
Messaging app 
Signal no longer 
working in China
BEIJING: The encrypted messaging app Signal,
recommended by Tesla’s Elon Musk, appeared to
have been blocked in China yesterday, closing off
one of the last US social media platforms still
freely available in the country. Users of the free
app, which has surged in popularity globally after
rising privacy concerns, were unable to access it
without a virtual private network (VPN).

China has deployed a vast and sophisticated
system to scrub the internet of dissent and
prevent citizens from accessing international
social networking platforms such as Facebook
and Twitter, in what is known as the “Great
Firewall”. Signal’s website has been banned
s ince  a t  l eas t  March  15 , accord ing  to  the
GreatFire.org website which tracks online cen-
sorship in China, although the app remains

available on China’s App Store.
Signal did not immediately reply to an AFP

request for comment. The iOS version of Signal
has been installed close to 510,000 times to
date in China, said research firm Sensor Tower,
which does not track Android downloads in the
country. Google Play is unavailable in China.

Globally, the app has crossed 100 million
instal ls  across both Apple’s App Store and
Google Play combined, Sensor Tower told AFP.
In January, people around the world flocked to
apps such as Telegram and Signal after the
Facebook-owned messaging service WhatsApp
tweaked its terms of service and sparked privacy
concerns. Signal saw a huge surge in demand,
helped by a tweeted recommendation by tech
entrepreneur Musk.

The WhatsApp policy update-later delayed-
concerned how merchants using WhatsApp to
chat  w i th  cus tomers  can  share  da ta  w i th
Facebook, which could use the information for
targeted ads, according to the social network.
Signal has stopped working without a VPN
occasionally before, although service resumed
af te rwards . Co- founder  o f  Grea tF i re .o rg

Martin Johnson told AFP that its data showed
that the app was briefly unavailable in the App
Store in 2019.

Las t  month  Ch ina  c losed  down the
Clubhouse app in China, an audio platform
which boomed briefly in the country for uncen-
sored discussion of taboo topics. —AFP

US stimulus checks could end 
up in stock markets, bitcoin

‘Diraya’ campaign 
leverages awareness 
on personal loans
KUWAIT: In line with the efforts of the
Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK) to enhance
financial awareness across all segments of
society, the CBK-managed, “Be Aware”
(Diraya in Arabic) Campaign continues, in
col laboration with Kuwait Banking
Association (KBA) and with the participa-
tion of all Kuwaiti banks, to leverage public
awareness of the banking sector’s role, and
how customers can use banks’ diverse serv-
ices most advantageously.

In a statement, the CBK highlighted that
“Diraya” Campaign sheds the light on the
personal consumer and housing loans and
financing extended to retail clients by con-
ventional and Islamic financial institutions,
respectively. The consumer loans accommo-
date the household needs, e.g. auto, health-
care, study, etc. up to 25 times the cus-
tomer’s net monthly salary and up to a max-
imum amount of KD 25,000, to be repaid
over a maximum period of 5 years. The oth-
er type, ie housing loan, is intended to
finance construction or renovation up to
KD 70,000, to be repaid over a maximum
period of 15 years.

The statement further explained that all
types of loans and financing facilities are
financial obligations and, thus, must be used
for their designated purposes. For example,
spending the housing loan for consumer
needs or investment, may adversely affect
the customer’s financial position.

The CBK added that its instructions
regarding loans and household financing
laid down specific controls to protect cus-
tomers’ rights and reduce their financial
burdens and over borrowing. Such controls
include fixing the monthly installment to net
income ratio at 40 percent for employees
and 30 percent for retirees. Within the same
context, the CBK instructions issued to
banks and financing companies stipulated
that lenders should review the customers’
monthly obligations and advise them
accordingly on their needs and obligations.
They are also to explain the consequences
of being overburdened in case of any
change to the financial condition, resulting
from a change of employment or retirement
status.

