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Qatar may post 
fi scal surplus this 
year on ‘supportive’ 
fi scal environment, 
says Moody’s
Pratap John
Business Editor 

Qatar will post fi scal sur-
pluses this year as it has 
since 2021, Moody’s said 

and noted that for hydrocarbon 
exporters, its assumption that oil 
prices will average $83 per barrel 
in 2024, unchanged from 2023, 
implies a supportive fi scal envi-
ronment, despite restrained oil 
production.

In the Gulf Co-operation 
Council (GCC) region and Iraq, 
continued robust growth in real 
non-hydrocarbon GDP of around 
4% on average will off set subdued 
hydrocarbon output because of 
restrained oil production. 

The Organisation of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries and other 
partners (together Opec+) had 
agreed to production cuts from 
November 2022, and some coun-
tries such as Kuwait, Oman, Saudi 
Arabia and the UAE announced 
further voluntary cuts (from May 
2023) with Saudi Arabia imple-

menting even deeper cuts from 
July 2023. 

“In general, we think the un-
winding of cuts will be gradual,” 
Moody’s noted. 

There is a risk that oil produc-
tion could be cut further from 
2023 levels, given the Opec+ an-
nouncement at the end of No-
vember 2023 that voluntary cuts 
would continue through the fi rst 
quarter of this year. 

For the GCC, the implemen-
tation of large government-led 
economic diversifi cation projects 
remains on track given the com-
mitment to reduce long-term reli-
ance on hydrocarbons. 

Construction related to fi xed 
investment will spur activity in 
supporting sectors, while do-
mestic spending will increase as 
projects are launched or become 
commercial in phases, particu-
larly those targeted at leisure and 
entertainment, including tourism. 

Over the longer term and pro-
vided they are eff ectively execut-
ed, the diversifi cation projects 
will reduce the hydrocarbon-

exporting economies’ exposure 
to fl uctuations in oil-price cycles 
and increase resilience to global 
carbon transition – the key envi-
ronmental risk exposure and long-
term vulnerability for GCC coun-
tries and Iraq. 

Additionally, the projects can 
generate job opportunities and 
alleviate the potential strain on 
governments to provide employ-
ment for their citizens as part of 
social contracts, which drives the 
social risk assessment for these 
countries.

Moody’s noted its outlook for 
sovereign creditworthiness in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
(Mena) is stable. Investment, in-
cluding the implementation of 
long-term projects, and support-
ive commodity prices will keep 
output solid across most econo-
mies. But still high interest rates 
and in some cases elevated infl a-
tion will constrain debt aff ord-
ability and government liquidity 
for lower-rated sovereigns. 

“Regional geopolitical tensions 
represent the key tail risk,” it said.

Qatar industrial production index on 
the decline in November 2023: PSA
By Santhosh V Perumal
Business Reporter

Lower extraction of hydrocarbons 
and fall in the production of rubber 
and food products led Qatar’s 
industrial production index (IPI) to 
drop 5.8% year-on-year in November 
2023, according to off icial statistics.
The country’s IPI was down 1.5% on 
a monthly basis in the review period, 
according to the figures released by 
the Planning and Statistics Authority 
(PSA).
The PSA introduced IPI, a short-term 
quantitative index that measures the 
changes in the volume of production 
of a selected basket of industrial 
products over a given period, with 
respect to a base period 2013.
The mining and quarrying index, 
which has a relative weight of 82.46%, 

plummeted 5.7% on a yearly basis on a 
5.7% slump in the extraction of crude 
petroleum and natural gas and 7.6% in 
other mining and quarrying sectors. 
On a monthly basis, the sector index 
was seen unchanged on flat extraction 
of crude petroleum and natural gas, 
even as there was a 1.9% contraction in 
other mining and quarrying sectors in 
the review period.
The manufacturing index, with a 
relative weight of 15.85%, tanked 
3.5% year-on-year in November 2023 
owing to a 9.5% fall in the production 
of rubber and plastics products, 
9.1% in printing and reproduction of 
recorded media, 8.8% in food, 5% in 
basic metals, 4.3% in beverages, 3.9% 
in chemicals and chemical products 
and 2.4% in refined petroleum 
products; whereas there was a 2.4% 
jump in the production of cement and 
other non-metallic mineral products.

On a monthly basis, the 
manufacturing index, shrank 5.2% in 
November 2023 on account of 9% 
decrease in the production of basic 
metals, 7.1% in beverages, 5.7% in 
printing and reproduction of recorded 
media, 5.6% in refined petroleum 
products, 5.2% in chemicals and 
chemical products, 2.6% in rubber 
and plastics products and 2.5% in 
food products, even as there was a 
0.3% increase in cement and other 
non-metallic mineral products.
Electricity, which has a 1.16% weight in 
the IPI basket, saw its index plummet 
27.6% and 30.5% year-on-year and 
month-on-month respectively in 
November 2023.
In the case of water, which has a 
0.53% weight, the index was seen 
declining 9.8% and 8.3% on annual 
and monthly basis respectively in the 
review period.

HE the Minister of Finance Ali bin Ahmed al-Kuwari met with top executives of the global banking and 
finance industry on the sidelines of the World Economic Forum 2024 in Davos, Switzerland. Al-Kuwari 
met with Philipp Rickenbacher, CEO, Julius Baer Bank; Dr Ilan Goldfajn, president, Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB); Paul Chan Mo-po, finance secretary, Hong Kong and former Development 
Secretary of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region; Sergio P Ermotti, CEO, UBS Group AG; and 
Peter Grauer, chairman of the board of directors of Bloomberg. The discussions focused on key topics 
related to finance, economics and investment. In addition, the meetings touched upon issues of mu-
tual interest and topics dealt with by the World Economic Forum 2024.

