This document is intended for professional clients in accordance with MIFID

N° 013 // 8 March 2021

Topic of the week: semiconductors and the US/China Technology
race


Semiconductors have become one of the most important industries in
the world because they are at the heart of economic growth, security
and technological innovation.



Despite colossal investments in this industry, China is lagging behind,
making it dependent on the rest of the world, especially Taiwan and
South Korea.



This has not escaped the US administration, which has increased trade
sanctions against its technology giant Huawei, but also by putting
pressure on chip suppliers, such as Taiwan.



“Dual circulation” is China’s strategy to be less dependent on the rest
of the world.

Stéphane Déo
Head of markets strategy

Market review: A silent Fed


Powell fails to provide guidance, yields press higher



Nasdaq plunges 7,5% in 11 days



Credit spreads unscathed amid rate volatility



European banks outperform

Axel Botte
Global strategist

Chart of the week
The DXY averages the exchange rates between
the USD and 6 major world currencies (EUR,
GBP, CAD, CHF, SEK and JPY). The BBDXY is
a larger index with 10 currencies (EUR, GBP,
CAD, CHF, JPY, MXN, AUD, CHF, KRW, CNH
and INR).
They both send a very similar signal: after a
continuous depreciation last year, the dollar has
turned this year with an acceleration of the
appreciation over the past few weeks. The
steepening of the curve and higher yield is one
key factor for the move.

Zouhoure Bousbih
Emerging countries
strategist

Figure of the week
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Brent prices exceeded 70$ briefly today for the first time
since May 2019.
Prices are up more than 250% since last year’s lows.

Aline Goupil- Raguénès
Developed countries strategist
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Topic of the week

Semiconductors
and the technology
race USA/China
Semiconductors have become a global
geopolitical issue because they are at the
heart of the technological race between the
United States and China. However, both
countries are very dependent on the rest of
the world for their supplies. China’s strategic
vulnerability in this industry has not escaped
the US administration, which under D. Trump
has multiplied trade sanctions against its tech
giant Huawei. The US is also pressuring chip
suppliers like Taiwan to choose between
“blue” (US) or “red” (China) supply chains.
U.S. trade sanctions and the pandemic have
revealed to China that it can no longer depend
on the rest of the world in such a strategic
sector for its economic development. “Dual
circulation” is the strategy to reduce their
long-term dependence on the rest of the
world.
Semiconductors have become one of the most important
industries in the world because they are at the heart of
economic growth, security and technological innovation.
Moreover, they play a key role in emerging technologies,
such as Artificial Intelligence (AI), 5G, IOT (internet of things)
and autonomous systems.
The pandemic has accelerated the demand for computer
products,
and
consequently
the
demand
for
semiconductors. Equipment from North American
manufacturers worldwide reached more than $3 billion (3month average) in January 2021, according to
Semiconductor Equipement Industry (SEMI), surpassing the
peak of 2018.

To understand the geopolitical stakes of these small silicone
objects, we must first quickly look at the global
semiconductor industry.

A highly concentrated and
complex industry
The market for semiconductor companies is dominated by
the US, which accounts for 47% of sales (according to
Innovation Technology and Innovation Foundation (ITIF)),
followed by South Korea (19%), Japan (10%), Europe
(10%), Taiwan (6%) and China (5%).
However, the hierarchy is reversed when it comes to
production. Indeed, many semiconductors are manufactured
in South Korea (28%) by Samsung, Taiwan (22%) by Taiwan
Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation (TSMC) and
China (12%) by SMIC. The United States only makes up
11% of the capacity.
The architecture of the production line of the semiconductor
industry is therefore complex, which generates strong
dependencies, especially the United States and China visà-vis producing countries. The recent global shortage of
semiconductors has also revealed that other industrial
sectors are equally highly dependent on industry.
This is the case for the automotive sector ($40 billion in
semiconductors according to IHS Markit), smartphones
($115 billion according to IDC) and laptops ($70 billion
according to IDC) which are the three main markets of the
semiconductor industry.
However, the automotive sector is becoming an increasingly
important market as automobiles contain a wider range of
semiconductors than PCs or smartphones that require few
components such as processors and memory chips. The
automotive sector is currently experiencing a significant
shortage of semiconductors as suppliers have turned to
products for other applications due to the drop in car sales
(-20% in 2020) related to the pandemic.