The content provided by the campaign is
published through several channels, most
notably on the CBK and Kuwaiti banks
social media accounts. More information on
the “Diraya” banking awareness campaign
and its objectives, as well as campaign con-
tent, is available through its official website:
www.dirayakw.com
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BEIJING: This photo illustration shows the encrypted mes-
saging app Signal (center) pictured on a smartphone home
screen in Beijing yesterday. —AFP

Business
WASHINGTON:  President Joe Biden’s $1.9 trillion
stimulus will start flooding into the US economy
soon, and some analysts say much of that money
could end up invested in stocks or even bitcoin.

Over the weekend, the government began
sending the $1,400 direct payments that will go to
nearly everyone in the United States. About $400
billion in payments will flow directly to house-
holds, going to individuals earning less than
$75,000 a year or married couples making up to
$150,000, as well as their children. 

And that does not count child tax credits or
unemployment benefits in the massive package,
which also includes funds to contain COVID-19,
accelerate vaccinations, help reopen schools and
aid businesses and state and local governments.
The direct payments amount to $5,600 — tax
free-for a typical family of four, funds officials
hope will boost the US economy.

But the majority of Americans say that rather
than spend, they will use the money to pay off
debts, add to savings or to invest, according to
one survey by Bank of America, which interviewed
3,000 people.

The bank found that 30 percent will use the
money to repay their debt, 25 percent will save it
and nine percent will invest.  Those funds will
“stay within the financial system and don’t create
demand for goods and services in the real econo-
my,” the report found.

With only 36 percent saying they intend to
spend these checks, “it’s not clear who will be
doing all the sustained, voracious consumption
markets now are pricing in.”

Major stock indices have hit new records two
days in a row after Biden signed the stimulus
measure into law last week, as investors are bet-
ting the rush of funds will spur a rapid recovery of
the world’s largest economy.

The bitcoin attraction 
Mizuho Securities found that about 10 percent

of the stimulus, or about $40 billion, will be
invested in equities or in cryptocurrency such as
bitcoin.  A survey of 235 people making less than
$150,000 found that 35 to 40 percent of respon-
dents said they would invest part of their stimulus
checks in stocks and cryptocurrency.  And 61 per-

cent of these investors intend to buy bitcoin, said
Dan Dolev, one of the leaders of the Mizuho study.

“We were very surprised” that bitcoin “is a
bigger investment vehicle than stocks,” he said on
CNBC.

The cryptocurrency hit an all-time high on
Saturday at $60,000. Another survey of 430 peo-
ple by Deutsche Bank found that “survey respon-
dents plan to put a large chunk (37 percent) of
any forthcoming stimulus directly into equities,”
which it called “a sizable inflow” into the stock
market.

In two prior rounds of stimulus checks in 2020
as the coronavirus pandemic brought the econo-
my to a screeching halt, only about eight percent
of the funds went into stocks, the bank said.

The survey showed that young people, aged 25
to 34, account for the biggest share of people
planning to play the markets with their stimulus
money, followed by those aged 35 to 44.

Goldman Sachs estimated that with the Biden
plan, “households will represent the largest source
of demand for US stocks in 2021.” Goldman Sachs
economist David Kostin said the bank estimates

household demand for equities this year will jump
to $350 billion from $100 billion, “which reflects
faster economic growth and higher interest rates
than we had assumed previously, additional stimu-
lus payments to individuals, and increased retail
activity in early 2021.” —AFP

Govt begins sending $1,400 direct payments to nearly everyone in US

Myanmar unrest 
driving up food, 
fuel prices: WFP
ROME: The polit ical  unrest in
Myanmar is driving up food and fuel
prices, risking pushing the country’s
most vulnerable people further into
poverty, the UN’s World Food
Program warned yesterday.

The price of palm oil is up 20 per-
cent in the areas around the biggest
city, Yangon, compared to the start
of February, when the military oust-
ed and detained civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi, sparking mass protests.
Rice prices in the peri-urban areas
of Yangon and the second largest
city, Mandalay, were meanwhile up
four percent since the last week of
February, the WFP said.