Al-Kuwari meets senior officials 
and executives in Davos

HE the Governor of the Qatar Central Bank Sheikh Bandar bin Mohamed bin Saoud al-Thani met, on 
the sidelines of the World Economic Forum (Davos 2024), with Chairman and CEO of General Atlantic 
William Ford; Chairman and CEO of Blackstone Stephen Schwarzman; and CEO and member of the 
Board of Directors of Carlyle Group Harvey Schwartz. During the meetings, the most prominent global 
financial and banking developments were discussed.

QCB governor meets leaders of financial firms

Fed offi  cial reiterates view rate 
cuts to start in third quarter

Bloomberg
Washington

Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta President 
Raphael Bostic said he wants to see more evi-
dence infl ation is on track toward the central 

bank’s 2% target, repeating that he doesn’t expect 
policymakers to cut interest rates until the third 
quarter. “My outlook right now is for our fi rst cut 
to be sometime in the third quarter this year and 
we’ll just have to see how the data progress,” Bos-
tic said in remarks to the Metro Atlanta Chamber’s 
board of directors yesterday.

Bostic, who votes on monetary policy decisions 
this year, suggested he would be open to moving 
earlier if infl ation falls “well faster” than he ex-
pects. But he reiterated that he’s still looking for 
“more evidence that we’re staying on that trajec-
tory to that 2% target.”

The worst outcome, he added, would be for 
policymakers to lower rates and have to raise them 
again later if infl ation moves higher. “I’m expect-

ing it’s going to be bumpy and because of that 
bumpiness I feel like we’ve got to be careful,” he 
said. “We do not want to go on these up and down 
or a back and forth pattern.”

“I want us to be absolutely certain that infl ation 
is where we need it to be before we move too dra-
matically,” he added.

The Federal Open Market Committee is expect-
ed to leave its benchmark interest rate unchanged 
for a fourth straight meeting when policymakers 
gather on January 30-31. Bostic’s comments are 
among the last by Fed offi  cials before the com-
mittee goes into a self-imposed communications 
blackout ahead of the gathering.

Policymakers’ quarterly projections from De-
cember implied three interest-rate cuts in 2024 — 
or some 75 basis points of cuts – and Fed offi  cials 
have pushed back against market expectations of 
imminent and deep rate reductions this year. Odds 
of a March cut have notably eased since Gover-
nor Christopher Waller said earlier this week that 
policy moves should be “carefully calibrated and 
not rushed.”

Qatar will post fiscal surpluses this year as it has since 2021, Moody’s said and noted that for hydrocarbon 
exporters, its assumption that oil prices will average $83 per barrel in 2024, unchanged from 2023, implies a 
supportive fiscal environment, despite restrained oil production. PICTURE: Shaji Kayamkulam
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Iran tensions rattle Pakistan stocks, bonds and raise economic woes
Reuters
Karachi/London

An escalation of geopolitical tension 
between Pakistan and neighbouring Iran 
yesterday sent ripples through Pakistan’s 
bonds and stocks, and raised the spectre 
of more pressure on the country’s 
struggling economy.
Pakistan conducted strikes inside Iran, 
targeting separatist Baloch militants two 
days after Tehran said it had attacked the 
bases of another group within Pakistani 
territory.
The country, where an election is 
scheduled for February 8, is already 
facing a crippling financial crisis with its 
$350bn economy beset by high inflation 
and yawning fiscal and current account 
deficits.
A $3bn International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
loan programme agreed in July helped 
pull Pakistan back from the brink of a 
sovereign debt default, but the short-term 
nine-month standby arrangement is set 
to expire this spring.
Pakistan’s international bonds fell by as 
much as 1.3 cents in early trade before 
trimming or reversing losses, with some 
shorter-dated bonds down 0.4 cent while 

longer-dated issues eked out small gains, 
data from Tradeweb showed.
Bonds maturing in 2031 and beyond 
were trading between 60.9-64.1 cent, well 
below the 70 cent in the dollar threshold 
below which debt is seen as distressed.
The benchmark share index dropped as 
much as 1.6% before recovering some 
ground to close 0.57% lower.
Economic ties with Iran, while not 
huge, are important for Islamabad as 
it struggles to supply its western-most 
regions in Balochistan with critical 
commodities.
Iran provides electricity to many areas in 
Pakistan, and there is sizeable unoff icial 
trade in commodities including Liquefied 
Petroleum Gas and Iranian diesel.
Pakistan passed a special order in June 
to allow barter trade with Iran, along with 
Afghanistan and Russia, for certain goods, 
among them petroleum and natural gas.
“The bilateral trade, valued at over 
$2bn, is crucial for both economies, 
especially regions like Balochistan...where 
the local economies are significantly 
dependent on trade with Iran, 
particularly for agricultural products and 
petrochemicals,” said Aneel Salman, chair 
economic security at Islamabad Policy 
Research Institute.