The Achilles Heel of China
China knows that to have sustainable growth it must change
its industrial model. Rather than continue to be the
sweatshop of the world, by importing intermediate goods
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and exporting finished products, China must be a leader in
high-tech products, such as semiconductors.
We can see China’s technological shift through its trade
balance. Its imports in integrated circuits now represent
14.7% of its total imports, exceeding the share of oil which
is 6.5% at the end of 2020.

(according to Gartner). However, the Chinese company
managed to end the year 2020 by being the third largest
seller of smartphones, despite the distrust of a large number
of countries, including the United States.
The US strategy against Huawei is based on two
components: first, to put pressure on other countries,
particularly Europe, by reminding the company’s alleged
proximity to the Chinese authorities. For the Americans,
Huawei’s equipment would be used to spy on companies
and states. This is why the United States banned their
companies from using Huawei network equipment in 2012
and added the company to its Entity List in May 2019
following a decree by D. Trump that was extended until
2021.
Since the health crisis, China’s international image has
deteriorated significantly and other countries have joined the
US position. Thus, on 14 July 2020, the UK banned Huawei
from its 5G network: the equipment must be removed by
2027.

China has become a leader in many high-tech areas such
as solar panels, telecommunications equipment, and highspeed trains.
However, the country is lagging far behind in
semiconductors, despite huge investments in the sector.
According to Credit Suisse, China would have invested more
in the semiconductor industry than the Americans to send
their first man to the moon!
To reduce its dependence on the rest of the world, the
Chinese authorities had launched a new “Made in China”
policy in 2015 that also included the semiconductor industry.
This policy quickly shifted to a grant policy for national
champions. This has reduced incentives to innovate and
thus gain market share, unlike foreign companies.
Another explanation is that the problem of China lies in
finishing. Semiconductor manufacturing requires precision,
which means cutting-edge equipment, such as lithographic
machines, which China does not have. SMIC, China’s
largest semiconductor company, is far from competing with
Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Corporation (TSMC)
and Samsung.

China’s strategic
vulnerability, an
opportunity for the US to
attack Huawei.
It was under the administration of D. Trump that the
technological war against China intensified. The American
strategy is clearly to put the Chinese technology giant under
embargo.
Huawei, which was the world’s second largest smartphone
producer in Q2 and Q3 2020, fell to fifth place in Q4 2020

The other part is to cut off its sources of supply of
semiconductors, vital for its development.
Last December’s US trade sanctions against SMIC, which
prohibit US companies from exporting technology, severely
penalize its ability to manufacture more advanced chips. As
already mentioned in the first section, the architecture of the
production chain is complex, if SMIC can no longer have
access to its suppliers then the company is unable to
compete with its rivals TSMC and Samsung.
Huawei has developed its own semiconductor company,
Kirin, for its 5G equipment and smartphones.
The problem is that due to the lack of equipment, especially
in lithographic machines, Kirin semiconductors are
manufactured by Taiwan TSMC which uses American
technology and equipment.
Since
September 14,
2020, TSMC has
stopped
supplying
The Chinese authorities
Huawei
chips
due to “new US
had launched a new “Made
regulations”
against
the
in China” policy in 2015
Chinese
company, which
that also included the
has weakened
its development.
semiconductor industry
Huawei’s other
source of fragility
is also base
materials, such
as
photosensitive
resins, which are used in many industrial processes such as
lithography. For the time being, the position of the new J.
Biden administration on the subject has not yet been made
public.
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Taiwan: at the heart of the
tec rivalry between the
United States and China
Taiwan has become the world leader in semiconductor
production thanks to Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing
Corporation (TSMC), which produces the world’s top
performing chips (10 nanometers or less). It is also the main
supplier of US and Chinese companies such as Apple,
Qualcomm, Broadcom, Xilinx and Huawei (until recent US
restrictions).
The reasons for such success are to be found in geopolitics.
Taiwan, South Korea and Japan all benefited from US
technology transfer as allies during the Cold War. Taiwan
sent its first engineers to the United States in 1970, who then
founded TSMC. At that time, China was just emerging from
its Cultural Revolution and began to open up to the world in
1978. As a result, the country was lagging behind in science
and was sorely short of engineers. Technological innovation
requires investment in human capital that takes time and
does not catch up quickly.

