
TOKYO: Japan’s SoftBank Group yesterday suf-
fered its first quarterly net loss in 18 months as a
China tech crackdown and other investment losses
hit its Vision Fund portfolio. The telecoms firm-
turned-investment giant also announced a share
buyback worth one trillion yen ($8.8 billion),
reportedly under pressure from shareholders frus-
trated by its sinking stock price.

SoftBank Group has poured money into some of
the tech world’s biggest names and hottest new
ventures-including embattled Chinese e-commerce
giant Alibaba and ride-hailing firm Didi Chuxing-
through its $100-billion Vision Fund. But CEO
Masayoshi Son’s strategy of targeting tech firms
and start-ups in search of unicorns has been con-
troversial and led to an earnings rollercoaster in
recent years.

Son said the firm was “in the middle of a bliz-
zard” as it recorded a net loss of 397.9 billion yen
($3.5 billion) in July-September. It was hit particu-
larly hard by a drop in the value of Alibaba, but also
took a hit from slumps in other Chinese tech com-
panies as well as South Korean e-commerce firm
Coupang, with first-half net profit down more than
80 percent on-year. In total, SoftBank said its loss
on investments during the quarter amounted to 1.66
trillion yen including those incurred by its Vision
Fund operations.

“We’re not proud of that,” Son said of the first-
half results. “Our most important indicator, the net
asset value, has decreased by six trillion yen. Just in
three months. This is a big deal.” Son said the

results could be boiled down to one key factor: “In
one word, Alibaba,” he said.

Shares in Alibaba Group Holding, SoftBank’s
largest single investment, fell more than 30 percent
in the three months ended September, according to
Bloomberg, as authorities in China embarked on a
crackdown on tech firms as part of a drive to tight-
en their grip on the economy. SoftBank recorded a
loss of 1.21 trillion yen from its stake in Coupang,
and 321 billion yen for DiDi Global, parent of Didi
Chuxing, which has also been in Beijing’s crosshairs.
DiDi’s share price “is dropping under the influence
of the Chinese government’s regulations. Most of
the other Chinese shares we own are also tum-
bling”, Son said.

Buyback 
After the April-June first quarter, Son said he

would be taking a careful approach to investments
in China, acknowledging “tough challenges”. “We
want to be cautious,” he said in August. “New rules
are being implemented, so until it gets settled we
want to wait and see. In one year or two, it will be
clearer.” SoftBank’s investments in volatile tech
firms and start-ups have made for unpredictable
earnings.

In 2019-20, it reported a record net loss of 961.6
billion yen as the start of the pandemic compounded
woes caused by its investment in troubled office-
sharing start-up WeWork. But it then reported
Japan’s biggest-ever annual net profit in 2020-21,
driven by tech-share rallies as people moved their

lives online during the coronavirus pandemic. As usu-
al, SoftBank did not issue an annual forecast, but Son
unveiled a share buyback intended over the course of
a year, though he said it could take longer if funds
were needed for investments or other reasons.

“With the current share prices, it’s a chance for
shareholders to buy them... we believe we now have

capacity to buy back shares worth one trillion yen,
while keeping balanced financial discipline,” he said.

The Financial Times last week reported “deep
frustration” among SoftBank shareholders over the
firm’s sinking stock price, saying Son was under
pressure to announce the buyback during this quar-
ter’s earnings.  —AFP 
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US could be ready 
for rate hike by 
end of 2022: Fed
WASHINGTON: The US economy may be ready for the
Federal Reserve to raise its benchmark borrowing rate by the
end of next year, the central bank’s Vice Chair Richard Clarida
said yesterday. The comments were the clearest signal yet that
the US central bank is preparing the way for further steps to
contain inflation and normalize monetary policy after last week
announcing it would begin cutting back its pandemic stimulus.

“While we are clearly a ways away from considering raising
interest rates,” Clarida said he believes the “necessary condi-
tions for raising the target range for the federal funds rate will
have been met by year-end 2022.”

The Fed slashed the rate to zero in March 2020 to help con-
tain the economic crisis caused by the pandemic and then began
massive monthly bond purchases to keep credit flowing to busi-
nesses and households. Prices have risen as the economy recov-
ered, caused by high demand, transportation bottlenecks and
shortages of both components and workers, creating concerns
that inflation will accelerate and the Fed would have to hike rates
more aggressively next year. In his speech to the Brookings
Institution, Clarida said he did not expect current supply chain
snarls to last or put persistent pressure on inflation or wages. He
acknowledged upside risks to inflation and said the disruptions
have been “substantial,” but the “imbalances are likely to dissi-
pate over time as the labor market and global supply chains
eventually adjust and, importantly, do so without putting persist-
ent upward pressure on price inflation and wage gains.” — AFP

TOKYO: Pedestrians walk past a SoftBank mobile shop in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

‘Blizzard’ hits SoftBank with 
loss on sinking investments

China tech crackdown, other investment losses hit group’s Vision Fund portfolio

Algerian farmer’s 
olive oil wins global 
recognition
AIN OUSSERA: Hakim Alileche left a success-
ful career in graphic design and moved to the
Algerian countryside to produce “magic potion”
- organic olive oil that has won him international
recognition. The 48-year-old says he chose the
Ain Oussera plateau for its cheap land and water
supply. His oil won first prize at the Dubai Olive
Oil Competition in the Extra Virgin Early Harvest
category in February 2021 and in May he won
silver at the Japan Olive Oil Prize.

“These honors really reassured us because it
means we were right,” he said. The farm of some
40 hectares has over 15,000 olive trees, and so
far 9,000 have started producing. “I started
planting them bit by bit from 2005. I like farming
and I’ve been fond of olive trees since I was lit-
tle,” he said. “In Algeria, it’s a sacred tree.”
Producing organic olive oil “puts me right into
this mood of respect and protection for the
planet,” he said.