Salman said that the interruption of trade 
routes would have an immediate impact, 
including shortages in Pakistan and a 
notable decrease in the critical $2bn trade 
volume.
The conflict could also significantly aff ect 
long-term collaborative projects like the 
Pakistan-Iran gas pipeline, known as the 
Peace Pipeline, he added.
The pipeline, already delayed, would 
transport natural gas from Iran to 
Pakistan and potentially India. It may 
now face further delays and funding 
challenges.
Pakistan’s then-minister of state for 
petroleum in August said the government 
was “actively engaged” with Iran to 
dissuade it from pursuing international 
arbitration over delays to the pipeline. 
Pakistan has until March to negotiate a 
settlement to avoid legal battles.
The two countries signed a five-year trade 
plan in August 2023 and set the bilateral 
trade target at $5bn.
“On the surface, this episode...should not 
lead to any more serious an escalation 
than its precedents,” said Hasnain Malik, 
head of equity research at Tellimer. “But it 
is worth noting that this latest exchange 
is taking place as Pakistan is trying to 
improve relations with the US.”

Saudi Arabia eyeing big 
investment to kick off  
foray into semiconductors
Bloomberg
Davos, Switzerland

Saudi Arabia’s sovereign wealth 
fund is planning to make big 
investments in both the semi-

conductor and space industries this 
year as the kingdom accelerates ef-
forts to diversify its economy away 
from oil.

The Public Investment Fund is 
looking at making a “sizeable invest-
ment” this year into the semicon-
ductor industry, Saudi Minister of 
Communications and Information 
Technology Abdullah Alswaha said in 
an interview at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos. “They plan to make 
an announcement on a particular 
champion within the space to lead 
the Saudi eff orts,” he said, declining 
to give further details.

Alswaha, who is chairman of the 
kingdom’s Space Agency as well, 
said the fund will also look to create 
a national space company to invest 
and acquire assets in that sector. The 
space industry is “ripe right now” for 
M&A, he said.

The fund, known as PIF, has 
emerged as one of the key parts of 
Crown Prince Mohamed bin Sal-
man’s plan to shake up the Saudi 
economy and wean it off  a reliance 
on oil sales. It has rapidly built up as-
sets of around $700bn after a spend-
ing spree on everything from electric 
carmakers to backing upstart golf 
tournaments, and plans to control 
$1tn by 2025.

One of its key initiatives has been to 
develop an auto manufacturing hub 
on the West coast of the kingdom. US 
EV maker Lucid Group Inc is already 
assembling cars from the site, and is 
set to be joined by Hyundai Motor Co 
and Ceer, a brand created by the PIF. 
The plan involves developing down-
stream industries that’s expected to 
also include making semiconductors 
and batteries.

The kingdom launched its space 
program in 2018 and sent astronauts 
into space last year, as part of a wider 
plan to invest in the industry.

“The new space economy is defi -
nitely the next trillion-dollar oppor-
tunity,” Alswaha said. “The kingdom 
is very bullish on not only becoming 
a regional leader in this space but also 
a global leader. The ambition by 2030 
is to defi nitely establish regional 
leadership and then move on by 2040 
to global leadership.” 

A key part of Saudi Arabia’s space 
investments will be in communica-
tions, Alswaha said. “2.6bn people in 
2024 are still not connected and the 
only way to connect the unconnected 
is from the skies.” 

Alswaha said that Saudi Arabia 
expects to be able to continue to at-
tract investment from both US and 
Chinese technologies companies, 
even as tensions between the world’s 
two largest economies escalate. The 
kingdom “has demonstrated our 
partnership with both east and west 
on protecting their intellectual prop-
erty and patents and any potential 
technology leakage,” Alswaha said.

Fed rate worries drive 
QSE down 83 points; 
M-cap melts QR2.79bn
By Santhosh V Perumal
Business Reporter

Refl ecting global concerns 
that the US Federal may 
not cut interest rates as 

soon as previously expected, 
the Qatar Stock Exchange (QSE) 
yesterday lost another 83 points 
and its key index settled a tad 
above 10,300 levels.

The Gulf institutions were 
seen increasingly into net profi t 
booking as the 20-stock Qatar 
Index shrank 0.8% to 10,318.74 
points.

The real estate, industrials 
and banking counters witnessed 
higher than average selling pres-
sure in the main market, whose 
year-to-date losses widened 
further to 4.73%.

As much as 66% of the traded 
constituents were in the red in 
the main bourse, whose capi-
talisation tanked QR2.79bn or 
0.46% to QR600.23bn with 
small cap segments losing the 
most.

The Arab individuals’ weak-
ened net buying had its infl u-
ence on the main market, which 
however, touched an intraday 
high of 10,446 points.

The foreign institutions con-
tinued to be net sellers but with 
lesser intensity in the main 
bourse, which saw as many as 
9,169 exchange traded funds 
(sponsored by Masraf Al Ray-
an and Doha Bank) valued at 
QR0.03mn trade across seven 
deals.

The local retail investors were 
increasingly bullish in the main 
market, which saw no trading of 
sovereign bonds.

The Islamic index fell faster 
than the other indices in the 
main bourse, which witnessed 
no trading of treasury bills.

The Total Return Index shed 
0.8%, the All Islamic Index 
by 1% and the All Share Index 
by 0.65% in the main bourse, 
whose trade turnover and vol-
umes were on the increase.

The realty sector index tanked 
1.58%, industrials (1.13%) and 

banks and fi nancial services 
(0.82%); while insurance gained 
0.56%, telecom (0.47%), trans-
port (0.3%) and consumer goods 
and services (0.22%).

Major shakers in the main 
market included Industries Qa-
tar, Masraf Al Rayan, Qatar Is-
lamic Bank, QIIB, Barwa, United 
Development Company, Doha 
Bank, Commercial Bank, Balad-
na, Qatari Investors Group, Me-
saieed Petrochemical Holding, 
Qamco, Vodafone Qatar and gulf 
Warehousing. 

