
BEIJING: Chinese President Xi Jinping
warned global leaders at an all-virtual
Davos forum yesterday against starting a
“new Cold War”, and urged global unity
in the face of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Having largely curbed the spread of
the pandemic within its borders, Xi
wants to position China as a key player
in a new multilateral world order as the
US remains crippled by the pandemic.
“To build small cliques or start a new
Cold War, to reject, threaten or intimi-
date others... will only push the world
into division,” said Xi in a likely veiled
attack on US President Joe Biden’s plans
to revitalize global alliances to counter
China’s growing influence. In a swipe at
moves targeting China launched by the
previous US administration under
President Donald Trump, Xi said con-
frontation “will always end up harming
every nation’s interests and sacrificing
people’s welfare”.

The Chinese leader also reaffirmed
Beijing’s ambitious climate pledges to
slash carbon emissions by 65 per cent by
2030 and achieve carbon neutrality by
2060 — both significant commitments as

China emits a quarter of the world’s
greenhouse gases.  “Meeting these tar-
gets will require tremendous hard work
from China. But we believe that when the
interests of the entire humanity are at
stake, China must step forward, take
action and get the job done,” he said.

Xi also called for stronger global gov-
ernance via multilateral organizations,
the removal of barriers to international
trade, investment and tech exchanges, as
well as stronger representation on the
world stage for developing countries. He
stressed the importance of strengthening
macroeconomic policies to combat the
pandemic-induced global economic
downturn.

“We must build an open world econ-
omy, firmly safeguard the multilateral
trade system, and refrain from making
discriminatory and exclusive standards,
rules and systems, as well as high walls
that separate trade, investment, and
technology,” he said.

Economic growth  
China saw its GDP increase 2.3 per-

cent last year, according to official data-

the lowest growth rate since 1976 — but
it is nonetheless expected to be the only
major economy to have expanded in the
pandemic-ravaged year. Its economy is
also forecast to grow by 7.9 per cent in
2021, according to the International
Monetary Fund-trimmed down from ini-
tial predictions by a harsh geopolitical
climate, global economic downturn and
risks from a messy technological decou-
pling from the US. 

It also overtook the US as the world’s
biggest recipient of foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) in 2020, according to a UN
report released Sunday. Bolstered by
confidence in his country’s management
of the pandemic, Xi has made ambitious
climate pledges and vowed to uphold
multilateralism as US-China relations
entered their worst phase in decades
under the Trump administration.

But the Chinese government has been
accused of mishandling the initial Covid-
19 outbreak and covering up information,
while a World Health Organization expert
team is currently conducting a long-
delayed probe into the origins of the
virus.  How Biden decides to handle the

mounting tensions posed by China’s rise
will be one of the biggest strategic chal-
lenges he faces. 

Under Trump, China and the US traded
blows on a wide range of issues ranging
from the virus to trade, media freedoms,
human rights and technology competition.

Biden, busy handling several urgent
domestic crises, did not participate at
Davos and tasked US climate envoy John
Kerry with representing Washington. Xi
last addressed Davos in 2017, presenting
himself as the champion of free trade on
the eve of Trump’s inauguration.  — AFP
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Xi warns Davos World Economic 
Forum against ‘new Cold War’

DAVOS: This video grab taken yesterday from the website of the World Economic Forum
shows China’s President Xi Jinping speaking from Peking as he opens an all-virtual World
Economic Forum, which usually takes place in Davos, Switzerland. — AFP

Debenhams shuts 
stores, costing 
12,000 jobs
LONDON: UK department store chain Debenhams
is to shut all its outlets, administrators for the col-
lapsed group said yesterday, with the loss of around
12,000 jobs. Debenhams, which has long struggled
with fierce online competition, will see its brand live
on however after British online fashion group Boohoo
bought the group’s intellectual property assets.

Boohoo-rival ASOS meanwhile announced it was
in exclusive discussions with the administrators of
Arcadia about purchasing some of its brands,
including Topshop.  Arcadia and Debenhams col-
lapsed last month-together risking the loss of
25,000 jobs-having struggled to transition from a
bricks-and-mortar business long before the coron-
avirus pandemic forced shoppers online. 

