
Vaccines, US stimulus 
boost global GDP 
forecast: OECD
PARIS: The OECD sharply raised its 2021 global
growth forecast on Tuesday as the deployment of vac-
cines and a huge US stimulus program have greatly
improved economic prospects. The Paris-based
Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development says it now expects the global economy
to grow by 5.6 percent, an increase of 1.4 percentage
points from its December forecast. “Global economic
prospects have improved markedly in recent months,
helped by the gradual deployment of effective vaccines,
announcements of additional fiscal support in some
countries, and signs that economies are coping better
with measures to suppress the virus,” it said in a report.

The world recovery will be largely carried by the
United States, thanks to President Joe Biden’s $1.9 tril-
lion stimulus program, Laurence Boone, chief economist
of the OECD, told AFP. The OECD now sees the US
economy climbing by 6.5 percent this year, an increase
of 3.3 percentage points from its previous forecast.
Boone said the US recovery accounts for one percent-
age point of the global growth revision.

The OECD said global output could rise above the
pre-pandemic level in mid-2021. It noted, however,
increasing signs of divergence between countries as
some nations are faster to roll out vaccines while others
employ containment measures. “Despite the improved
global outlook, output and incomes in many countries
will remain below the level expected prior to the pan-
demic at the end of 2022,” said the organization which

advises advanced economies. For the moment, only
China, India and Turkey have surpassed pre-pandemic
levels of economic output. The OECD said the “top pol-
icy priority” is to deploy vaccines as quickly as possible
throughout the world, to save lives as well as to speed
economic recovery.

“There are huge and significant risks to our econom-
ic projections, most notably the pace of vaccination,”
Boone said. “What we know if the faster countries vac-
cinate, the quicker they can reopen their economy,” she
said, adding that Europe should speed up its vaccina-
tion efforts. Britain, which also has rolled out vaccines
quickly, got a 0.9 percentage point increase to 5.1 per-
cent-higher than the UK’s own forecast, which was low-
ered last week. The eurozone, where vaccination cam-
paigns have been slower, received only a 0.3 percent-
age point bump to 3.9 percent, as the recoveries in both
Italy and France were revised lower.—AFP

Thursday, March 11, 2021

9
B u s i n e s s

Established 1961 

Reclusive Chinese water tycoon 
is now Asia’s richest person

Zhong’s net worth surges to $85 billion after stock listings of his firms 
BEIJING: Until recently, few people had even heard
of the Chinese billionaire with a gruff reputation who
built a fortune on China’s seemingly unquenchable
demand for his ubiquitous red-capped bottled water.
But reclusive Zhong Shanshan has become Asia’s rich-
est man following the stock listings last year of his
Nongfu Spring mineral water and separate pharma
company Wantai Biological Pharmacy Enterprise,
which has tapped into massive demand for COVID-19
test kits. Zhong’s net worth has surged to $85 billion
and made him the seventh-richest person on the plan-
et, Hurun Report, a China-based compiler of “rich
lists”, said last week.

Called a “lone wolf” by Chinese media for his rare
public appearances and aversion to interviews, Zhong
has achieved one of the fastest accumulations of
wealth in history, according to Bloomberg.

He became the first Chinese entrepreneur to enter
Hurun’s top-ten global rich list this year, leaping out of
nowhere to put him hot on the heels of Facebook’s
Mark Zuckerberg and American investor Warren
Buffett. Not bad for someone who dropped out of
school at the age of 12 during the political upheaval of
China’s 1966-76 Cultural Revolution, and whose later
jobs included bricklayer, carpenter and news reporter,

according to Chinese media. Zhong founded Nongfu
Spring in 1996 and still owns an 84 percent stake in
the company which, according to market research firm
Mintel, holds more than a quarter of the bottled water
market in China, where many people avoid tap water
over health concerns.

In contrast to charismatic Alibaba founder Jack
Ma-who Zhong dethroned as China’s richest man-little

is known about Nongfu’s billionaire boss aside from
his gruff image. “I don’t have the habit of flattery in my
personality,” he once told Chinese media in a rare
interview. “I don’t like to deal with people and have to
drink,” he added, referring to a Chinese business cul-
ture that encourages excessive wining and dining to
cement deals. His fortunes have risen just as those of
Chinese tech companies have slid.

Political scrutiny 
Ma is now worth a comparatively paltry $55 billion,

according to Hurun, after government regulators
launched an anti-monopoly investigation into his tech
empire, which has pummeled Alibaba’s share price and
left a massive IPO by financial arm Ant Group in limbo.
Although Alibaba and Nongfu are headquartered in
the humming eastern tech hub of Hangzhou, Zhong is
not a regular attendee at the city’s business events,
one local entrepreneur told China Economic Weekly.

A former business partner told state media he once
attended an industry conference with Zhong, who
“went to the stage to give a speech, and offended
everyone as soon as he opened his mouth”, without
providing details of the offending words. Alongside
Nongfu, which listed last year in Hong Kong, Zhong is

also the biggest shareholder in Wantai, which went
public in Shanghai. The group’s rapid COVID-19 test
gives results in 75 minutes and, according to its web-
site, has shipped more than 10 million kits. Wantai is
also developing a Covid-19 vaccine nasal spray in con-
junction with a prominent university.