In the venture market, Mah-
har Holding saw its shares de-
preciate in value.

Nevertheless, Beema, Ahl-
ibank Qatar, Doha Insurance, 
Milaha, Ooredoo and Woqod 
were among the gainers in the 
main market. 

In the junior bourse, Al Faleh 

Educational Holding saw its 
shares appreciate in value.

The Gulf institutions’ net 
profi t booking grew substan-
tially to QR39.6mn compared to 
QR10.32mn on January 17.

The Arab individual inves-
tors’ net buying weakened per-
ceptibly to QR4.67mn against 
QR8.65mn the previous day.

However, the local retail 
investors’ net buying rose 
significantly to QR38.65mn 
compared to QR13.72mn on 
Wednesday.

The domestic institutions’ 
net buying strengthened no-
ticeably to QR17.57mn against 
QR14.84mn on January 17.

The foreign individuals 
turned net buyers to the tune of 
QR3.19mn compared with net 
sellers of QR1.62mn the previ-
ous day.

The Gulf retail investors’ net 
buying expanded marginally to 
QR0.76mn against QR0.42mn 
on Wednesday.

The Arab institutions were 
net buyers to the extent of 
QR0.05mn compared with no 
major net exposure on January 
17.

The foreign institutions’ 
net selling eased marginally to 
QR25.3mn against QR25.67mn 
the previous day.

Trade volumes in the main 
market more than doubled 
to 332.18mn shares and value 
more than doubled to QR1.16bn 
on more than doubled deals to 
36,562.

The venture market saw trade 
volumes triple to 0.24mn equi-
ties and value more than dou-
ble to QR0.26mn on more than 
doubled transactions to 23.

QSE welcomes $200mn corpus 
QIA-Ashmore equity fund
The Qatar Stock Exchange (QSE) 
has welcomed the partnership 
between the Qatar Investment 
Authority (QIA) and Ashmore 
Group for launching an active 
asset management initiative 
in collaboration with local and 
regional asset manager.
The Ashmore Qatar Equity 
Fund valued at approximately 
$200mn, with the QIA as an 
anchor investor and Ashmore 
Group as the first partner, will 
play a pivotal role in enhancing 
investor relations, quality of 

disclosure, research coverage, 
and improve liquidity on the 
local bourse, said Abdulaziz 
Nasser al-Emadi, acting chief 
executive off icer of the QSE.
This strategic initiative, which 
aligns with the QIA’s goals 
and aspirations, will play a 
significant role in supporting 
the development of the local 
financial markets.
The sovereign wealth fund’s 
active asset management 
initiative to seed funds by 
re-allocating shares in QSE-

listed companies to these 
external managers will add to 
the available free float in the 
market and create confidence 
among investors and encourage 
both local and international 
investment institutions to 
participate, he added.
The move by the QIA comes in 
the wake of its role in supporting 
the QSE’s initiatives aimed 
at enhancing liquidity in the 
market, including the market 
making, which was launched 
last April.

The QIA had committed QR1bn 
for establishing a permanent 
market-making programme at 
the QSE. The commitment is set 
to run over the next five years 
and will cover 90% of the size 
of the market capitalisation 
listed on the QSE, off ering an 
economic incentive by way of a 
rebate to lower trading costs for 
established market makers.
The local bourse had recently 
amended the list of securities 
eligible for the market making to 
include more stocks.

The Gulf institutions were seen increasingly into net profit booking as the 20-stock Qatar Index shrank 
0.8% to 10,318.74 points yesterday.

A broker talks on phone as he watches share prices at the Pakistan Stock Exchange in 
Karachi (file). An escalation of geopolitical tension between Pakistan and neighbouring 
Iran yesterday sent ripples through Pakistan’s bonds and stocks, and raised the spectre 
of more pressure on the country’s struggling economy.
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Air strikes on Yemen bring new level of 
chaos to shipping in the southern Red Sea
Bloomberg
London

The US and UK’s decision to hit back at Houthi rebels 

after weeks of attacks on merchant shipping in the 

Red Sea has only escalated the chaos across the ship-

ping industry, underscoring the threat of an enduring 

supply-chain crisis as vessels navigate the crucial trade 

route.

On Wednesday, a third commodity carrier in three days 

was struck, this time by a drone. Senior off icials in the 

shipping industry privately acknowledge that many 

crew are now frightened at the prospect of transit.

Shortly after the US and UK launched air strikes at 

Houthi targets in Yemen — marking a step up from the 

more defensive approach known as Operation Prosper-

ity Guardian — western navies advised ships to stay 

away. That guidance was publicly heeded by the own-

ers and operators of at least 2,300 merchant vessels — 

and some insurers responded by restricting cover.

The result has been sharp declines in shipments 

through a waterway that would normally handle about 

12% of global seaborne trade. Flows of oil, gas, grains, 

and manufactured goods have increasingly been 

diverted. Even a livestock carrier appeared to detour, 

raising animal welfare concerns.

“It’s a very uncertain time, and I think all of us are wait-

ing to see the overall impact of the ongoing Operation 

Prosperity Guardian, and also the most recent strikes,” 

said John Stawpert, a senior manager for trade and 

environment at the International Chamber of Shipping, 

which represents owners of about 80% of the global 

shipping fleet. “The potential impact of these attacks is 

horrendous” for crews.

Insurance costs for those ships whose seafarers who do 

brave the waterway have shot up tenfold, including a 

large increase since the air strikes. Some underwriters 

are even seeking to exclude US, UK and Israeli vessels 

from cover, and container shipping and oil freight rates 

are starting to climb.