Double circulation:
China’s strategy to be less
dependent on the rest of
the world
The US sanctions and the pandemic have reminded China
that it can no longer be dependent on the rest of the world,
especially in the strategic field of semiconductors.
In fact, this is one of the priorities of the Chinese Communist
Party’s 14th five-year strategic plan for 2021-2025, and of
the “dual circulation” strategy. The objective is to reduce
dependence on exports in its economic development,
focusing on domestic demand.
However, this does not mean that China is shutting down in
the world, as it is still dependent on the rest of the world in
certain technology sectors, such as semiconductors. The
idea is to gradually shift the Chinese economic model
towards the domestic market, which will play an increasingly
important role in the long term.

Taiwan and TSMC have therefore assumed greater
geopolitical importance in the current environment, as
evidenced by the actions of the US administration.

What implications for
financial markets?

The United States has launched an initiative that
encourages leaders in the semiconductor industry, including
TSMC, to build advanced chip manufacturing facilities on
American soil. The goal is to put pressure on global chip
suppliers to choose between “blue” (US) and “red” (China)
supply chains.

After a challenging 2018 year marked by US trade sanctions
and weak global demand for semiconductors, the S&P
Semiconductors Select Index reached a record high on
February 16 at more than 4,700 points. Since 2018, the S&P
500 Select Semiconductor Index has increased 160%!

On May 15, 2020, TSMC announced that it would invest up
to $12 billion in a 5nm chip manufacturing plant in Arizona,
which could pave the way for a “safe” collaboration with the
Pentagon that would then integrate it into its supply chain.
The strong presence of Chinese engineers in the Taiwanese
leader worries the American administration, because of
suspicions of espionage especially in the military field.
American companies account for 60% of its revenues.
On the same day, the U.S. administration issued a foreign
direct product rule to stop shipments of advanced
semiconductors to Huawei’s subsidiary HiSilicon by TSMC.
HiSilicon also accounts for 14% of its revenues.
If the United States extends technology restrictions on
semiconductors to other Chinese companies and succeeds
in widening the gap between China and Taiwan in the
semiconductor field, then they risk provoking a brutal
reaction from Beijing, that would create significant distortions
in global technology supply chains.

The performance of the index reflects the strong global
demand for computer products to work and study at home,
linked to the pandemic, which outperformed the S&P 500
index.
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(20.5% of the MSCI EM index) is in line with that of China,
which now accounts for 40% of the MSCI EM index.

In the Asian equity markets, Taiwan is by far the market that
has taken full advantage of the pandemic, as has the MSCI
Taiwan Index, which outperforms the MSCI Asia Index and
those of South Korea and Japan.
While the prospect of an end to the health crisis appears to
be emerging through vaccination, global demand for
semiconductors is expected to remain strong due to the
growth of emerging technologies, particularly in China.

China’s technological shift has led to significant structural
changes in emerging market equity indices, such as the
MSCI EM Index.
The sensitivity of the MSCI EM Index (in USD) to US interest
rates and oil prices has decreased significantly since 2013,
reflecting significant sectoral changes within the index.

Discretionary consumption is also a new trend that has
emerged, reflecting the emergence of a middle class in
emerging countries, particularly China. Its weight in the
index increased from less than 6% in 2001 to almost 20% in
2021.

Chinese consumers’ insatiable demand for smartphones (90
million devices shipped in Q2 2020, according to Credit
Suisse) and its largest automotive sector in the world, are
among the main drivers of demand from the semicommercialdrivers of the country.
In addition, the global automotive sector, which is currently
experiencing a shortage of semiconductors, does not
require as complex electronic components as smartphones
or laptops. SMIC, could fill this gap by using the old
technology and make a success of the game.
China can also find unexplored opportunities elsewhere,
such as artificial intelligence chips. What made TSMC’s
financial success is that the Taiwanese company specialized
in a segment of the production chain and not in the entire
chain. Chinese companies Alibaba and Huawei have
already taken a step ahead in producing these chips for use
in 5G networks. This is an opportunity to catch for China.

