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MOST Asian stock markets yester-
day cheered a commitment by the
United States Federal Reserve not
to rush into raising interest rates
despite an improving economy.

In Tokyo, stocks jumped 2.3
per cent, Hong Kong rose 1.1 per
cent, Sydney added 1 per cent and
Singapore’s Straits Times Index
(STI) put on 0.5 per cent.

At press time, the Dow Jones In-
dustrial Average was up nearly
250 points or 1.4 per cent.

The rally came as the Fed’s poli-
cy-making committee pledged on
Wednesday to “be patient in be-

ginning to normalise the stance of
monetary policy”.

Fed chief Janet Yellen explicitly
said that rates would probably not
go up “for a couple of meetings”.

April is now seen as the earliest
window of any possible hike, with
most betting on it taking place in
the middle of next year.

The Fed’s nuanced stance spelt
a double dose of good news for
the markets. It confirmed that the
economy was on the mend, but al-
so assured investors that it would
not derail the recovery by rushing
to raise rates.

The Fed raised its estimate of
this year’s US economic growth

to between 2.3 and 2.4 per cent,
up from 2 to 2.2 per cent.

Also, the Fed’s median forecast
for its benchmark interest rates in-
dicated a slower pace of rate hikes
when they do arrive.

The benchmark interest rate,
now between 0 per cent and 0.25
per cent, is predicted to come in
at 1.125 per cent at the end of next
year, down from September’s fore-
cast of 1.375 per cent.

A more moderate hike in US in-
terest rates should give a lift to
Singapore and other regional mar-
kets and economies, say analysts.

Markets generally regard cheap
credit as a boon for stocks.

Phillip Futures investment ana-
lyst Howie Lee called the Fed’s de-
cision “a victory for the doves”.

“We should see a run-up of eq-
uities worldwide, including the
STI, from now till April, given
that they revised the interest rates
downwards.”

Plays sensitive to interest
rates, such as real estate invest-
ment trusts and property
counters, could be the big win-
ners, added Mr Lee.

The Singapore Interbank Of-
fered Rate (Sibor) is linked to the
Fed rate.

“The Sibor will rise almost in
tandem with the Fed rate hike,

but if there is a gradual increase,
the market will price it in,” said
Mr Sanjay Mathur, head of eco-
nomic research for Asia ex-Japan
at the Royal Bank of Scotland.

United Overseas Bank senior
economist Alvin Liew noted that
export-oriented Asian economies,
like Singapore, that have exposure
to the US would stand to gain.

“If and when the Fed raises the
interest rate, it will be on the back
of a positive US economic and job
outlook that will ensure it is in bet-
ter shape to help Asia and to pro-
mote export demand.”
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CUBAN President Raul Castro
hailed a landmark
exchange of prisoners
with the US and praised
US President Barack
Obama as the two
countries agreed to
normalise relations
after more than five
decades of hostility.

The US freed three
convicted Cuban spies in
return for the release of
US foreign aid worker
Alan Gross (right, with

wife Judy), imprisoned in
Cuba in 2009, and of an

intelligence agent
held there for nearly
20 years. The deal
was sealed during a
45-minute phone
call this week
after 18 months
of secret talks.
World leaders

welcomed the
ground-breaking

news.
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By JANICE HENG

BY THE end of next year, all 16
MRT stations on the North-East
Line (NEL) and 12 more on the
North-South Line (NSL) and
East-West Line (EWL) will offer
free Wi-Fi access.

With this, 32 stations across
the entire MRT system will offer
free Wi-Fi, the Land Transport
Authority (LTA) said yesterday in
a report. All such stations are lo-
cated on these three lines.

Free Wi-Fi access is currently

available at City Hall, Orchard,
Raffles Place and some platforms
at Bishan, Dhoby Ghaut and Out-
ram Park.

Joining these will be the rest of
the NEL, as well as Ang Mo Kio,
Bedok, Bukit Batok, Buona Vista,
Choa Chu Kang, Clementi, Eunos,
Jurong East, Khatib, Paya Lebar,
Sembawang and Yishun.

The LTA also gave updates on
its upgrading works to make train
services more reliable.

After a spate of breakdowns, in-
cluding major ones in December

2011, the LTA began extensive re-
newal works for the NSL and
EWL in 2012.

These included replacing tim-
ber sleepers with concrete ones.
The replacement process requires
trains to run slower while the new
sleepers are stabilised.

Replacement work on the NSL
is about 76 per cent complete and
due to finish by the middle of next
year. Trains are back to full speed
from Yio Chu Kang to Khatib.

Quality assurance engineer Lu
Huimin, 26, travels between Toa
Payoh and Woodlands on week-
days. She looks forward to faster
train rides after the works are
done.

“It’s a chore to have to spend
so long sitting or standing in a
train on the way home,” she said.

The signalling system is being
upgraded to let trains run more
frequently. Works are 73 per cent
complete for the NSL and will
start early next year for the EWL.

Work will start next year to re-
place the power-supplying third
rails of the NSL and EWL and is
due to finish by the end of 2016.

Defective or sagging third rails
have caused several train disrup-
tions over the years.

On the NEL, wires and U-bolts
are being replaced. These are part
of the overhead system which sup-
plies power to trains, and have

caused breakdowns in the past
when they corroded and snapped.

Meanwhile, construction on
the Downtown Line’s second
stage is close to 90 per cent com-
plete, with its 12 stations on sched-
ule to open by the first quarter of
2016. The 16 stations in the final
stage are on track to open by
2017.

Work has started on the north-
ern stretch of the Thomson-East
Coast Line, with tenders for civil
works to be called early next year
for its eastern stretch. It will be
completed in stages from 2019 to
2024.

The LTA has also called a ten-
der for Canberra station on the
NSL between Sembawang and Yis-
hun. Work will start in the second
quarter of next year and finish in
2019.

Existing lines are getting great-
er capacity, with a 48 per cent in-
crease in the train fleet under
way. The first of 18 new NEL and
24 new Circle Line trains will en-
ter service from the middle of
next year. From 2016 to 2019, the
NSL and EWL will get 57 new
trains.

The LRT lines are also getting a
boost, with 13 more train-cars for
the Bukit Panjang LRT system and
16 more to arrive for the Seng-
kang-Punggol LRT from 2016.
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World leaders welcome renewed US-Cuba ties

YOU ARE SURROUNDED!
The battleground was hilly.
The enemy troops were fast, clever
and elusive. While some showed
themselves, many more were
suspected to be hiding
underground. Even so, 10 intrepid
men, armed with nets and
harnesses, set out to capture them,
once and for all.
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Markets rejoice at double dose of good news from the Fed

Some upgrading works nearing
completion, offering faster train ridesFree Wi-Fi

at 32 MRT
stations
by end-2015
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