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PARIS: While large traditional retailers announce
big lay-offs because of the pandemic, sometimes
shedding thousands of staff, coronavirus lockdowns
have in contrast given e-commerce a major boost.
Recent data shows a shift to shopping online-
according to Kantar con-
sulting group, international
e-commerce grew 41 per-
cent in only three months
compared with 22 percent
growth for 2020 as a whole
to date, as the pandemic
“transformed” retail habits.
The trend was brought into
sharp relief on August 18,
when British high street
mainstay Marks & Spencer
announced it was culling
7,000 staff.

Hours later, in contrast, online behemoth Amazon
said it was hiring 3,500 in the United States. The
M&S slimdown is only one part of the picture in the
UK, with 2,500 more job losses announced at
department store Debenhams, which in April
entered administration for the second time in a year.
Hundreds more jobs are also to be lost at other
well-known British high street chains.

By contrast, Britain’s largest supermarket chain
Tesco placed a sizeable feather in its online cap by
saying it was creating 16,000 permanent jobs to
deal with strong growth in its online activities.

“It is very clear that the digitization of com-
merce, (even) if in place for a long time, is accelerat-
ing enormously,” said Herve Gilg, managing director
and distribution specialist at Alvarez & Marsal cor-
porate transformation services.

The benefits are being reaped by those compa-
nies which were already carrying out a sizeable
chunk of their activities online. That troupe is led by
Amazon, which doubled its net profits in the second

half of this virus-challenged year. Following was
Germany’s fashion and lifestyle e-commerce heavy-
weight Zalando, which saw its active customer base
rise 20 percent in first half 2020 to 34 million. US
giant Walmart, although not an online “pure player”,

has also shifted in that
direction to benefit from
the upswing in virtual
commerce in the US and
its second-quarter
results soared past esti-
mates on an e-sales
jump of 97 percent.

E-presence 
‘indispensable’ 

In France, the United
Kingdom, Spain and

China, the average market share of e-commerce
went from 8.8 percent of value (in 2019) to 12.4 per-
cent in second quarter 2020, said Kantar. It added
that in China, online shopping already amounts to “a
quarter of expenditure on mass consumer products.”

The trend was already under way before Covid-
19 began to batter the global economy.

But the brutal falloff in out-of-home spending
has had “a major knock-on effect for non-food
commerce dependent on physical sale points”, Gilg
said. The unprecedented development has “made all
retail actors understand or else confirm that it is
indispensable to have an online presence and to be
as competitive as possible there,” says Stephane
Charveriat, senior associate director with the
Boston Consulting Group (BCG).

‘Significant investments’ 
That has meant evolution, which “requires signif-

icant means and investments,” observes Charveriat.
But that need comes at a time when company cof-
fers are relatively bare and money placed aside for

online purposes is cash which does not therefore
flow to the physical business. France’s CDCF trade
council asked the government in the summer for a
“tax credit or accelerated super-amortization
mechanism to support digital investment.” Finance
Minister Bruno Le Maire on Thursday responded
that “several hundred million euros” would be made
available in the form of subsidies and public invest-
ment bank support “to help firms digitize” in a bid
to compete with the likes of Amazon.

“Clearly, it is a sizeable challenge to confront
large platforms,” says Charveriat. He says French
firms must define an internet strategy, be it in the

form of alliances with others, in order to compete
in the digital marketplace with existing big hit-
ters. Still, Gilg says the existing physical pres-
ence of distribution brands can be a major asset
in that regard, for example, catering to visiting
international tourists who may want to experi-
ence what a brand has to offer on-site when
post-Covid tourism does eventually take off
again. “Apple has shown very effectively how a
shop can act as a stage” to show off its wares,
Gilg said, adding that while commercial clicks
have their value, retail mortar can provide physi-
cal brand “authenticity.” —AFP
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Brazil environment 
funding flip-flop 
triggers alarm
BRASILIA, Brazil: Brazil’s environment ministry
triggered an outcry Friday by announcing it
was halting all operations against wildfires and
Amazon deforestation because of budget cuts,
before reversing course and saying it would
maintain them. It was the latest awkward
moment on the environment for the administra-
tion of President Jair Bolsonaro, a far-right cli-
mate change skeptic who has faced scathing
international criticism for presiding over surg-
ing deforestation and calling for the world’s
biggest rainforest to be opened to mining and
agriculture.

“As of midnight Monday, all operations to
combat illegal deforestation in the Amazon
region and all operations against wildfires in
the Pantanal wetlands and other regions will
be halted,” the environment ministry said in
an initial statement. It said the economy min-
istry had blocked around 60 million reals ($11
million) in funding to two environmental regu-
latory agencies, forcing them to suspend
operations.

Environmentalists immediately condemned
the measure. “This absurd cancellation... comes
at a time when deforestation levels and fires
are increasing in the Amazon region and there
is a record-breaking number of fires in the
Pantanal,” the world’s biggest tropical wet-
lands, the World Wildlife Fund’s Brazil office
said in a statement.

Vice President Hamilton Mourao, who was
appointed by Bolsonaro to lead a task force
against deforestation, soon intervened to say
Environment Minister Ricardo Salles had acted
“hastily” and that the funding would not be
blocked. The environment ministry then did a
U-turn, issuing a second statement that said
the funds had been released and operations
“will proceed as normal.”

Mourao attributed the fray to a request
from Bolsonaro’s office for all ministries to
make cuts to help fund emergency stimulus
payments of 600 reals a month the govern-
ment has been making to poor Brazilians hit
hard by the economic fallout of the coron-
avirus pandemic.

But the cuts are not mandatory, said the
vice president.

Political analysts say the stimulus payments
have driven Bolsonaro’s approval rating to the
highest level since he took office in January
2019. He has been scrambling to find funds to
maintain them.