Arcadia owner Philip Green-once dubbed “the
king of the high street”-saw his reputation severely
hit by the high-profile collapse of UK retailer BHS
in 2016. “The importance of the bricks-and-mortar
traditionally associated with retail brands has now
fully waned,” noted Gordon Fletcher at the
University of Salford Business School.  

“This is not a new realization that has only been
discovered during the pandemic. 

“However, the current lockdown situation has
forced us to cut the final ties between our favorite
brands and the physical high street,” Fletcher
added. Debenhams’ stores will reopen following the
lifting of the UK lockdown solely to liquidate stock,

administrators FRP Advisory, brought in to salvage
parts of the business, said in a statement yesterday.
“Regrettably, all the UK stores will then be perma-
nently closed,” it added.

A source close to the company told AFP this
meant that around 12,000 jobs would disappear.
Debenhams, whose history dates back to the late
eighteenth century, had hoped to sell some of its
124 stores, whose staff have been paid by the British
government’s furlough scheme during the pandemic.
It is unclear whether British retail group Frasers,
which has been in talks with the administrators, will

still snap up some Debenhams stores. Frasers is
headed by Mike Ashley, owner of English Premier
League football club Newcastle United and
renowned for purchasing major retailers that have
fallen from great heights.

Boohoo said its acquisition of Debenhams’
assets, including customer data, will cost it £55 mil-
lion ($75 million, 62 million euros).It plans to
relaunch Debenhams’ online platform, as Boohoo
looks to lead the fashion e-commerce market by
entering new areas including beauty, sports and
homeware. —AFP

Beijing urges global unity in the face of pandemic

Foreign investment 
faces U-shaped 
recovery: UN
GENEVA:  Global foreign direct investment
flows are set to go through a U-shaped recov-
ery, staying weak in 2021, the United Nations
warned on Sunday.

FDI is likely to bottom out this year before
picking up again in 2022, said the UN
Conference on Trade and Development. “Global
FDI flows will remain weak in 2021,” UNCTAD
said in its latest Investment Trends Monitor
report, with the world still in the grip of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which has eviscerated
economies. The UN agency said FDI collapsed
last year, falling by 42 percent to from $1.5 tril-
lion in 2019 to an estimated $859 billion in 2020.
UNCTAD predicts a further drop of five to 10
percent this year.

FDI finished 2020 more than 30 percent
below the trough after the global financial crisis
in 2009, and at a level last seen in the 1990s, the
report said. “The decline of global FDI will bot-
tom out in 2021, and a real recovery will start in
2022,” James Zhan, UNCTAD’s investment and
enterprise director, told reporters in Geneva.
“Overall, the global FDI is likely to follow a U-
shaped recovery, unlike global trade and GDP
(gross domestic product), which have been pre-
dicted to be a V-shaped recovery starting
already 2021.” The ongoing risks surrounding
the coronavirus pandemic, the speed at which
vaccination campaigns can be rolled out, and
sluggishness in releasing economic aid will put
the brakes on an FDI comeback this year, he
explained. “Investors are likely to remain cau-
tious in committing capital to new overseas pro-
ductive assets,” said the report.

Green-field outlook 
Green-field project announcements-consid-

ered an indicator of future FDI trends-were 35
percent down in 2020, figures that “do not bode
well for new investment in industrial sectors in
2021”, said the report. Green-field investment
typically refers to projects that create new phys-
ical facilities which are considered productive, in
part because they normally create jobs.

The indicator is flashing red for developing
countries. “For developing countries, the
prospects for 2021 are a major concern,” said
Zhan. Although FDI flows in developing
economies seemed relatively resilient in 2020,
greenfield announcements in such countries
plunged by 46 percent, while international proj-
ect finance-typically financial arrangements from
several partners for large infrastructure proj-
ects-dropped by seven percent.

