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BEIJING: Factory activity in China unexpectedly
expanded in March from a collapse the month before,
but analysts caution that a durable near-term recov-
ery is far from assured as the global coronavirus cri-
sis knocks foreign demand and threatens a steep eco-
nomic slump.

China’s official Purchasing Managers’ Index (PMI)
rose to 52 in March from a plunge to a record low of
35.7 in February, the National Bureau of Statistics
(NBS) said yesterday, above the 50-point mark that
separates monthly growth from contraction.

Analysts polled by Reuters had expected the
March PMI to come in at 45.0.

The NBS attributed the surprise rebound in PMI
to its record low base in February and cautioned that
the readings do not signal a stabilization in economic
activity. That view was echoed by many analysts, who
warn of a further period of struggle for China’s busi-
nesses and the broader
economy due to the rapid
spread of the virus across
the world, the unprece-
dented lockdowns in sev-
eral countries and the
almost near certainty of a
global recession. “This
does not mean that output
is now back to its pre-virus
trend. Instead, it simply
suggests that economic
activity improved modestly
relative to February’s dismal showing, but remains
well below pre-virus levels,” said Julian Evans-
Pritchard, senior China economist at Capital
Economics, in a note to clients. Economists are
already forecasting a steep contraction in China’s first
quarter gross domestic product, with some expecting
a year-year slump of 9 percent or more - the first
such contraction in three decades.

Nie Wen, economist at Shanghai-based Hwabao
Trust, said given weak export orders, rising stockpile
and soft prices, the underlying issue facing Chinese
manufacturers has shifted to a lack of market demand,
from production shutdowns forced by Chinese

authorities. The survey’s sub-index of manufacturing
production picked up to 54.1 in March from
February’s 27.8, but new export orders received by
Chinese manufacturers were still mired in contraction,
after ticking up to 46.4 from 28.7 in February.
Manufacturers are still facing big operational pres-
sures, the survey showed, with over half of the
respondents reporting a lack of market demand and
42 percent reporting financing issues, both up from
the previous month.

“The biggest problem facing China’s economy in
the second quarter is the slumping foreign
demand,” said Nie, adding that authorities may roll
out more policies on top of the billions of dollars
pumped into the financial system since February to
boost domestic consumption and tide over the
shrinking overseas demand. Markets reacted posi-
tively to the PMI survey, with Asian stock rising as

investors seemed relieved
by the rare good news as
the pandemic showed few
signs of abating.

China’s yuan, however,
didn’t budge, reflecting
analysts’ broad views that a
sustainable bounce in man-
ufacturing activity looked
some way off despite a
slowdown in China’s coron-
avirus infections from its
peak in February. Beijing, at

great costs to the economy, had imposed draconian
quarantine rules and travel restrictions to curb the
pandemic that has killed more than 3,000 in the
country. But as locally transmitted infections dwindle,
most businesses have reopened and life for millions of
people has started to slowly return to normal.

Grim outlook 
Yet, the pace of business resumptions has been

constrained by China’s efforts to guard against a sec-
ond wave of infections from abroad.

The coronavirus, which originated late last year in
China, has wreaked havoc along global supply chains

and severely hurt foreign demand amid tight lock-
downs in Europe, the United States and a number of
other key economies where daily life has ground to a
halt. Already, Chinese exporters are seeing overseas
orders being scrapped as the worldwide spike in
coronavirus infections and deaths has forced many of
the nation’s trading partners to slow or suspend pro-
duction. Globally the outbreak has claimed the lives
of over 37,000 people with more than 770,000
infections.

China should not set an economic growth target
this year given the high level of uncertainty from the
coronavirus pandemic and avoid having to resort to
“flood-like stimulus” to meet the goal, a central bank

adviser said. China’s service sector activity also
expanded, with official non-manufacturing PMI com-
ing in at 52.3, from 29.6 in February, a separate NBS
survey showed.

The service sector now makes up a larger share of
China’s economy than at the time of the 2002/03
SARS coronavirus epidemic, accounting for about 60
percent of the country’s Gross Domestic Product
(GDP). Analysts warn the outbreak could have a lin-
gering impact despite the government loosening
restrictions in recent weeks, as many people remain
worried about the possibility of new infections or
fretting about job security and potential cuts to
wages as the economy struggles. —Reuters

Will coronavirus 
make the gender 
pay gap worse?
MEXICO CITY: Advances in closing the worldwide
gender pay gap are at risk of being reversed by the
coronavirus, experts and advocates warn, as women
take time off work to care for others and the low-paid
sectors they dominate cut back hours and staff.

