
BEIJING: China’s exports and imports likely
tumbled in the first two months of the year, a
Reuters poll showed, as the health crisis trig-
gered by the coronavirus epidemic disrupted
businesses and production and wreaked havoc
along global supply chains. Exports from the
world’s second-largest economy are expected
to have sunk 14 percent in January-February
from a year earlier, according to a median esti-
mate from the survey of 25 economists, marking
the steepest fall since February 2019.

Imports likely skidded 15 percent from a
year earlier in the same period, the biggest
contraction since January 2016 and a sharp
contrast from the 16.5 percent growth posted
in December.

China’s customs said last month it would
combine January and February preliminary
trade data in line with how some of the coun-
try’s other major economic indicators are re-
leased early in the year, which is intended to
smooth distortions created by the long Lunar
New Year holidays.

This year, Beijing extended the holidays and
instituted widespread transport curbs and other
tough public health measures to limit the spread
of the virus, which have paralyzed large parts of
the economy. The forecasts underlined the crip-
pling effects of the coronavirus epidemic across
the country, which also triggered the sharpest
contraction in factory activity on record, with

sub-indexes for production and new export or-
ders nosediving to levels before the global fi-
nancial crisis.

Wary of the deepening economic costs, Bei-
jing has urged less affected areas to resume
work as soon as possible and rolled out a host
of measures to help firms re-start operation, in-
cluding cheap loans to companies hardest hit by
the epidemic. But migrant worker shortage is
still acute in the coastal provinces due to the
quarantine rules and travel bans. Some factories
that have restarted work are running below nor-
mal capacity.

Nomura’s Business Resumption Rate (BRR),
a gauge to measure the progress of business re-
sumptions, was at only 44.0 percent as of March
1, a pace well below normal operating levels.

Second wave of disruptions?
Many Chinese exporters say they faced dif-

ficulty in fulfilling overseas orders for February
and months to come due to a shortage of work-
ers and raw materials, while seaports that are
operating at low efficiency also worsened the
logistical problems.

Other producers also suffered suspension of
purchases and cancellation of orders from for-
eign buyers. The disruptions are already rippling
through global supply lines from Asia all the way
to the United States, and is expected to lead to
weaker foreign demand and patchy global trade

in the coming months. “Even if China’s factory
production can recover in March, it will still face
the risk of a low level of export orders. This is
because the supply chain will continue to be
broken, this time in South Korea, Japan, Europe,
and the US, where COVID-19 has begun to
spread. Exports will, therefore, continue to be
weak in 1Q20 and even into 2Q20,” said Iris
Pang, Greater China economists at ING.

Analysts say the spread of flu-like disease
which have infected more than 95,000 world-
wide could mean a second wave of disruption
to Chinese factories. “Some factories may run
into problems resuming normal production if
outbreaks in other countries mean they have
trouble sourcing intermediate goods,” Julian
Evans-Pritchard, Senior China Economist with
Capital Economics said in a note. — Reuters
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China Jan-Feb exports, imports fall
as virus hits output, supply chains

Many companies struggle to resume production amid worker shortages

China’s jobseekers
cast uneasy eye on
prospects in 
virus-hit economy
BEIJING/SINGAPORE: China’s job market is
showing signs of recovery as firms resume op-
erations and an easing of measures to contain
a coronavirus allow hundreds of millions of
people to leave their hometowns for big cities
in search of work.

Twenty-one of mainland China’s 31 regions
have lowered emergency response levels on
the flu-like epidemic, allowing greater move-
ment of people and goods and a recovery in
business activity.

Data from China’s transport ministry showed
three consecutive days this week of declining
passenger flows nationwide, suggesting worker
movement has peaked after the extended Lunar
New Year holiday. A survey by major recruit-
ment website Zhaopin, showed the number of job
postings in China rose 21.4 percent, and appli-
cations increased 35.1 percent, last week from
the prior week.

The “competition index” or number of re-
sumes received per vacancy, climbed to 12.3
across the 38 cities monitored. That compares to
9.1 in the week after the prolonged holiday, and
18.1 in the corresponding 2019 period.