The nervous crews, fraught safety situation, disrupted 

transits, delayed deliveries and volatile freight markets 

have revived talk of inflationary pressures and costlier 

oil, as well as warnings of supply chain snarls that could 

damage the global economy.

“For us, this will mean longer transit times and probably 

disruption of supply chains for a few months at least,” 

Vincent Clerc, chief executive of transport giant A. P. 

Moller-Maersk A/S, said this week.

US National Security Council spokesman John Kirby 

said on Tuesday that it was “too soon” to say what 

impact the strikes would have, but that they’d had a 

“good eff ect” in terms of disrupting and degrading 

the Houthis’ capability to conduct military off ensive 

operations.

At its narrowest point, the Bab el-Mandeb at the south-

ern end of the Red Sea — an unavoidable waypoint for 

any freighter using the Suez Canal to cut between Asia 

or the Middle East and Europe — is about 20 miles from 

Yemen on one side to Djibouti on the other.

“It’s very complicated for everybody,” said Dirk Siebels, 

senior analyst at Risk Intelligence, a Danish security 

intelligence firm. “The main problem is the level of 

uncertainty, which is always complicated for planning 

purposes.” 

Siebels said that up until the air strikes, the Houthis had 

been sticking to targets that were connected to Israel. 

Since those strikes, the Houthis say they are targeting 

US and UK vessels too and since Friday two of the three 

vessels that were hit were US owned.

The disruption is aff ecting raw materials and consumer 

goods all along the supply chain. Oil from countries 

including Iraq and Saudi Arabia has been disrupted by 

in the chaos. At least 6mn barrels of crude from Iraq, 

the biggest Middle Eastern supplier to Europe through 

the Bab el-Mandeb, have been diverted.

As many vessels take the long route around Africa, 

firms that provide ship fuel are reporting increased 

demand in African and Middle Eastern locations.

In the gas market, suppliers have by and large stopped 

using the Suez Canal — through which any ship must 

also pass if it’s going through the Red Sea to cut be-

tween Europe and Asia.

At least five liquefied natural gas carriers, some of 

which are controlled by export projects in Russia, 

U-turned away from the waterway this week, and are 

heading toward the Atlantic, according tracking data. 

Two were transporting gas for Asian customers.

All of Japan’s top shipping lines have stopped transits 

for the time being. Others, including Torm, Stena Bulk 

and Hafnia also announced they’ll steer clear. That’s 

in addition to the numerous container lines and other 

vessel owners that already diverted hundreds of ships 

before the air strikes.

Until last week, bulk ships that carry commodities like 

grain, coal and metal had seen relatively little impact, but 

now many of those vessels are also avoiding the route.

Ships hauling about 1.6mn tons of grain and headed 

for the Suez Canal have been diverted to other routes 

in the last 3 weeks, according to Kpler analyst Ishan 

Bhanu. Most of that will be crops heading south for 

consumers in China and southeast Asia.

“We have increasingly more shipowners who won’t 

take new business via the Red Sea now,” Vasilis Mouyis, 

joint managing director of Greece-based bulk shipping 

broker Doric Shipbrokers SA said.

The avoidance of the Red Sea isn’t universal. About a 

quarter of shipowners he works with are still willing to 

take business passing via the Red Sea, Mouyis said — 

but only if they get a good premium on rates.

For some owners, ties to China and Russia appear to be 

helping their fleets securing safe passage. Some ships 

have even broadcast their links to China in an apparent 

attempt to avoid being targeted. Others may judge that 

the risk is simply worth taking.

As many as 114 vessels — including oil tankers, bulk 

carriers and container ships — passed into or out of 

the Red Sea through the narrow chokepoint between 

Friday and Monday, according to ship-tracking data 

compiled by Bloomberg. That’s down from 272 during 

the same period a month earlier.

“Supply chains are going to have to invest to become 

more resilient to disruptions of this nature,” said Saul 

Kavonic, an energy analyst at researcher MST Marquee. 

“Even in the unlikely event the Middle East conflict were 

to subside tomorrow, governments and business will 

need to reconsider their logistics and supply chains to 

be resilient to future such occurrences.”

Shipping CEOs see 
no short-term end to 
Red Sea disruptions
Bloomberg
Davos

The CEOs of two leading freight carriers said they expect 

Red Sea threats to disrupt shipping for weeks or months 

longer, extending delays and higher transport costs for 

companies dependent on goods flowing along trade lanes 

that link the world’s largest economies.

“For us, this will mean longer transit times and probably 

disruption of supply chains for a few months at least,” 

Vincent Clerc, the chief executive of A.P. Moller — Maersk 

A/S, said on a panel at the World Economic Forum in Davos 

on Wednesday.

While Clerc said he hopes the unrest will end sooner than 

that, he said “it could also be longer because it’s so unpre-

dictable how this situation is developing.” 

He called the situation in the Red Sea “extremely disruptive”. 

Also speaking at Davos, DHL Group CEO Tobias Meyer said 

the rerouting of ships around southern Africa instead of the 

shortcut through the Suez Canal was leading to imbalances 

in container capacity. As a result, shortages might start to 

occur in about two weeks, hitting Asia in particular, he said.

“The back-flow is currently not happening at the pace people 

were planning for, so that’s something to monitor,” Meyer 

said.

Among the other leaders watching the renewed threats to 

supply chains was European Central Bank President Chris-

tine Lagarde.

