
BEIJING: China’s economic growth accelerated in
the first quarter of the year to 4.8 percent, official
data showed Monday, but the government warned
of “significant challenges” ahead while massive
COVID-19 lockdowns started to bite. The world’s
second-biggest economy had lost steam in the lat-
ter half of last year with a property slump and reg-
ulatory crackdowns, pulling down growth.

But it exceeded expectations in the first three
months of 2022, growing 4.8 percent on-year, the
National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) said, with
Lunar New Year spending and factory production
cajoling growth. The weeks ahead, however,
appear treacherous for the economy with Beijing’s
unrelenting zero-COVID approach to outbreaks
clogging supply chains and locking down tens of
millions of people-including in the economic
dynamos of Shanghai and Shenzhen as well as the
northeastern grain basket of Jilin.

Virus restrictions in March have already
gouged at retail sales, as consumers shied away
from shopping, and drove up unemployment. “With
the domestic and international environment
becoming increasingly complicated and uncertain,
economic development is facing significant diffi-
culties and challenges,” NBS spokesman Fu
Linghui said on Monday.

The pandemic rebound-as well as the sanctions
binding Russia’s economy-ups the ante on officials
to deliver Beijing’s full-year growth target of
around 5.5 percent.

The target comes in a pivotal political year
for President Xi Jinping who is eyeing another
term in power at the Party Congress to be held
this autumn. The current virus outbreak is the
worst since the peak of the first wave which

emerged in Wuhan in late 2019, and the econo-
my is beginning to weaken.

Industrial production growth eased to 5.0
percent in March, NBS data showed, down from
the January-February period. Meanwhile, retail
sales sank 3.5 percent and the urban unemploy-
ment rate ticked up to a 22-month high of 5.8
percent last month.

“March activity data suggests that China’s
economy slowed, especially in household con-
sumption,” Tommy Wu, lead China economist at
Oxford Economics, said in a note.

‘Worse to come’ 
China’s government is trying to balance “mini-

mizing disruption against controlling the latest
wave of COVID infections”, Wu said, but he
warned of a drag on economic activity into May
or beyond.

Last week, carmakers including XPeng and
Volkswagen warned of severe disruptions to sup-
ply chains and possibly even a halt on production
completely if the lockdown on Shanghai’s 25 mil-
lion inhabitants persisted. Already, goods are piling
up at the world’s busiest container port in
Shanghai, prompting shipping giant Maersk to say
it will stop taking new bookings for refrigerated
containers into the city.

“Further impacts from lockdowns are immi-
nent,” said Iris Pang, chief economist for Greater
China at ING. As Shanghai struggles to rein in an
outbreak that has seen tens of thousands of daily
cases, Pang said other cities may attempt to repli-
cate Shenzhen’s success in reopening swiftly by
resorting to strict measures with just a few
COVID patients.

The southern tech powerhouse went into full
lockdown for almost a week in March, but has
since eased restrictions. Julian Evans-Pritchard of
Capital Economics cautioned that “the worst is still
to come”. Fu of the NBS warned of high commodi-
ty prices on Monday with the Russia-Ukraine con-
flict leading to a decline in the availability of com-
modities such as corn and wheat. Although China’s

central bank has announced a reserve ratio cut,
lowering the amount of cash banks must hold in a
push to support small businesses, experts say offi-
cials were taking a restrained approach to stimu-
lus. But economists expect officials will eventually
publish a growth figure consistent with official tar-
gets, as part of doubts that the numbers may be
massaged for political reasons.  —AFP

Elon Musk, tech 
visionary hogs
the spotlight
WASHINGTON: Space conquest: check. Disrupt
the auto industry: check. Take over Twitter? Why
not. From eccentric entrepreneur to the world’s
richest man, Elon Musk likes to dream big-and
these days, he is everywhere you look.

Two decades after banking his first millions, the
South-African born Musk last year became the
world’s richest person-wresting the title from
Amazon’s Jeff Bezos-following the meteoric rise of
Tesla, his electric automaker founded in 2003. The
billionaire’s latest big splash: a bid announced
Thursday to take over Twitter, capping a roller-
coaster fortnight of announcements and counter-
announcements-which Musk punctuated, charac-
teristically, by gleefully firing tweets at the platform.