Wantai is the biopharma arm of Yangshengtang
Group, a medical company Zhong founded three years
before Nongfu, which specialises in infectious diseases
and says it is the largest production base in Asia for
HIV diagnostic reagent. Hurun says the share listings
make Zhong one of only a handful of entrepreneurs in
the world today to have founded more than one $10
billion business. Zhong has a stake, investment or
board role in more than 100 companies, according to
Chinese business data. But like other high-profile
Chinese industrialists, he has to tread a line between
commercial success and official scrutiny. “The Chinese
Communist Party wants Chinese businesses to become
big and become international, but it also wants to
retain some degree of control over them,” said Yun
Jiang, director of China Policy Centre in Canberra.
She says no high-profile business people can entirely
hope to “escape political scrutiny”-particularly once
they appear on rich list rankings. — AFP

Zhong Shanshan has a stake, investment or board role in
more than 100 companies.

MOSCOW: Russia’s X5 group, the country’s leading
food retailer, announced yesterday the launch of a
facial recognition payment system, the latest expan-
sion of a technology that has sparked privacy and
security concerns.  To launch its facial recognition
payment system the X5 group, which owns the
Pyaterochka convenience stores and the Perekrestok
supermarket chain, has joined forces with the Visa
payment system and Russia’s state giant Sberbank that
is striving to become an IT company. 

The service has rolled out in 52 Perekrestok super-
markets and will expand to a total of 150 by the end of
the month, X5 innovation director Ivan Melnik told
AFP, adding that the system will also be available in 30
Pyaterochka stores by the end of April.  He said some
3,000 stores across Russia will feature facial recogni-
tion payment systems by the end of the year.

At a Moscow supermarket on Tuesday, the service
appeared to be winning the support of younger cus-
tomers.  “It’s great because the 21st century is the era
of technology,” said 28-year-old banker Andrei
Epifanov. But he added that he thinks older people
may not trust the new technology.

The service will only be available at self-service

checkouts for Sberbank customers after the bank
recently allowed its users to set up facial recognition
to pay from their accounts. 

To complete the transaction in the pandemic era,
customers will need to remove their facemasks “for a
second and look into the camera”, the companies
behind the payment system said in a statement.

“This is convenient for customers since they don’t
have to carry a wallet or take their phone out of their
pocket,” Melnik said. “They can just use a button and
pay with their face.”

He said the system also ensures that facial recogni-
tion transactions are “encrypted and protected” and
identity theft attempts are prevented by a 3D camera
that measures the depth of a user’s face. 

Facial recognition is rapidly developing in Russia,
raising the concerns of activists over state surveillance.
At the start of the pandemic Moscow used its tens of
thousands of surveillance cameras to monitor compli-
ance with lockdown measures.

The Roskomsvoboda digital rights NGO launched a
campaign last year against the mass use of facial
recognition by the authorities, highlighting abuses of
the system, data leaks and lack of consent. — AFP

Russian retailer launches facial 
recognition payment system

MOSCOW: An X5 group representative demonstrates a facial recognition payment system at a self-checkout
machine in a Perekrestok supermarket in Moscow on Tuesday. — AFP

LinkedIn China 
suspends new 
member sign-ups 
BEIJING: Microsoft-owned social network
LinkedIn has halted new member sign-ups for its
service in China while it reviews its compliance with
local laws, the company said in a statement.

The careers-focused site has had a Chinese-lan-
guage presence since 2014, when it decided to
expand by agreeing to stick to strict censorship
laws, and now has over 50 million users in the coun-
try. It is one of few international tech platforms to
enjoy access to China, where all subjects considered
politically sensitive are censored in the name of sta-
bility and internet giants are urged to block unwant-
ed content online. “We’re a global platform with an
obligation to respect the laws that apply to us,
including adhering to Chinese government regula-
tions for our localized version of LinkedIn in China,”
the firm said in a notice dated Tuesday, without pro-
viding further details. Tech giants who refuse to
comply with the smothering censorship laws, such
as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube, have
long been blocked behind the country’s “Great
Firewall”. Microsoft, however, operates LinkedIn by
complying with the rules through a local joint ven-
ture. LinkedIn has been criticized in China for
pulling the professional accounts of dissidents-
which it later said was in error-and scratching politi-
cally sensitive content from its pages. —AFP

WASHINGTON: The world recovery will be largely carried
by the United States, thanks to President Joe Biden’s $1.9
trillion stimulus program, Laurence Boone, chief econo-
mist of the OECD, said.

Gulf Bank supports 
Diraya campaign 
KUWAIT: As part of its commitment to educating
customers about their banking rights and raising
awareness about cybersecurity, Gulf Bank is partici-
pating in the Diraya campaign, an awareness cam-
paign initiated by the Central Bank of Kuwait and the
Kuwait Banking Association. The latest campaign
aims to provide awareness to customers about their
rights and to educate the general public about all
matters that are related to banking and finance.