International investment projects tend to have
a long gestation period and react to crises with a
delay, both on the downward slope and in the
recovery. The biggest shocks on these indicators
were felt in Africa in 2020, with a 63 percent
drop in greenfield announcements, while inter-
national project finance in the continent fell by
40 percent. Greenfield announcements dropped
by 51 percent in Latin America and the
Caribbean, and by 38 percent in Asia. — AFP

MANCHESTER: In this file photo, a pedestrian walks past “Store Closing” signs in the window display of a
Debenhams store in Manchester, northern England. UK department store chain Debenhams is to shut all its outlets
with the loss of around 12,000 jobs. — AFP

US leading race
in AI, China 
rising: Survey
WASHINGTON: The United States
is leading rivals in development and
use of artificial intelligence while
China is rising quickly and European
Union is lagging, a research report
showed yesterday.

The study by the Information
Technology and Innovation
Foundation assessed AI using 30 sep-
arate metrics including human talent,
research activity, commercial devel-
opment and investment in hardware
and software. The United States
leads, with an overall score of 44.6
points on a 100-point scale, followed
by China with 32 and the European
Union with 23.3, the report based on
2020 data found. The researchers
found the US leading in key areas
such as investment in startups and
research and development funding.

But China has made strides in several
areas and last year had more of the
world’s 500 most powerful supercom-
puters than any other nation — 214,
compared with 113 for the US and 91 for
the EU. “The Chinese government has
made AI a top priority and the results
are showing,” said Daniel Castro, direc-

tor of the think tank’s Center for Data
Innovation and lead author of the
report. “The United States and
European Union need to pay attention
to what China is doing and respond,
because nations that lead in the devel-
opment and use of AI will shape its
future and significantly improve their
economic competitiveness, while those
that fall behind risk losing competitive-
ness in key industries.”

The EU lagged notably in ven-
ture capita l  and pr ivate equity
funding, while faring better in terms
of research papers published. The
report found China published some
24,929 AI research papers in 2018,
the latest year for which data was
avai lable , to 20,418 for  the
European Union and 16,233 for the
United States. But it said that “aver-
age US research quality is still high-
er than that  of  China and the
European Union.”

The survey also concluded that the
United States “is still the world leader
in designing chips for AI systems.” To
remain competitive, the report said,
Europe needs to boost research tax
incentives, and expand public
research institutes working on AI. For
the United States to maintain its lead,
it must boost support for AI research
and deployment, and step up efforts
to develop AI talent domestically
while attracting top talent from
around the world. — AFP

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s sovereign
wealth fund will invest $40 billion
annually in the domestic economy
over the next five years, the crown
prince said Sunday, as the kingdom
battles high unemployment and a
coronavirus-triggered slump. The
Public Investment Fund “will invest
at least 150 billion riyals ($40 bil-
lion) annually in the domestic econ-
omy until 2025,” Prince
Mohammed bin Salman said in a
speech carried by state media. The
PIF, the main engine of the king-
dom’s efforts to diversify its oil-
dependent economy, has previously
been focused on investing in major
global giants-from ride-hailing app
Uber to US carmaker Lucid
Motors.

The PIF intends to boost its
assets to 4 trillion riyals ($1.07 tril-
lion) and directly or indirectly cre-
ate 1.8 million jobs by 2025, the
crown prince added. Prince
Mohammed’s speech coincided
with a royal decree on Sunday
which declared the sacking of cen-
tral bank governor Ahmed Al-
Kholifey. Fahad al-Mubarak was
named as his successor, in what will

be his second stint as the governor
of the Saudi Arabian Monetary
Authority (SAMA). 

The announcements come as the
petro-state battles high unemploy-
ment and a sharp economic down-
turn. Joblessness in Saudi Arabia
touched 14.9 percent in the third
quarter of 2020, dipping slightly
from an all-time high of 15.4 per-
cent in the second quarter, official
data showed last week. “The impact
of COVID-19 pandemic continues
to affect the Saudi labor market
and the economy,” Saudi Arabia’s
General Authority for Statistics said
in a statement last week.

Last year, the twin shocks of the
novel coronavirus pandemic and a
drop in oil prices prompted the top
crude exporter to triple its value-
added tax and suspend a monthly
allowance to civil servants to rein in
a ballooning budget deficit. The
highly unpopular austerity meas-
ures were implemented even as the
kingdom continues to boost spend-
ing on a slew of megaprojects,
including the planned $500 billion
NEOM megacity on the kingdom’s
Red Sea coast. — AFP

Saudi PIF boosts investments
as joblessness soars