Just a week earlier, the 50-year-old was making
headlines as Tesla cut the ribbon on a “gigafactory”
the size of 100 soccer fields in Texas, where the firm
is now based and Musk himself has relocated from
California. At the same time, his space transport firm
SpaceX was breaking yet another boundary as a
partner in a three-way venture to send the first fully
private mission to the International Space Station.

Musk also makes news of a less flattering kind:
Tesla has faced a series of lawsuits alleging dis-
crimination and harassment against Black workers
as well as sexual harassment.

In parallel with the whiplash-inducing stream of
business news, Musk’s controversy-courting per-
sona-with an unrestrained Twitter style and pen-
chant for living by his own rules in the private
sphere too-keeps the gossip press busy.

It recently emerged Musk had had a second
child with his on-again off-again partner, the musi-
cian Grimes: a girl they named Exa Dark SiderÊl
Musk-although the parents will mostly call her Y.

He is even expected to make an appearance-in
person or not-at the celebrity defamation trial pit-
ting Johnny Depp against his ex-wife Amber Heard,
who formerly dated Musk.

But one way or another, Musk has become one
of the most ubiquitous figures of the era. So how
did he get where he is today?

To Mars... and beyond? 
Born in Pretoria, on June 28, 1971, the son of an

engineer father and a Canadian-born model mother,
Musk left South Africa in his late teens to attend
Queen’s University in Ontario. He transferred to the
University of Pennsylvania after two years and
earned bachelor’s degrees in physics and business.
After graduating from the prestigious Ivy League
school, Musk abandoned plans to pursue further
studies at Stanford University. Instead, he dropped
out and started Zip2, a company that made online
publishing software for the media industry. He
banked his first millions before the age of 30 when
he sold Zip2 to US computer maker Compaq for
more than $300 million in 1999. —AFP

Govt warns of ‘significant challenges’ ahead as lockdowns begin to bite

China economy accelerates 
in Q1 but virus stalks outlook

Shares in Chinese 
pharma firm 
tank as COVID 
drug questioned
BEIJING: Shares in one of China’s largest tradition-
al medicine producers plunged on Monday after
reports questioned the efficacy of pills approved by
the government as a coronavirus treatment.

Shanghai authorities have joined their Hong
Kong counterparts in handing out ‘Lianhua
Qingwen’-a herbal remedy marketed for fever and
sore throats-as the cities battle their worst Covid-
19 outbreaks since the pandemic’s start. But on
Sunday, popular Chinese health platform
Dingxiang Yisheng said the capsules, made by
Shijiazhuang Yiling Pharmaceutical, could not pre-
vent cases of the virus, in a report then picked up
by state media.

Monday’s share dump sent them falling to 32.39
yuan ($5) with the stocks hitting the daily limit of 10
percent on the Shenzhen exchange. Last week,
Wang Sicong, an influencer and son of one of
China’s wealthiest scions, ignited debate about the
drug on Weibo when he reposted a social media
video questioning whether the World Health
Organization had ever recommended it for use
against COVID-19.

The United States and other countries have
warned there is no evidence the medicine works to
prevent or cure coronavirus, even as it has increas-
ingly been promoted by government authorities in
China and Hong Kong. The US Food and Drug

Administration has said it has not approved Lianhua
Qingwen, and that coronavirus-related claims about
it were “not supported by competent and reliable
scientific evidence”.

In 2020, Beijing approved the remedy-initially
developed for SARS and made up of ingredients
like honeysuckle and apricot seeds-as a coronavirus
treatment.

In financial centers Hong Kong and Shanghai,
which are struggling to quash fast-spreading
Omicron-fuelled surges, boxes of Lianhua Qingwen
tablets have been included in government care

packages. Hong Kong Chief Executive Carrie Lam
even claimed last month that traditional Chinese
medicine may be more effective than Western medi-
cine at preventing Covid and accelerating recovery.

Shanghai, China’s largest city, has been locked
down since March as cases have topped 25,000 a
day-low compared with parts of the world now liv-
ing with the virus, but virtually unheard of under
China’s “zero-COVID” strategy.

