ING set to be first to launch in China 

By James Kynge in Beijing 

The race to be the first foreign company to launch a fund for domestic Chinese investors took a new twist last week when ING, the Dutch financial group, became the frontrunner, overtaking its closest rival, ABN Amro.

ING's joint venture, China Merchants Fund Management Co, said it would launch its fund on Monday, after removing one of its four sub-funds following objections from the China Securities Regulatory Commission. Its product launch is four days ahead of ABN Amro's.

The prospect of tapping into roughly $1.2bn in Chinese household savings has intensified competition among foreign companies to jump through the necessary regulatory and commercial hoops.

ING, ABN Amro and other groups, such as Invesco, Société Générale, Allianz and Fortis, have been obliged by Chinese law to enter the domestic fund industry as minority partners in joint ventures with local counterparts.

ING executives said the approved product had three sub-funds: one based on shares, one on a mix of bonds and shares and one bonds only. It will be sold through China Merchants Bank and securities houses.

China's authorities are keen to diversify investment opportunities, but also to guard against a flood of bank deposi ts rushing into the stock market.

David Lee, chief executive China for ABN Amro Asset Management, said its joint venture with Xiangcai Hefeng Fund Management was aiming to sell to 200,000 retail clients after its fund launch on March 21.

"The market is becoming bullish," said Mr Lee.
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