The things “I’m watching carefully” are “wage bargaining, 

profit margins, energy prices, and — hopefully not, but — the 

coming back of supply bottlenecks,” she told Francine Lac-

qua at an event at Bloomberg House in Davos on Wednes-

day.

Monetary policymakers have reason to be wary. Disruptions 

to supply chains that began during the pandemic were partly 

behind an initial bout of inflation that occurred before energy 

prices spiked in the wake of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

Global trade faces a major challenge in the Red Sea, where 

Iran-backed Houthi rebels have been escalating attacks on 

commercial ships for the last months. The West is attempting 

to deter further action while averting a wider Mideast con-

flict in a region already on edge due to the Israel-Hamas war.

Faced with longer journeys, the shipping industry has scram-

bled to raise spot rates for containers between Asia and 

Europe in recent weeks, leading to tripling of costs for cargo 

owners that is also aff ecting importers in the US.

According to Bloomberg Intelligence’s Lee Klaskow, trans-

pacific shipping rates surged 58% to $4,375 per 40-foot con-

tainer in the week ended Wednesday, based on the Drewry 

Hong Kong-Los Angeles benchmark.

People walk on the beach as a container ship crosses the Gulf of Suez towards the Red Sea before 
entering the Suez Canal, in El Ain El Sokhna in Suez, east of Cairo (file). At its narrowest point, the Bab 
el-Mandeb at the southern end of the Red Sea — an unavoidable waypoint for any freighter using the 
Suez Canal to cut between Asia or the Middle East and Europe — is about 20 miles from Yemen on one 
side to Djibouti on the other.
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US weekly 
jobless claims at 
1-1/2-year low; 
housing starts 
decline
Reuters
Washington

The number of Americans fi ling new claims for un-
employment benefi ts fell last week to the lowest 
level in nearly 1-1/2 years, suggesting job growth 

likely remained solid in January.
The unexpected decline in initial claims reported by 

the Labor Department yesterday added to strong retail 
sales growth in December in painting an upbeat picture 
of the economy, and could make it diffi  cult for the Fed-
eral Reserve to start cutting interest rates in March as 
fi nancial markets anticipate.

“The claims data are consistent with a labour market 
that will need further loosening before the Fed consid-
ers rate cuts and bolsters our assumption that the March 
meeting will be too soon,” said Matthew Martin, a US 
economist at Oxford Economics.

Initial claims for state unemployment benefi ts 
dropped 16,000 to a seasonally adjusted 187,000 for the 
week ended January 13, the lowest level since Septem-
ber 2022. Economists polled by Reuters had forecast 
207,000 claims for the latest week.

Claims data tend to be volatile at the turn of the year. 
While that could have contributed to some of the drop 
in claims, economists said the data was consistent with 
a fairly tight labour market. They noted that companies 
generally remained reluctant to lay off  workers follow-
ing diffi  culties fi nding labour during and after the Cov-
id-19 pandemic.

Unadjusted claims decreased 29,543 to 289,228 last 
week, with fi lings plunging 17,176 in New York. The 
were also signifi cant declines in Michigan, Pennsylva-
nia, Wisconsin, South Carolina, Georgia and Minneso-
ta, which more than off set notable increases in Califor-
nia, Iowa, Kansas and Texas.

A separate report from the Commerce Department 
showed single-family homebuilding taking a breather 
in December after a recent stretch of gains. New con-
struction remains underpinned by a shortage of previ-
ously owned houses for sale.

Single-family housing starts, which account for the 
bulk of homebuilding, fell 8.6% to a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate of 1.027mn units last month, the Commerce 
Department’s Census Bureau said. Rainy weather last 
month likely contributed to the plunge in homebuilding.

Single-family starts increased 15.8% on a year-on-
year basis in December. A rebound in monthly activity 
is likely as the rate on the popular 30-year fi xed mort-
gage has retreated further to 6.66% after peaking at a 
23-year high of 7.79% in late October, according to data 
from mortgage fi nance agency Freddie Mac.

Permits for future construction of single-family 
homes increased 1.7% to a pace of 994,000 units last 
month, the highest level since May 2022.

The housing market has been pressured by higher 
borrowing costs and a perennial inventory shortage, 
which have constrained sales of previously owned 
homes. But demand for new construction is boosting 
residential investment, which rebounded in the third 
quarter after nine straight quarterly decreases.

IEA raises 2024 oil demand 
forecast but lags Opec view
Reuters 
London 

The International En-
ergy Agency (IEA) has 
again raised its 2024 

global oil demand growth 
forecast, though its pro-
jection remains lower than 
Opec’s expectations, and 
said the market looked well 
supplied because of strong 
growth outside the producer 
group.

The IEA and the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries (Opec) 
have clashed in recent years 
over issues such as future oil 
demand. The IEA expects oil 
demand to peak by 2030 as 
the world shifts to cleaner fu-
els, a view Opec dismissed in 
an article on Wednesday.

The IEA, which advises in-
dustrialised countries, yes-
terday predicted global con-
sumption will rise by 1.24mn 
barrels per day (bpd) in 2024. 
This was its third consecu-
tive upward revision in as 
many months but was below 
Opec’s 2.25mn bpd projec-
tion.

With confl ict in the Mid-
dle East raising concern over 
supply, the IEA said that — 
barring signifi cant disrup-
tions to fl ows — the market 
looked reasonably well sup-
plied in 2024 and a surplus 
could emerge if Opec and its 

allies unwind output cuts 
as scheduled in the second 
quarter.

