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BEIJING: A diaper manufacturer in eastern
China was closed for the Lunar New Year hol-
iday when it heard from officials - China
needed vast amounts of masks to fight a deadly
virus epidemic and factories needed to chip in.
In just over two days, New Yifa Group con-
verted a manufacturing line in Fujian province
to make face masks, tapping some of its mate-
rials that would have gone into hygiene prod-
ucts. “All our staff are working on the masks
now,” the group’s vice president Shen
Shengyuan told AFP in a phone interview. He
added that the line can produce up to 600,000
mask pieces a day, and the company is looking
to convert another nappy production line soon.

Companies across China - from iPhone
maker Foxconn to car manufacturer BYD and
garment factories - have made similar forays
into protective gear as the country grapples
with a shortage of medical equipment to pre-
vent the virus from spreading. To date, the virus
has killed more than 1,350 people and infected
some 60,000, sparking fear across the globe
and causing people to stock up on protective
supplies. Authorities said this month that China
urgently needed masks, especially at the epi-
centre of the crisis, Hubei, where doctors face
a shortage. 

At full capacity, Chinese factories can only
produce around 20 million masks a day. As of
Tuesday, China’s mask production capacity hit
94 percent, said Xia Nong, an inspector at the

National Development and Reform Commis-
sion. But there remains a need for more re-
sources. At a press conference on Thursday,
Xia urged mask companies that are not yet
producing at full capacity to do so “as soon as
possible”.

$6 million hit 
Doctors on the front line in Wuhan - the epi-

centre of the outbreak - have had to see pa-
tients without proper masks or protective body
suits, resorting to reusing the same equipment.
Manufacturers are stepping up, but this comes
at a cost, with New Yifa Group postponing a
$6 million order to focus on mask production.
But Shen is confident the local government in
Putian city, where the firm is based, will help
companies like his tide over.

In other cities such as Ningbo in eastern
Zhejiang province, 14 garment manufacturers
are looking to produce a million masks in 20
days, reported Xinhua on Wednesday. Chinese
automaker BYD said in a statement that it was
looking into the design and making of protec-
tive gear, to produce masks and disinfectant.
BYD expects to make up to five million masks
and 50,000 bottles of disinfectant a day by the
end of the month.

It plans to start mass production by Monday
and told AFP the masks will go to hospitals and
seriously-affected areas, among others. Others
that have stepped in include a General Motors

venture in China, SAIC-GM-Wuling, and China
Petroleum & Chemical Corporation (Sinopec).
Sinopec said on China’s Twitter-like platform
Weibo on Sunday that it was setting up 11 pro-
duction lines with partners and targets making
up to over a million masks a day by March 10.

Taiwan tech giant Foxconn, which assem-

bles Apple products, also said in a social
media post last week that it started producing
masks at a plant in Shenzhen. It expects to
make up to two million masks a day by end-
February. The masks will be supplied to its
own workers, and can be distributed exter-
nally where needed. — AFP 

As China needs virus masks, 
phone, diaper makers fill void 

Country’s mask production capacity hits 94 percent

IMF sees ‘mild’ 
virus impact on 
global economy 
WASHINGTON: It is too early to tell the economic toll from
the virus outbreak in China, but the hit to global growth
should be “mild”, International Monetary Fund chief
Kristalina Georgieva said Wednesday. The death toll from the
new coronavirus epidemic in China has climbed past 1,350,
but hopes have risen that the outbreak could peak later this
month. The IMF is expecting a “V-shaped impact”, with a
sharp decline in activity in China followed by a sharp recov-
ery, meaning there likely will only be a “mild impact on the
rest of the world,” Georgieva said on CNBC.

But she cautioned: “It is still too early to make projections,”
and the global economy is “somewhat less strong” than it was
when China faced the SARS virus epidemic in 2003. “China
was different, the world was different. This virus is clearly
more impactful and the world economy then was very strong,”
she said. The IMF projects China’s economy will grow 6.0
percent this year, compared to 10 percent in 2003.

