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The share prices of commodity
firms across Asia slumped yester-
day, sparking a major sell-off in
regionalmarkets for a secondday.
RisingworriesoverChina’s slow-

ing economy and the ability of big
commodity firms to pay debt sent
investors fleeing from risky assets
to safe-havencurrencies andgold.
Onekey catalystwas commodity

giant Glencore’s share price crash-
ingby asmuchas a third inLondon
aheadofAsian trading.
The biggest casualties of the rout

were resource-producing econo-
mies, including Malaysia, Indone-
sia andAustralia.
The ringgit fell to as low as

RM3.12 to the Singdollar and as low
as RM4.485 to the US dollar, its
weakest since January 1998.TheIn-
donesian rupiah also fell sharply in
trading yesterday, slipping to
14,730 against the US dollar at one
point, its lowest since mid-July
1998. The Singdollar dropped to a
six-year low against the greenback.
Itwentas lowas$1.4335aUSdollar.
Investors worried over where

China’s economy is headed got
more bad news as a report showed
profits of its industrial firms fell 8.8
percent lastmonth. It setoff awave
of selling: Tokyo tumbled 4.05 per
cent, Hong Kong lost nearly 3 per
cent and Sydney sank 3.8 per cent.
Singapore’s Straits Times Index
shed just3.98points to2,787.94.
Glencore’s rising debt worries

havenowsent its sharepricediving
almost76percent thisyear.Yester-
day, its shares rose 7 per centwhen
London opened, but analysts say

the rout is far from over. Mr Mark
Tinker, head of fund management
firm AXA Framlington Asia,
blamed traders for the sharp
sell-off. “For foreign exchange and
commodities traders right now,
the profitable noise is still the ‘sell
the China trade’, commodities, for-
eignexchange, emergingmarkets.”
But while commodity firms’

share prices may keep falling, Phil-
lipFutures investmentanalystDan-
iel Ang believes commodity prices
themselves are nearing bottom.He
said crude oil – about US$47 a bar-
rel yesterday – is likely to hold
steady till the year end, if supply
doesnotcontinue torise. “If... Irani-
anoil comesonstream,andUSdoes
not cut its supply, we could see
crude oil drop to as low as US$30 a
barrel.But that’son the lowside.”
But there is a real worry that if

China suffers a “hard landing” –
where growth rates fall more than
expected– thenAsia could suffer a
longer-termimpact, includinga re-
gional recession, saideconomists.
Bank of America Merrill Lynch

economist Chua Hak Bin said the
pace and steepness of US interest
rate hikes are key questions. “As it
is, Taiwan and Singapore are likely
to have a technical recession this
year,whileMalaysia and Indonesia
are facing troublesof theirown.”
But Mr Anthony Raza, head of

multi-asset strategy at UOB Asset
Management, said a repeat of the
Asian financial crisis in 1997 “is
unlikely because foreign reserves,
external debt and banking-sector
healthare all strongernow”.
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Singapore’s offer to help Indonesia
resolve the haze crisis still stands
and the Singapore Armed Forces
(SAF) will also consider enhancing
its assistance package ifmore aid is
needed, Defence Minister Ng Eng
Hensaidyesterday.
“If they needmore help... the SAF

is always open to consider more
help,” saidDrNg,whowas speaking
to The Straits Times a day after
high-level talks in Jakarta. He said
he made the offer again during his
talkswithCoordinatingMinister for
Political, Legal and Security Affairs
LuhutPanjaitanandDefenceMinis-
terRyamizardRyacuduonMonday.
“And both Pak Ryamizard and

Pak Luhut thanked me for this

offer and they understood that the
offer is still open,”headded.
Indonesia has struggled to put

out illegal forest fires in Sumatra
and Kalimantan that have blanket-
edmanypartsof thecountry, Singa-
poreandMalaysia in thick smoke.
Singapore extended a helping

hand to Indonesia earlier this
month, but its help was thrice re-
jected publicly by Environment
and Forestry Minister Siti Nurbaya
Bakar, who said her country had
theresources todealwith thecrisis.
TheSingaporeoffer,however,has

elicitedmixedresponses fromIndo-
nesian leaders. Lawmaker Ahmadi
Noor Supit told the government not
to reject offers of aid to put out the
fires. “We should not be averse to it,
we should not act as thoughwe can
cope alone, especially in terms of
fundingandequipment,”headded.

Mr Ahmadi’s comments come on
the back of remarks by Indonesian
Vice-President Jusuf Kalla, who
said on Sunday: “Singapore can
comeand see for themselves if they
want tohelp.Don’t just talk.”
Dr Ng said yesterday that while

Singapore’s offer remains, itwasup
to Indonesia “to activateourhelp”.
In Kuala Lumpur, Malaysian De-

fence Minister Hishammuddin
Hussein also said he was “more
thanwilling” tohelp Indonesia deal
with the fires alongsideSingapore.
Meanwhile, the haze continues to

wreak havoc in the region. Acting
RiauGovernorArsyadjuliandiRach-
man yesterday extended the state
of emergency inhisprovinceafter it
was covered by haze that reduced
visibility toabout100m.
Hazy conditions in Singapore

tooka turn for theworse yesterday,

with air quality reaching very un-
healthy levels. The 24-hour Pollut-
ant Standards Index (PSI) entered
theveryunhealthybandof 142-203
at 4am. As of 3pm, the 24-hour PSI
was between 172 and 210. The
three-hour PSI, which is not tied to
ahealth advisory, stoodat 246.
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Students in Indonesia’s Jambi province were released from school earlier because of the worsening haze yesterday. Indonesia has struggled to put out illegal
forest fires in Sumatra and Kalimantan that have blanketed many parts of the country, Singapore and Malaysia in thick smoke. PHOTO: REUTERS
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Offer to help Indonesia fight haze ‘still stands’