Women earn about a fifth less money than men
around the world, reflecting factors from motherhood
and employment in lower-wage jobs to stereotypes in
promotion decisions, according to the International
Labor Organization (ILO).

The wage gap has been narrowing, but at the cur-
rent rate it could still take 70 years to reach gender
parity, according to UN Women. The gap could
increase this year as women are likely to be dispro-
portionately affected by home responsibilities in
quarantine and see their lower-wage jobs disappear,
said Anita Bhatia, assistant Secretary General and
deputy executive director of the United Nations’
women’s agency. “Women will end up bearing a big
brunt,” she said. “We have a lot of very supportive
men in society but not enough, and we really need to
work on the gender biases or the stereotypes that
prevent equal sharing of care.” In Organization for
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD)
nations, which are mostly developed countries in
Europe, the gender pay gap fell to almost 13 percent
in 2017 from nearly 18 percent in 2000.

PayScale, a Seattle-based maker of compensation
software, said the US gap has narrowed in recent
years, but coronavirus could have the opposite effect
as women are forced to take time off. “This has the
possibility ... that we could easily reverse that trend,”
said Sudarshan Sampath, the company’s research
director. PayScale said it has found when women
return to work after taking time off, they receive
compensation offers that are on average 7 percent
lower than other candidates for the same position. In
the United States, Tuesday is Equal Pay Day, symbol-
izing how far into the year the average woman must
work to earn what the average man earned in the
previous year. The economic crisis caused by the
coronavirus pandemic could result in more than 25
million job losses, according to the ILO. Catalyst, a
US nonprofit, said research shows when companies
downsize, diversity becomes secondary, with women
and people of color suffering the most. The group’s
Canada director Tanya van Biesen said she feared
progress made in recent decades could be lost
because hard-hit sectors like hospitality and travel
have large female workforces.

“I am so afraid that this health crisis and ultimately
economic crisis will cause us to lose the many gains
that women at work have made,” van Biesen told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. In a bid to ease paper-
work for businesses at a time of economic pressure,
Britain’s government said they will not have to make
their annual reports on their gender pay gaps this
year. But Sam Smethers, head of the British nonprofit
Fawcett Society, said the one positive outcome for
women with family responsibilities might be the nor-
malization of remote and flexible working. “We need
to redesign the way we work,” she said. —Reuters

Businesses facing grim outlook on global spread of virus

China’s factory activity expands, but 
economy unable to shake off shock

HUABEI: Employees working on a battery production line at a factory in Huabei in China’s eastern
Anhui province. Factory activity in China rebounded in March from a record low, according to offi-
cial data released yesterday. —AFP

Amazon workers 
protest over 
virus safety
NEW YORK: Amazon warehouse
employees and Instacart delivery
workers joined protests Monday to
press safety demands, highlighting
the risks for workers on the front
lines of supplying Americans largely
sheltering at home due to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

An estimated 50 to 60 employees
joined a walkout at an Amazon worker
warehouse in the New York borough
of Staten Island, demanding that the
facility be shut down and cleaned
after a worker tested positive for the
coronavirus.

“There are positive cases working
in these buildings infecting thou-
sands,” warehouse worker Christian
Smalls wrote on Twitter. Amazon,
responding to an AFP query, said
Smalls made “misleading” statements
about conditions and that he was
supposed to be in quarantine.

“Like all businesses grappling with
the ongoing coronavirus pandemic,

we are working hard to keep employ-
ees safe while serving communities
and the most vulnerable,” Amazon
said in a statement.

“We have taken extreme measures
to keep people safe.”

After the protest, Smalls was offi-
cially fired by Amazon. When con-
tacted by AFP for comment, Amazon
confirmed the decision, which it said
was due to Smalls’s failure to comply
with the company’s request that he
self-isolate after he came in contact
with another employee who tested
positive for COVID-19.

By taking part in Monday’s
demonstration, he put “the teams at
risk. This is unacceptable,” Amazon
said in a statement, noting that only
15 of the more than 5,000 employees
at the site had taken part in the
protest. New York state attorney
general Letitia James called Smalls’s
dismissal “disgraceful” and pointed
out that the law protects employee’s
right to protest.