The IEA’s latest upward 
demand growth revision, up 
180,000 bpd from its previ-
ous projection, was linked to 
improving global economic 
growth and lower crude pric-
es in the fourth quarter plus 
China’s expanding petro-
chemicals sector.

“The consensus economic 
outlook has improved some-
what over the last few months 
in the wake of the recent do-

vish pivot in central bank pol-
icy,” the Paris-based IEA said 
in its January report. “The 
fourth-quarter 2023 slump in 
oil prices acts as an additional 
tailwind.” 

Oil prices kicked off  the 
year on a weak footing as de-
mand uncertainty off set the 
impact of a new round of sup-
ply cuts by Opec and its allies, 
together known as Opec+, as 
well as rising tensions in the 
Middle East.

Brent crude was trading 
around $78 a barrel on Thurs-

day, holding on to early gains 
after the IEA report was pub-
lished, having lost about 10% 
in 2023 to fi nish the year at 
$77.04.

The IEA said the expected 
halving in the rate of de-
mand expansion year on year 
in 2024 is the result of post-
pandemic recovery being 
all but complete, lacklustre 
economic growth in major 
economies, energy effi  ciency 
improvements and a booming 
electric vehicle fl eet.

At the same time, the IEA 

expects world oil supply to 
rise by 1.5mn bpd to a new 
high of 103.5mn bpd in 2024, 
fuelled by record-setting 
output from the US, Brazil, 
Guyana and Canada.

“Barring signifi cant dis-
ruptions to oil fl ows, the 
market looks reasonably 
well supplied in 2024, with 
higher-than-expected non-
Opec+ production increases 
set to outpace oil demand 
growth by a healthy margin,” 
the report said.

Rising geopolitical ten-
sions in the Middle East, 
which the IEA says accounts 
for a third of the world’s sea-
borne oil trade, has perturbed 
markets.

Attacks by Iran-allied 
Houthi rebels on ships in the 
Red Sea since November have 
slowed trade between Asia 
and Europe and alarmed major 
powers in an escalation of the 
war between Israel and Pales-
tinian Hamas fi ghters in Gaza.

This could disrupt the 
fl ow of oil via key trade 
chokepoints, though a rising 
number of ship owners are 
diverting cargoes away from 
the Red Sea.

As non-Opec output rises, 
the producer group and the 
wider Opec+ alliance have 
implemented a series of out-
put cuts since late 2022 to 
support the market. A new 
cut for the fi rst quarter took 
eff ect this month.

India could ‘ease China investment 
curbs’ if border stays calm

Reuters
Davos, Switzerland

India could ease its heightened scrutiny of 

Chinese investments if the two countries’ border 

remains peaceful, a senior Indian off icial said in 

the first signal that the four-year-old curbs could 

be lifted.

Border tensions, the biggest irritant to relations 

between the nuclear-armed Asian giants, have 

eased, which could lead to improved investment 

ties, top industrial policy bureaucrat Rajesh 

Kumar Singh told Reuters on Wednesday at the 

annual World Economic Forum meeting in Davos, 

Switzerland.

In 2020, India tightened scrutiny on investments 

from companies based in countries it borders, 

adding a layer of vetting and security clearances.

The move was widely seen as retaliation for a 

clash between Chinese and Indian troops on their 

disputed, 3,800km (2,400-mile) Himalayan fron-

tier that killed at least 20 Indian and four Chinese 

soldiers, their worst military conflict in decades.

The curbs have disrupted billions of dollars of 

investments between the world’s two most-

populous countries, halting planned projects 

including from Chinese automakers BYD and 

Great Wall Motor.

The investment rules “could change once our 

relationship there stabilises because I think the 

border issues that we’ve had — the border has 

stabilised”, Singh, secretary at the Department for 

Promotion of Industry and Internal Trade, said in 

an interview.

“On the investment side also, if things go well, I’m 

sure we can resume normal business.” He did not 

give a timeframe for a possible easing.

Asked if India’s message was that Chinese 

investments depend on a peaceful border, Singh 

said: “You can’t have somebody nibbling at your 

border while at the same time having red-carpet 

treatment for investments from there.” 

The investment curbs, he said, were a slight “step 

back” from India’s broader opening to foreign 

investment in recent years. India has significantly 

reduced hurdles for inbound investment, lower-

ing or scrapping foreign ownership caps in many 

sectors and granting automatic approvals.

Despite the border problems, China is India’s larg-

est source of imports, with bilateral trade rising 

32% since tensions flared to nearly $114bn in the 

fiscal year that ended in March.

Indian and Chinese troops clashed twice in 2022 

even as peace talks were ongoing. New Delhi and 

Beijing, which fought a brief border war in 1962, 

have held a series of diplomatic and military talks 

to resolve the conflict.

The two neighbours must find a way to step back 

from potential confrontation in the western Hima-

layas, Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam 

Jaishankar said in June.

How Trump’s candidacy tests US constitution
By Gregory Korte 

Like no one before him, Donald Trump is at once a former 

president, a leading candidate to be nominated for the 

presidency again, and a criminal defendant. He faces 91 

felony charges in four separate cases for conduct before, 

during and after his presidency, including conspiring to 

defraud the US in his eff orts to overturn his 2020 election 

loss, mishandling classified documents and falsifying 

business records to cover up hush money to an adult film 

actress. This unprecedented situation raises questions 

that previously would have been implausible law school 

hypotheticals. These are some of them.