But the president is wary of reviving the
international condemnation he faced last year
when tens of thousands of fires ravaged the
Amazon, raising fears for the future of a
resource seen as vital to curbing climate
change. — AFP

Reliance to pay 
$3.4bn for Future 
Group’s retail empire
MUMBAI:  Indian conglomerate Reliance is acquir-
ing the retail, wholesale and logistics businesses of
the Future Group for $3.38 billion, the oil-to-tele-
coms giant announced late Saturday, strengthening
its presence in the country’s hugely competitive e-
commerce sector. Reliance, which is owned by
Asia’s richest man Mukesh Ambani, has been locked
in battle with US tech behemoth Amazon and
Walmart-backed Flipkart for a share of India’s
lucrative online market, establishing its digital plat-
form JioMart in May.

After spending years battling local mom-and-
pop shops for customers, the online retailers are
now trying to work hand-in-hand with the smaller
stores that dominate India’s towns and hinterlands
to bring them online. Future Group owns some of
the country’s best-known supermarket brands such

as Big Bazaar but its founder Kishore Biyani, once
known as India’s retail king, has struggled in recent
years, with the coronavirus pandemic dealing a
heavy blow to his empire.

Ambani’s daughter Isha, director of Reliance’s
retail subsidiary RRVL, said the deal would give a
big boost to India’s retail sector and was “a strong

strategic fit” for her company. “We hope to continue
the growth momentum of the retail industry with
our unique model of active collaboration with small
merchants ... as well as large consumer brands”, she
said in a press release.

“This will help Reliance retail to accelerate provid-
ing support to millions of small merchants in increas-
ing their competitiveness and enhance their income
during these challenging times,” she added.  The
acquisition will bolster Reliance’s presence, adding
another 1,800 stores to its retail portfolio, which
already covers some 11,000 stores in more than
6,700 Indian towns and cities, including wholesale
operations. “Future group is strong on two fronts-
groceries and apparel-and Reliance can leverage
these and add to its strength,” Satish Meena, senior
forecast analyst at Forrester Research, told AFP.

The deal will allow Reliance “to combine inven-
tory, stores and customers to deliver an online-
offline hybrid experience”, he said. News of the sale
comes a month after Reliance’s competitor Flipkart
announced that it had purchased its parent firm
Walmart’s Indian cash-and-carry Best Price stores,
ahead of launching Flipkart Wholesale, its attempt
to bring mom-and-pop shops online. — AFP

Spain struggles to 
put in place basic 
income scheme
MADRID: Three months after Spain rushed to
launch a minimum basic income scheme to fight a
spike in poverty due to the coronavirus pandemic,
the program is at a dead-end because of an ava-
lanche of applications. The measure was a pledge
made by Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez’s leftwing
coalition government, which took office in January,
bringing together his Socialist party with far-left
Podemos as the junior partner.

The scheme-approved in late May-aims to guar-
antee an income of 462 euros ($546) per month for
an adult living alone, while for families, there would
be an additional 139 euros per person, whether
adult or child, up to a monthly maximum of 1,015
euros per home. It is expected to cost state coffers
three billion euros ($3.5 billion) a year.

The government decided to bring forward the
launch of the program because of the Covid-19
pandemic, which has hit Spain hard and devastated
its economy, causing queues at food banks to swell.
Of the 750,000 applications which were filed since
June 15 when the government started accepting
requests, 143,000 — or 19 percent-have been ana-
lyzed and 80,000 were approved, according to a
social security statement issued on August 20. 

‘Months of waiting’
But Spain main civil servant’s union, CSIF, paints a

darker picture.  “Nearly 99 percent of requests have
not been processed,” a union spokesman, Jose Manuel
Molina, told AFP. The social security ministry has only
really analysed 6,000 applications while 74,000
households that already receive financial aid were
awarded the basic income automatically, he added.

For hundreds of thousands of other households,
the wait is stressful. Marta Sanchez, a 42-year-old
mother of two from the southern city of Seville, said

she applied for the scheme on June 26 but has heard
nothing since. “That is two months of waiting
already, when in theory this was a measure that was
taken so no one ends up in the streets,” she added.

Sanchez lost her call center job during Spain’s
virus lockdown while her husband lost his job as a
driver. The couple has had to turn to the Red Cross
for the first time for food. “Thank God my mother
and sister pay our water and electricity bills,” she
said, adding their landlord, a relative, has turned a
blind eye to the unpaid rent. 

‘Rushed everything’ 
A spokeswoman for the ministry acknowledged

that the rhythm “was perhaps a bit slower than
expected” but she said the government was work-
ing to “automate many procedures” so processing
times should become faster from now on. “The
launch of a benefit is always difficult ... and this situ-
ation is not an exception,” she added. But Molina

said this was a new situation, that was made worse
by years of budget cuts to the public service which
has lost 25 percent of its staff over the past decade.
“The problem is that they rushed everything, did it
without training and a huge lack of staff,” he added.

The social security branch charged with the
basic income scheme has only 1,500 civil servants,
who also process most pension applications, Molina
said. These officials are facing an “avalanche” of
requests, which already match the number of pen-
sion requests received in an entire year, he added.

About 500 temporary workers have been
recruited as reinforcements but their assistance is
limited because they do not have the status of civil
servant, so they cannot officially approve requests
for financial aid. Demand is expected to increase.
The government has said the measure was expect-
ed to benefit some 850,000 homes, affecting a
total of 2.3 million people — 30 percent of whom
were minors. — AFP

MADRID: People queue for supplies from a food bank in Madrid. Three months after Spain rushed to
launch a minimum basic income scheme to fight a spike in poverty due to the coronavirus pandemic,
the program is at a dead-end because of an avalanche of applications. 
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