He has visited several other producing coun-
tries - Bosnia-Herzegovina, Greece, France and
Italy to learn about production methods. “These
trees have never had any chemical treatment and
I will do everything to make it stay that way,” he
said, clasping a goblet of oil freshly extracted
from his modern Italian press. “It’s really food
and medicine,” he said, taking a sip of the fra-
grant liquid before heading out to supervise
workers harvesting olives in the orchard.

‘Very high quality’
As with every year since entering into pro-

duction, Alileche is picking his olives early, in a
country where the harvest doesn’t start until
mid-November. “An early harvest allows you to
get all the benefits of the olives, all the natural
antioxidants,” he said. The olives are scraped off
the branches by hand to avoid damaging the
trees, and fall on a tarpaulin on the ground to
then be scooped into crates and hauled off to
the press.

“Crushing them the same day avoids the
olives oxidising,” Alileche said. Picked this early,
the olives give a meager amount of oil - just

eight liters per 100 kilograms. That compares to
18 liters for fully mature fruits. “Our oil is a very
high quality that we want to get certified in
Europe” as organic, Alileche said. 

He has labeled his oil Dahbia, the name of
both his mother and his wife. The production
process “respects the entire ecological system:
no pollution, no fertilizers”. The oil’s free acidity
- a measure of quality whereby the lower the
figure, the better the oil - is 0.16 percent, just a
fifth of the 0.8 percent limit for Extra Virgin oil.
“At the mill, we don’t touch the olives much,” he
said. “We wash them, press them and finally bot-
tle the oil.” — AFP 

AIN OUSSERA: Algerian olive oil producer Hakim Alileche stands in his grove during harvest, in Ain Oussera in the
Djelfa province, south of the Algerian capital. —AFP 

Egypt money 
pooling apps 
thriving
CAIRO: Cash-strapped Egyptians fearful of banks
have long relied on a “gameya” to access money in
time of need, but now tech startups are cashing in
on the age-old money-pooling association.
Navigating an app with strangers is “easier and
safer” than the traditional face-to-face practice,
said one user, Menna Shaarawi, 31.

“I receive the money in my bank account without
any delays and I don’t have to chase after people to
get what’s owed to me. It’s perfect really,” the mar-
keting manager told AFP about her use of the
ElGameya (association in Arabic) app, which is
quickly rising in popularity. Dina Rabie, an econo-
mist and lecturer at the British University in Egypt,
explained that the gameya is “more of a social
norm” in the country where the practice dates back
to at least the turn of the 20th century.

The cooperative system that allows people to
save and borrow money is popular in parts of the
world, including Africa and Latin America.
Participants put an equal amount each month in a
pot and take turns to collect the sum that has accu-
mulated. On average, a gameya lasts between five
and 20 months and is not limited to a particular
economic class, Rabie said.

Almost 30 percent of Egypt’s 102-million-strong
population lives below the poverty line, according

to state figures. Less than a third of Egyptians have
bank accounts, a 2017 World Bank report said. The
gameya is often formed among relatives or co-
workers facing financial hardships. Operating out-
side the confines of a formal banking sector, it
works particularly well for young couples saving up
for a wedding or for a health emergency that
requires hefty fees. In a country where 63.4 percent
of workers earn their income from the informal
economy, according to the World Bank’s 2018 fig-
ures, such avenues often prove essential.

Ahmed Mahmoud, 28, who founded the
ElGameya app in 2019, said: “In three simple steps

we get rid of logistical hassles” that come with the
old way of doing things. Users need to register,
upload their supporting documents and sign a con-
tract to start using the app, he said. Registration
requires a national identity card rather than a cred-
it card or other proof of finances, while contribu-
tions can be made via cash or electronically with a
mobile phone.

Ahmed Wadi, creator of the popular
MoneyFellows app, agrees that online transactions
are easy. His app has around 173,000 users who
contribute between 500 pounds ($30) to tens of
thousands monthly. One user, Ashraf Salah from the

southern city of Qena, said he was “sceptical” at
first. “But after I registered, I ended up raising mon-
ey to renovate my home.”

Salah said he likes the anonymity the app pro-
vides, unlike the “embarrassing” traditional method
where everyone knows how much you put in the
pot. Mahmoud, of ElGameya, maintains that his app
contributes to “financial inclusion”, an initiative
espoused by the authorities to integrate the
finances of Egyptians into the formal economy.

The Central Bank of Egypt is cooperating with
both apps to incorporate the savings of Egyptians,
shifting them from the shadow economy to a more
formalized setting. MoneyFellows succeeded in
raising $4 million last year from venture capital
firms to expand its digital footprint. They attribute
this to their “solid evaluation system” where users
get higher credit ratings if they can provide more
proof of their ability to pay funds.

In Cairo’s competitive and well-established start-
up ecosystem, both ElGameya and MoneyFellows
say they have boosted their user bases by around
700 percent and 300 percent respectively in the
last year. Mahmoud said that the coronavirus pan-
demic actually helped, rather than hindered, the
expansion. His app has 30,000 clients, including 30
percent from rural and economically marginalized
Upper Egypt in the country’s south.

ElGameya has mostly attracted people “who
want to get married or pay for private schools”,
Mahmoud said. A study by the American University
in Cairo found that 43 percent of Egyptians who
have savings are part of money-pooling clubs. But
some, like Ragab Farghaly, 50, question the need for
an app, where fees are charged. — AFP 

CAIRO, Egypt: A view of the company offices of “Al-Gameya”, a tech startup that runs an app to facilitate for
strangers to create an informal money-pooling association to provide access for money in time of need, points a
screen showing to the application’s online portal at the company offices, in Cairo.— AFP