Across the whole country, the
price of rice-a food staple-rose by
three percent between mid-January
and mid-February, while in a few

areas prices soared by between 20
and 35 percent.

The price of pulses rose by 15
percent between January and
February in northern Rakhine’s
Maungdaw township. “These initial
signs are troubling, especially for the
most vulnerable people who were
already living meal-to-meal,” said
WFP Myanmar country director
Stephen Anderson. 

“Coming on top of the COVID-19
pandemic, if these price trends con-
tinue they will severely undermine
the ability of the poorest and most
vulnerable to put enough food on the
family table.” The average retail
price of cooking oil rose by 27 per-
cent across northern Rakhine
between January and February, and
by 11 percent in central Rakhine
state.

The cost of fuel nationwide has
risen by 15 percent since February 1,
with even steeper hikes in northern
Rakhine, “raising concerns about
further food price hikes”, the WFP
said. The WFP said it was building
up a contingency food stock as part

of its efforts to support more than
360,000 people in Myanmar, mostly
those who are internally displaced
and living in camps.

“WFP reiterates the call of the
United Nations secretary-general

for the will of the Myanmar people
expressed in recent elections to be
respected,” said Anderson.  “At WFP
we know all too well how hunger can
quickly follow when peace and dia-
logue are sidelined.” —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden and Vice President
Kamala Harris depart after US President Joe Biden signed
the American Rescue Plan on March 11, 2021, in the Oval
Office of the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP

YANGON: People donate watermelons to protesters as they prepare to take
part in a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon. —AFP

Damascus hikes 
fuel prices by 
more than 50%
DAMASCUS: Damascus has raised petrol
prices in government-held parts of Syria by
more than 50 per cent after the Syrian pound
hit record lows in the black market. The cost
per liter of subsidized petrol rose from 475 to
750 Syrian pounds (officially 60 US cents, or
17 US cents at black market rates), the trade
ministry said late Monday.

Syrian motorists are allocated 75 liters of
subsidized petrol per vehicle per month, then
must pay unsubsidized rates-which also rose
from 1300 to 2000 pounds a liter, the min-
istry said. Gas canisters used in homes are

now selling for 3,850 pounds, up from 2,700,
it added. 

Damascus has repeatedly raised fuel prices
in recent years to tackle an accelerating eco-
nomic crisis sparked by a decade-long civil
war and compounded by sanctions, the coron-
avirus pandemic and a financial crunch in
neighboring Lebanon. The trade ministry did
not provide a reason for the latest hike, but in
the past it has blamed Western sanctions.

The oil ministry last week said it had been
forced to cut fuel supplies due to “a delay in the
arrival of imported fuel derivatives because of
the US blockade”. Washington has imposed sev-
eral rounds of economic sanctions on the Syrian
government since the war broke out in 2011.

The trade ministry’s latest announcement
came as the Syrian pound continued to plunge
against the dollar on the black market after it
hit a record low of 4,000 to the dollar this
month. The pound, officially valued at 1,256 to

the greenback, was selling for around 4200 on
the black market yesterday, money exchangers
said. The economic crunch has seen food
prices skyrocket over the past year in a coun-
try where the majority of the population lives
below the poverty line.

Rani, a 37-year-old food wholesaler, said the
hike in fuel prices would hit other goods. “We
are going to have to raise the price of our
products to make up for steeper fuel prices,”
he said. Heating fuel, petrol and cooking gas
have been in short supply in government-held
areas for years, and motorists have grown used
to long queues to fill up.

Syria used to produce almost 400,000
barrels of crude per day before the war. But
ten years of conflict have ravaged production
and seen US-backed Kurdish- led forces
seize control  of  the country’s  largest  oi l
fields. The oil sector’s losses are estimated at
$91.5 billion.  —AFP