Technology is now the main driver of performance, not
energy. The growth of the information technology sector

Zouhoure Bousbih
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Market review

A silent Fed
Fed will ignore inflation spurt leaving
room for further tensions on bond yields.
The Nasdaq shifts lower. Credit proves
resilient to higher rate volatility whilst
European equities bounce.
Jerome Powell’s intervention at the WSJ forum was much
awaited by markets. The Fed chairman considers that the
institution remains far off its dual mandate goals of maximum
employment and stable prices. The asset purchase program
remains calibrated at $120b a month. The acceleration in
prices is judged temporary so that the Federal Reserve
appears unwilling to change course as inflation expectations
remain consistent with its price stability objective. Doing so,
Jerome Powell may leave the Fed exposed to speculative
market moves.
The tug of war between the Fed and financial markets will
hence be centered on the evolution of inflation expectations.
There may be a parallel to be drawn with Mario Draghi’s
speech at the 2014 Jackson Hole meeting. The ECB chief
had taken comfort in the anchoring of medium-term inflation
expectations… but, in the following weeks of trading, longterm inflation breakevens (5-year forward 5-year) had fallen
sharply invalidating Draghi’s argument and forcing the ECB
to launch a massive asset purchase program. If the Fed,
wishes to intervene to stem upward pressure on yields, a
Twist operation would appear most appropriate. The
institution holds $885b worth of Treasury bonds and bills
maturing in 2021 (equivalent to 11 months of current
Treasuries purchases). The Fed may redeploy these bond
holdings onto longer-dated maturities. Under the previous
twist experiment, purchases had been concentrated on
Treasuries with maturities beyond 6 years. Additionally,
liquidity conditions in repo markets could be improved, as
the collateral scarcity issue grows after the Treasury’s
decision to cut Treasury bill issuance. Repo rates on special
securities frequently trade down to -3% area. The QE
breakdown between Treasuries and MBS. However, cutting
the share of MBS could be a way to ensure financing of the
Federal fiscal program. The robustness of housing
investment entails financial stability risks in years ahead.
Fed caution appears increasingly at odds with the underlying
economic reality. By the end of the first quarter, the US
economy will have erased the pandemic hit with about 10%
annualized growth expected in the three months to March,
before $1.9T fiscal stimulus kicks in. Job creation is
improving with 465k jobs added in February and a decline in
the unemployment rate to 6.2%. The Fed’s stance (status
quo on interest rates until 2023) will be increasingly harder
to maintain as CPI inflation will accelerate past 3% this
spring.

Market pressure will intensify. T-note yields have been
testing the 1.60% threshold as 30-year Treasuries traded
through 2.30%. These two maturities will be issued this
week. The 2s10s curve spread traded higher towards 143bp.
The bearish consensus is building fast according to
positioning surveys. Put volumes are twice those traded on
the call side. Meanwhile the greenback strengthened against
all currencies. The rise in Treasury note yields seems to
attract foreign interests, including from Japanese investors.
Conversely to the Fed, the BoJ made (relatively) clear that it
did not intend to broaden the target range for the 10-year
JGB yield (centered on 0%). As a result, JBGs rallied briefly
towards 0.10% and a sharp depreciation in the JPY past
108. The Chinese Renminbi also adjusted lower on revisions
to growth forecasts made by government (just 6% expected
in 2021).
In the euro area, Bunds stabilized about -0.30% despite
hazardous communication from of ECB members, which
hints at difficulties to achieve consensus at the upcoming
governing council on Thursday. The ECB will surely leave
policy unchanged as PEPP already offered the needed
flexibility. Most sovereign spreads were a touch wider last
week. Sovereign bond fund inflows have slowed somewhat.
In turn, the inaugural Italian green bond deal (Apr45)
attracted huge demand worth €80b but weighed slightly on
surrounding BTPs. Ten-year BTPs is trading about 106bp at
last week’s close. In the UK, the budget announcement
weighed on markets. Gilt issuance will total £234b this fiscal
year, about 20% more than had been expected.
Credit markets, including CDS indices, remain quite resilient
to increased rate volatility and signs of weakness in some
equity markets. We have observed some relative value
arbitrages in favor of short-dated credit securities to the
detriment of rich long-term bonds. Financial conditions
remain very favorable to borrowers as primary bond deals
reach €17b last week. As a side remark, recently issued
green bonds commend a premium of about 5bp in
secondary markets. High yield markets also resist continued
outflows from speculative-grade bond funds, in USD space
in particular.
The European equity market is up in the last five sessions
thanks to favorable earnings picture (topping estimates by
15% on average) most notably in value cyclical sectors.
Tensions on yields are less pronounced than in the US but
European technology stocks cannot break away from the
correction in Nasdaq, (-7.5% in 11 days). Sharp sector
rotation is developing. Banks benefit from higher yields and
scope for increased distribution given their excess capital
(14-16% capital ratio). ROTE averaging 8% is set to rise.