1. Is Trump immune from prosecution 
as a former president? 

Trump says his eff orts to overturn his defeat by Joe 

Biden — the subject of two of the four criminal cases 

against him — were off icial acts and therefore immune 

from prosecution. His legal team notes that, in 2021, the 

Senate fell short of the two-thirds majority vote needed 

to convict him of an impeachment charge related to that 

same behaviour. Trump’s immunity claim was rejected on 

December 1 by a US district judge who suggested he was 

seeking “the divine right of kings to evade the criminal 

accountability that governs his fellow citizens.” His claim 

was also met with scepticism by a US appeals court panel 

during arguments on January 9. Trump has signalled that 

he will take his fight to the Supreme Court if necessary. 

That court in the past has held that presidents are entitled 

to sweeping protection over actions they took within 

the “outer perimeter” of their off icial duties. But that was 

about immunity from civil lawsuits. Trump is the first 

former president to face federal charges, so claims of im-

munity from criminal prosecution are uncharted territory.

2. Is someone convicted of a crime 
eligible to serve as president? 

Generally speaking, yes. The US constitution says 

the president must be at least 35 years old, a 

natural-born citizen and a 14-year resident of the 

US; a clean criminal record is not a job requirement. 

The 14th amendment to the constitution, adopted 

after the Civil War and little-discussed for decades, 

does block from public office anyone who has “en-

gaged in insurrection or rebellion” against the US. 

Trump was not charged with insurrection or rebel-

lion. Still, many Americans say those terms apply to 

what happened on January 6, 2021, when a violent 

pro-Trump mob attacked the US Capitol as Congress 

was certifying the results of the 2020 election. The 

attack followed a rally at which Trump repeated his 

false claims that the election had been fraudulently 

stolen from him.

3. Does the 14th Amendment make 
Trump ineligible to serve again? 

That question now sits squarely before the US Supreme 

Court. Two states, Colorado and Maine, have said 

they will keep Trump’s name off  presidential ballots 

on the basis of the 14th Amendment’s insurrection 

clause. Courts or election off icials in at least four other 

states have ruled in Trump’s favour. Trump asked the 

Supreme Court to overturn the Colorado ruling, and 

the court agreed to consider the case, scheduling argu-

ments for February 8.

4. Could Trump, as president, pardon 
himself? 

Not if he’s convicted on state charges such as those 

he faces in New York and Georgia. That’s because the 

president’s constitutional power to “grant reprieves 

and pardons for off ences against the United States” 

applies only to federal crimes. As for the dozens of 

counts he faces in two federal prosecutions, legal 

scholars disagree on whether the president can self-

pardon. Some point to the advice given by the Justice 

Department’s Off ice of Legal Counsel to President 

Richard Nixon in 1974 in connection with the Water-

gate scandal: “Under the fundamental rule that no one 

may be a judge in his own case, the President cannot 

pardon himself.” 

5. Could Trump, while president, be 
sent to prison? 

This is also unclear. There’s an argument that the presi-

dent’s responsibilities would override the imperative to 

serve a prison sentence. “Constitutionally you’d have a 

pretty good argument that you would have to let him 

out while he’s president,” said Brian Kalt, a Michigan 

State University law professor whose 2012 book, Con-

stitutional Cliff hangers: A Legal Guide for Presidents 

and Their Enemies, anticipated some of the current 

questions surrounding Trump.

6. Could Trump be president from 
prison? 

The logistical and security hurdles presented by a 

president behind bars boggle the mind. If it came to 

that, the 15 department heads who make up the presi-

dential cabinet could declare the president “unable to 

discharge the powers and duties of his off ice” under 

the terms of the constitution’s 25th amendment and 

temporarily assign authority to the vice president. But, 

as Kalt writes, that amendment is mainly viewed as 

applicable only if a president is “completely incapaci-

tated” by, say, a stroke or severe dementia.

7. If elected, could Trump be removed 
by (another) impeachment? 

In the event Trump wins the presidency again, lawmak-

ers could try once more to force his removal by arguing 

that his conduct related to January 6 meets the consti-

tutional standard of “high crimes and misdemeanours.” 

Trump’s defenders would surely argue that his previous 

acquittal settled that issue. Any new impeachment 

approved by the House of Representatives would, like 

the last one, face a steep uphill battle to achieve the 

supermajority vote in the Senate required to remove a 

president from off ice.

Bloomberg QuickTake Q&A

Deep freeze forcing US LNG 
exporters to cancel, delay cargoes

The recent freeze across Texas and Louisiana disrupted 

scheduled exports of US liquefied natural gas, temporarily 

tightening some supply of the heating and power-plant fuel, 

reports Bloomberg. The Cameron LNG export plant in Loui-

siana cancelled at least one scheduled shipment, according 

to people familiar with the matter. Several other planned 

deliveries from Cameron and Cheniere Energy Inc’s Corpus 

Christi facility in Texas were also delayed, they said.

The Freeport LNG terminal in Texas on Tuesday briefly 

brought down and restarted one of its three production 

units, according to a state regulatory filing. Freeport 

LNG’s loading schedule was also disrupted this week as 

a result of the weather, according to people familiar with 

the matter. Export disruptions will likely be short-lived, 

with warmer weather expected next week. Milder-than-

normal temperatures are forecast across most of the US 

from January 23-27, according to the National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration.

The global market impact should also be limited given 

that gas inventories across Europe and Asia remain high, 

with the end of winter on the horizon. European gas 

futures fell to a five-month low on Wednesday.

An oil tanker is seen at sunset anchored off  the Fos-Lavera oil hub near Marseille, France (file). 
The IEA, which advises industrialised countries, yesterday predicted global consumption will rise 
by 1.24mn barrels per day in 2024.
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