“At a time when so many New
Yorkers are struggling and are deeply
concerned about their safety, this
action was also immoral and inhu-
mane,” she said in a statement.

James said she was exploring
options for legal recourse and had

asked the National Labor Relations
Board to investigate the incident.
Meanwhile a group calling itself
the Gig Workers Collective said it
was  mainta in ing  i t s  ca l l  for
Instacart’s independent contractors
to strike despite new safety meas-
ures announced late Sunday by the
company.

“Workers aren’t filling orders until
our full  demands are met,” a
spokesperson told AFP. “This isn’t just
about us, we want to also protect our
customers.” It was not immediately
clear how many of Instacart “shop-
pers” who are independent “gig”
workers, were participating in the
stoppage. —AFP

NEW YORK: Amazon employees hold a protest and walkout over condi-
tions at the company’s Staten Island distribution facility on Sunday in
New York City.  —AFP

Airbnb to pay 
out $250m to 
offset losses
NEW YORK: US home rental firm Airbnb said on
Monday it was allocating $250 million to help off-
set losses by hosts around the world whose guests
have canceled bookings in the face of the coron-
avirus pandemic. The aid, which will pay hosts 25
percent of their normal cancellation fees, is being
offered globally except for China, the company
said in a letter sent to hosts by Chief Executive
Brian Chesky.

The payments apply to the cancellation of reser-
vations with check-in dates between March 14 and
May 31. Because hosts can choose different cancel-
lation policies - some requiring a penalty payment,
with others allowing free cancellation up to a cer-
tain date before check-in - not all canceled reser-
vations will qualify.

Airbnb had earlier announced that guests would
receive a full refund for the cancellation of reserva-
tions made on or before March 14 for check-in
between March 14 and April 14, which angered
many hosts. Airbnb also said that hosts could can-
cel reservations without a charge.

Airbnb said it is funding the program for hosts
itself and will begin to issue the payments in April.

Airbnb’s revenue in 2019 exceeded $4.8 billion,
up 35 percent on the year, and it has $3 billion in
cash, a source told Reuters last week. The company
said in September that it planned to list its shares in
2020, and so far has not changed that position.

Airbnb also said it is creating a $10 million relief
fund for its Superhosts - so-named for meeting

certain requirements including good ratings - who
rent out their own home and need help paying their
rent or mortgage, and some Experience hosts who
charge for sharing an experience like food tours.

Hosts can apply for grants for up to $5,000.
That fund started with Airbnb employee donations
of $1 million and the company’s three founders are
personally contributing the rest, it said.

Airbnb also said it worked to secure support
for hosts in the recent US stimulus bill that will
allow some hosts to benefit from small-busi-
ness grants, loans and unemployment assis-
tance. In a video message to hosts on Monday,
Chesky said he was confident Airbnb would
come back strong after the coronavirus pan-
demic was over. He added that about half of
the stays booked on Airbnb were for periods
longer than a month.  —Reuters

PARIS: This file photo shows the logo of the online
lodging service Airbnb displayed on a smartphone in
Paris. —AFP

Durable 
near-term

recovery 
still far off

US probes child 
labor in Ivory Coast 
cocoa supply chains
ABIDJAN: US customs authorities have asked cocoa
traders to report where and when they encounter
child labor in their supply chains in top grower Ivory
Coast, three industry sources said, following calls
from American lawmakers to ban some imports.
Cocoa traders and chocolate companies including
Mars, Hershey, Cargill and Barry Callebaut, have
repeatedly missed internationally agreed targets for
reducing the worst forms of child labour from supply
lines in West Africa, all sides have acknowledged.

Pressure in the United States is now increasing
after two senators asked the US Customs and Border
Patrol (CBP) last July to use its authority to block the
import of Ivorian cocoa produced with forced labor.
The CBP inquiry comes in the form of a 25-part
questionnaire seen by Reuters and a request for vari-
ous documents. It was sent this month to companies
including Cargill, Barry Callebaut, Olam , Sucden and
Ecom, according to the sources, who are from com-
panies that received it. CBP has “engaged with the
cocoa industry to trace cocoa supply chains and
understand industry internal controls and compliance
regimes,” a CBP spokesperson told Reuters. The text
of the questionnaire seen by Reuters did not specify
a deadline for a response.

Reuters was unable to determine what CBP
plans to do with the information it gathers, but
the spokesperson said the agency has the author-
ity to block imports when information indicates
they have been made with forced or indentured
labor. —Reuters