The Diraya campaign spans several  topics,
including the borrowing process, bank cards, cyber-
security, security tips, and services for customers
with special needs. The campaign also aims to clari-
fy the mechanisms for raising official complaints in
an effort to protect customers’ rights, and also aims
to highlight the banking sector’s tasks and roles in
stimulating and developing the economy.

Customer Awareness Crucial Aspect 
of Digital Transformation Strategy

Commenting on the Diraya campaign, Gulf Bank’s
CEO, Tony Daher, remarked:  “With the latest
advancements and progress witnessed by the finan-
cial and banking industry, the need for greater
financial awareness is ever more apparent, in the
hopes that customers can make the most of all the
services available to them, without compromising
their cybersecurity. Gulf Bank fully supports the
Diraya campaign and encourages all its customers
to follow the campaign’s activities and stay tuned to
all its awareness messages.”

Appreciat ion & Commitment of  Awareness

Efforts Daher added, “We are very pleased with the
latest campaign’s initiative to spread financial litera-
cy and a culture of savings and investment, in an
effort to educate customers about various banking
services and how to benefit from them. We appreci-
ate the latest initiative spearheaded by the Central
Bank of Kuwait and the Kuwait Banking Association
to educate the general public about financial and
banking matters, and are fully committed to provid-
ing any support from our various departments in
service of this campaign and its objectives.”

Borrowing and Financing
The Central Bank of Kuwait has set clear and

specific policies to direct borrowing and financing
operations for banks. With this in mind, the Central
Bank of  Kuwait  has issued clear and specif ic
instructions to banks and financing companies to
provide their customers with loan details, including:
the value and number of installments, payment
dates, the ratio of the installment to the net salary,
and the consequences of non-payment.

Clients are also entitled to a period of at least two
days to review the contract comprehensively before
signing it. Upon signing the contract, clients can also
obtain a draft of the contract, which includes details
such as: the type of loan, the repayment period, the
amount of the installment, and the loan return.

The instructions from the Central Bank of Kuwait
necessitate that banking and financing establish-
ments provide financial advice to the customer
before and during financing. As per the instructions,
financial institutions are obligated to clarify the
risks of increasing financial obligations to the client,
especially in the event of a change in the client’s
financial conditions, whether due to a change in
work, retirement or even a change in the absolute
interest rate.

Loan Types
There are two types of personal loans available to

clients: consumer and housing loans. It is important for
clients to be aware of the differences between the
loans, and the instructions related to each of them, in
order to be able to assess their financial requirements
in the best possible way.

Consumer Loans
A consumer loan is a medium-term personal loan

with a loan period not exceeding five years. The maxi-
mum amount that can be granted under a consumer
loan is KD 25,000 and is provided to clients for the
purpose of financing personal needs, such as the pur-
chase of a car, furniture, or obtaining various educa-
tional and health services.

Housing Loans
A housing loan is a long-term personal loan meant

to be repaid over a period not exceeding 15 years. The
maximum amount that can be granted under a housing
loan/financing facility per customer is KD 70,000, and
is provided to clients for the purpose of buying, build-
ing or renovating a private residence.

As part of the regulatory process of granting per-
sonal loans, and in an effort to enable customers to
benefit while averting the risk of difficulties in re-
payment, and in an effort to avoid burdening clients
with financial obligations, the Central Bank of Kuwait
has allocated a clear set of controls for banks to
adhere to when financing clients. The set of controls
apply to all clients, both employees and retirees, and
take into account the various financial conditions of
each of these two categories, mandating the provi-
sion of financial advice and all the necessary details
of the financing contract, including the clarification of
the various features of the financing process, includ-
ing: the interest rate to the amount of financing, the

ratio of the monthly
instal lment to the net
monthly salary, the num-
ber of installments that the
customer must pay, the
components of each
instal lment, and other
related information.
Details regarding the
financing process must be
provided before the con-
tract is signed, with the
loan institutions factoring
in a two-day period for
their clients to review the

contracts and read their terms and conditions care-
fully, in an effort to guarantee that every client is fully
aware of their rights and obligations under the con-
tract before signing.

It is worth noting that Gulf Bank is keen on spear-
heading numerous awareness campaigns and initia-
tives as part of its ongoing commitment to economic
sustainability, and regularly highlights similar aware-
ness initiatives on social media. Last year, Gulf Bank
launched “Let’s Talk Business,” a series of interviews
with local entrepreneurs designed to stimulate an
entrepreneurial culture in Kuwait, and discuss how to
overcome business challenges during an economic
crisis such as the pandemic. As part of the series,
business leaders and entrepreneurs discuss the keys
to success for small businesses, how to conduct busi-
ness during times of crisis, how to successfully diver-
sify and expand your business, and more. Gulf Bank
is committed to maintaining a robust sustainability
program at the community, economic, and environ-
mental levels through sustainability initiatives that are
strategically selected to benefit both the country and
the Bank.

Tony Daher