At the peak of its Omicron-driven outbreak last
month, Hong Kong was recording one of the world’s
highest mortality rates from the virus.  —AFP

FRANKFURT: The European Central
Bank stood still in the face of record
inflation, keeping its stimulus plans and
rates unchanged, as the war in Ukraine
cast a pall over the eurozone economy.
Meeting for the second time since the
outbreak of the conflict, the bank’s 25-
member governing council stuck to a
plan that “should” see its bond-buying
scheme comes to an end in the third
quarter, it said.

An interest rate hike would follow
“some time” after the stimulus pro-
gram comes to an end-a delay the
ECB’s President Christine Lagarde
stressed could be “between a week
and several months”.

Governors would “assess exactly the
timing of the conclusion of our net asset
purchases” at the bank’s next meeting in
June with the help of new forecasts,
Lagarde said. The decision to stick to its
plan leaves the ECB further out of step
with many of its peers. Central banks
such as the Bank of England, US Federal
Reserve and the Bank of Canada have
already triggered their first interest rate
rises in response to soaring inflation.

Calls for the ECB to follow suit as
soon as possible from within the
governing counci l  have grown
stronger as price rises in the euro-
zone have taken off.

Year-on-year inflation hit 7.5 per-
cent in March, an all-time high for the
currency bloc and well above the
bank’s own two-percent target. The

surge owes a great deal to the take off
in prices for energy, commodities and
food as a result of Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine.

At the same time, high energy costs,
added disruptions to supply chains and
weaker confidence were “severely
affecting” the eurozone economy,
Lagarde said in a press conference.

The former French finance minister
last week tested positive for COVID and
had to dial into the press conference via
video link. 

‘Europe is different’ 
Lagarde conceded that the bank’s

forecasts had been “wrong in the past”,
as calls increased for the central banks
to get out ahead of the inflation wave by
raising interest rates. Minutes from the
last ECB meeting in March revealed that
many members of the governing council
wanted “immediate further steps”.

Central bankers use rate rises as a
tool to try and tame inflation, but
pulling the trigger too soon risks hurt-
ing economic growth. Any hike would
be the ECB’s first in over a decade and
would lift rates from their current his-
toric low levels.

The Frankfurt-based institution even
set a negative deposit rate of minus 0.5
percent, meaning banks pay to park
excess cash at the ECB. The ECB’s
straightforward reiteration of its stimu-
lus planned showed a “somewhat
strengthened” commitment to end its

bond-buying scheme in the third quar-
ter, said Carsten Brzeski, head of macro
at ING bank.

But the status quo stance showed
that “Europe is different and the ECB is
different” to other countries and central
banks, Brzeski said. The ECB’s gradual
plan would see it put an “end to the era
of negative interest rates before the end
of the year”, he predicted.

Gas boycott 
Comparing the eurozone with the

United States and the policies of the Fed
was like “apples and oranges”, Lagarde
said. Just as the risks from the pandemic
“have declined”, the European economy
will “be more exposed and will suffer
more consequences” from the war in
Ukraine, she said.

The impact “will depend on how the
conflict evolves, on the effect of current
sanctions and on possible further meas-
ures,” Lagarde said. Looming over the
outlook was the possibility of a stop to
supplies of Russian gas, which many
eurozone countries rely on heavily to
meet their energy needs.

“An abrupt boycott would have a
significant impact,” Lagarde said. While
the ECB’s bond-buying stimulus is being
phased out, the advent of a fresh crisis
has some speculating about the possi-
bility of the bank designing a new tool
to contain the impact of the war.

Questioned on the subject, Lagarde
simply said the ECB would stay flexible
and act “promptly” if new risks emerged
and some countries found it harder to
finance their response.  —AFP

FRANKFURT: In this file photo taken on February 03, 2022, a European flag
flutters in front of the European Central Bank (ECB) building in Frankfurt am
Main, western Germany. —AFP
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CBK bonds and 
related Tawarruq
KUWAIT: The Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK)
announced the most recent issues of CBK
bonds and related Tawarruq at a total value of
KD 240 million for six months with rate of
return at 1.625 percent. —AFP

ECB stands firm as Ukraine
war casts a pall over eurozone 