Axel Botte
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Main market indicators
08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

EUR Bunds 2y

-0.68 %

+0

+3

+2

EUR Bunds 10y

-0.28%

+5

+16

+29

EUR Bunds 2s10s

40 bp

+5

+14

+27

USD Treasuries 2y

0.15 %

+3

+4

+3

G4 Government Bonds

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

USD Treasuries 10y

1.6 %

+18

+43

+68

USD Treasuries 2s10s

145 bp

+15

+39

+66

GBP Gilt 10y

0.76 %

+1

+29

+57

JPY JGB 10y

0.12 %

-3

+5

+10

08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

24 bp

+0

+2

+1

€ Sovereign Spreads (10y)
France
Italy
Spain
Inflation Break-evens (10y)

103 bp

+3

+7

-9

67 bp

+1

+10

+6

08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

EUR OATi (9y)

110 bp

+9

+12

-

USD TIPS

225 bp

+9

+4

+26

GBP Gilt Index-Linked

338 bp

+1

+24

+38

EUR Credit Indices

08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

EUR Corporate Credit OAS

89 bp

+0

+1

-3

EUR Agencies OAS

39 bp

+0

+0

-2

EUR Securitized - Covered OAS

30 bp

+1

-1

-2

EUR Pan-European High Yield OAS
EUR/USD CDS Indices 5y
iTraxx IG
iTraxx Crossover

320 bp

+2

-7

-38

08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

50 bp

+1

+2

+2

257 bp

+7

+12

+15

54 bp

+1

+4

+4

305 bp

+9

+20

+11

08-Mar-21

-1wk (bp)

-1m (bp)

YTD (bp)

363 bp

+4

+24

+11

08-Mar-21

-1wk (%)

-1m (%)

YTD (%)

$1.187

-1.45

-1.49

-2.93

GBP/USD

$1.384

-0.55

+0.73

+1.4

USD/JPY

¥108.68

-1.75

-3.21

-4.95

08-Mar-21

-1wk ($)

-1m ($)

YTD ($)

$69.1

$5.4

$8.9

$17.4

CDX IG
CDX High Yield
Emerging Markets
JPM EMBI Global Div. Spread
Currencies
EUR/USD

Commodity Futures
Crude Brent

$1 691.4

-$35.7

-$141.5

-$203.0

08-Mar-21

-1wk (%)

-1m (%)

YTD (%)

S&P 500

3 842

0.81

-1.88

2.29

EuroStoxx 50

3 711

0.12

1.25

4.46

Gold
Equity Market Indices

CAC 40
Nikkei 225

5 833

0.69

2.58

5.07

28 743

-3.10

-2.20

4.73

Shanghai Composite

3 421

-3.66

-3.14

-1.49

VIX - Implied Volatility Index

26.56

13.75

25.05

16.75

Source: Bloomberg, Ostrum Asset Management
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Investment Managers conduct any regulated activities only in and from the jurisdictions in which they are licensed or authorized. Their
services and the products they manage are not available to all investors in all jurisdictions. It is the responsibility of each investment
service provider to ensure that the offering or sale of fund shares or third party investment services to its clients complies with the
relevant national law.
The provision of this material and/or reference to specific securities, sectors, or markets within this material does not constitute
investment advice, or a recommendation or an offer to buy or to sell any security, or an offer of any regulated financial activity. Investors
should consider the investment objectives, risks and expenses of any investment carefully before investing. The analyses, opinions,
and certain of the investment themes and processes referenced herein represent the views of the portfolio manager(s) as of the date
indicated. These, as well as the portfolio holdings and characteristics shown, are subject to change. There can be no assurance that
developments will transpire as may be forecasted in this material. Past performance information presented is not indicative of future
performance.
Although Natixis Investment Managers believes the information provided in this material to be reliable, including that from third party
sources, it does not guarantee the accuracy, adequacy, or completeness of such information. This material may not be distributed,
published, or reproduced, in whole or in part.
All amounts shown are expressed in USD unless otherwise indicated.
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