US officials likewise are reluctant to provide forecasts but
say the impact on the American economy probably will be
short-lived. “There’s no question it’s having a significant im-
pact in China,” Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin told leg-
islators Wednesday. But for the US economy “I don’t expect
that the coronavirus will have an impact beyond this year.”
He echoed the comments from Federal Reserve Chairman
Jerome Powell, saying, “we’re obviously monitoring very
carefully”. — AFP  

WUXI, China: This photo taken on Feb 8, 2020 shows workers producing protective clothing
at a factory which previously produced suits and sportswear and switched production for the
fight against the deadly COVID-19 coronavirus. — AFP 

COVID-19 causing 
first drop in oil use 
in decade: IEA 
PARIS: Global oil demand will suffer its first quarterly drop in a
decade as the COVID-19 virus lashes the economy in China and
its impact ripples throughout the world, the IEA said yesterday.
“Global oil demand has been hit hard by the novel coronavirus
(COVID-19) and the widespread shutdown of China’s economy,”
the International Energy Agency said in its latest monthly report.
“Demand is now expected to fall by 435,000 barrels year-on-
year in the first quarter of 2020, the first quarterly contraction in
more than 10 years” when it dropped during the global economic
crisis, it added.

While the IEA still expects demand for oil to grow for this year
as the outbreak is contained, it slashed its forecast for the increase
in global consumption by nearly a third to 825,000 barrels per
day, the smallest increase since 2011. The outbreak of the new
coronavirus spurred China to take drastic measures such as plac-
ing in quarantine over a dozen cities and extending the Lunar New
Year holidays in order to try to stem its spread, nearly shutting
down key parts of its economy. Although markets have rebounded
in recent days as investors grew confident that China could
quickly contain the virus and its economic impact would be short
lived, the IEA warned against complacency by comparing today’s
crisis to the 2003 SARS outbreak.

‘Stronger global impact’ 
“While steps taken in China to reduce its spread were adopted

earlier than in the SARS crisis and have been far more extensive,
the profound transformation of the world economy since 2003
means China’s slowdown today is bound to have a stronger global

impact,” it said in the report. The IEA noted that since 2003 China
has become more integrated in global supply chains, its tourism
sector has dramatically expanded and Chinese are the largest
contingent of world tourists, and the country’s share of global
GDP has jumped from 4 to 16 percent. 

With it estimating that China’s international air travel having
fallen by 70 percent and domestic travel by half in the early part
of the crisis, the IEA expects double digit drops in jet fuel demand
in the country. A similar drop in diesel demand is expected due to
other travel restrictions. The IEA chopped its forecast for China’s
GDP growth in the first quarter of this year by 1.5 percentage
points to 4.5 percent. It also made large cuts of over 0.5 percent-
age points to its forecasts for China’s trading partners in the re-
gion, as well as the United States and Russia.

The IEA doesn’t forecast changes in oil prices, but said con-
sumers were unlikely to get much of a boost from cheaper petrol
and diesel at the end of the day. “The effect of the Covid-19 crisis
on the wider economy means that it will be difficult for consumers
to feel the benefit of lower oil prices,” it said.

Oversupply concerns 
With China being a big consumer of oil and the source of most

of the growth in oil demand in recent years, the crisis will have a
major impact on oil producers. At the end of last year, OPEC and
its allies including Russia, called OPEC+, agreed to further cuts
in oil production in order to compensate for rising production in
the United States and avoid excess supplies that would depress
prices. They are now considering an additional cut of 600,000
barrels per day to compensate for the drop in demand due to
COVID-19.

The IEA estimates that the demand for OPEC crude has
dropped from 29.4 million barrels per day (mbd) in the final quar-
ter of 2019 to 27.2 mbd in the first three months of this year. It
noted that this is 1.7 mbd below what what OPEC produced in
January when the new production cuts came into force. OPEC on
Wednesday cut its forecast for growth in global oil demand as
well due to COVID-19. — AFP 


