market index that receded 1.9 per-
cent. The net impact on the All Share Index was a
decline of 2.3 percent during February-2021. The
declines affected YTD-21 performance for the market
with the All Share Index showing a smaller gain of 1.9
percent. The Premier Market index gains were at 1.8
percent whereas the Main 50 Index outperformed
with a gain of 4.0 percent. The sector performance
chart for the month showed declines for the bulk of the
sectoral indices. The Insurance index reported the
biggest decline of 14.5 percent led mainly by double
digit decline in shares of Gulf Insurance Group and
Kuwait Reinsurance that was partially offset by 20
percent gain in shares of Warba Insurance. The three
stocks reported higher profits for Q4-2020 and for
FY-2020. Industrial and Utilities indices were also
amongst the top decliners with declines of 5.0 percent
and 5.5 percent, respectively. In the Industrials index,
shares of Agility declined by 12.4 percent following an
adverse ruling by an international court related to the
company’s Iraqi telecom unit. The banking index also
declined by 2.4 percent with shares of only Burgan
Bank showing marginal gains during the month.
Kuwaiti banks reported a 53.4 percent decline in net
profits during FY-2020 and a 61.1 percent y-o-y
decline in profits during Q4-2020 after banks booked
higher provisions during the last quarter of the year.
Trading activity remained almost flat during the month
with volumes traded at 6.0 billion whereas value trad-
ed stood at KD 835 million.

First Investment Co topped the monthly volume
traded chart with 709.8 million shares traded during
the month followed by Arzan Financial Group and
International Financial Advisors at 469.6 million and
328.1 million shares traded, respectively. On the
monthly value traded chart, NBK topped with KD 88.4
million worth of shares changing hands during the
month followed by KFH and AUB Bahrain at KD 86.7
million and KD 52.8 million, respectively. 

The monthly stock performance chart was topped
by KBT with a gain of 37.7 percent followed by Arzan
Financial Group and Credit Rating & Collection with
gains of 30.3 percent and 30.2 percent, respectively.
On the decliners chart, Kuwait Reinsurance reported
the biggest decline of 29.9 percent followed by Gulf
Insurance Group and Tamdeen Investment with
declines of 24.5 percent and 23.2 percent, respectively. 

LONDON: In this file photograph, a charging cable
hangs plugged into a Volvo electric vehicle (EV),
parked in a parking bay reserved for electric vehicles
in London. — AFP

LONDON: A mudlarker looks at the skyline of the City of London across the River Thames in south London
yesterday.—AFP