First-time job seekers will have their work
cut out just to find work: About 8.74 million
high school and university graduates will po-
tentially look to join the workforce in 2020, up
5 percent from 2019.

To accommodate slackening labor demand
caused by the coronavirus, the education min-
istry has said China will expand enrolment
places in postgraduate programs by 189,000.

“Students have already been under big
pressure, looking for jobs,” education ministry
official Weng Tiehui told a news briefing. “The
coronavirus outbreak is making the pressure
even bigger.”

By Feb. 28, the Zhaopin survey found, 27
percent of employees were still not back at
work, from among 9,038 respondents, with
more than a third saying their companies re-
mained shut or faced bankruptcy. More than 70
percent of the surveyed recruiters plan to cut
staff, or remain uncertain about recruitment
plans amid the virus outbreak.

Entertainment, sports, hotels and restaurants
are among the worst hit by the coronavirus, after
authorities banned public gatherings to limit the
risk of contagion. Economists at brokerage and
investment bank Nomura compiled a business
resumption rate (BRR) index showing that Chi-
nese businesses are resuming work, but at a slow
pace, as overall activity remains constrained.

Ping An Bank estimated average work re-
sumption among its 600 small- and micro-busi-
ness (SME) clients climbed to 78 percent by
Monday, from 59 percent the prior week. But a
fifth of the companies that had already reopened
operated at less than half of capacity. — Reuters

UBS hardens 
energy lending 
LONDON: Switzerland’s UBS said the value of
its ‘sustainable’ investments rose by more than
50 percent to nearly $500 billion in 2019, while
lending to the energy and utilities sectors fell
by 40 percent as it tightened its rules. UBS,
which has assets of more than 3.6 trillion Swiss
francs ($3.76 trillion) and invests for some of
the world’s richest individuals, has increasingly
looked to carve out a market-leading position
in sustainable investing.

That comes as policymakers and regulators
push financial institutions to do more to help
accelerate a global push to a low-carbon econ-
omy and meet the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals, tackling poverty and other
global challenges.

“As the world’s largest truly global wealth
manager, we have a responsibility to take a
leading role in shaping a positive future for
everyone, including future generations,” UBS
Chairman Axel Weber said in a statement. “We
aim to be the financial provider of choice for
clients who want to engage toward the
achievement of the United Nations Sustain-
able Development Goals (UN SDGs) while
helping achieve an orderly transition to a low-
carbon economy.”

What counts as ‘sustainable’ varies across
institutions, but can range from simply reflect-
ing environmental, social and governance-re-

lated risks in the investment process, to ‘impact
investing’, backing projects aiming to provide
a measurable positive impact on society.

UBS defines all of these as ‘core’ sustainable
investments and said they had collectively risen
to $488 billion by the end of the year, or 13.5
percent of total invested assets, up from $312.9
billion a year earlier. The value of equity and
debt capital market deals and financial advisory
services linked to climate change mitigation
and adaptation hit $87.2 billion in 2019, up from
$56.5 billion in 2018.

Bank lending to the energy and utilities sec-
tors fell more than 40 percent to $1.9 billion in
2019, equivalent to just 0.8 percent of its total
gross banking products exposure, down from
1.6 percent at the end of 2018. Since the end of
the year, UBS said it had further toughened its
guidelines for lending to the sector, including
not financing new greenfield thermal coal
mines, offshore oil projects in the Arctic or
greenfield oil sands projects.

It would also only provide financing to com-
panies with greater than 30 percent of reserves
or production in Arctic oil and/or oil sands if
the money was to be used on renewable energy
or conventional oil and gas assets. Transactions
linked to Liquefied Natural Gas infrastructure
and ultra-deepwater drilling, meanwhile, would
face enhanced environmental and social due
diligence, the bank said.

Corporate lending to climate-sensitive sec-
tors was $37.6 billion in 2019, or some 15.5 per-
cent of the group’s total $242.6 billion in
lending, with the biggest slice of that, $15 bil-
lion, for the real estate sector. — Reuters

HANGZHOU: A worker packages cloth at a textile factory in Hangzhou, in China’s eastern Zhejiang
province yesterday. — AFP


