
Four plagues dominated 2022: A liter-
al pestilence, war, inflation and cli-
mate change. They will continue to

cast a loathsome shadow as we pass the
New Year. But with some optimism and
ingenuity, 2023 can bring recovery and
resurgence. Women carry belongings
salvaged from their flooded home after
monsoon rains in Pakistan. The war in
Ukraine, the lingering coronavirus pan-
demic and climate change are putting
intense pressure on the world’s poorest in
2022. 

Covid continued to exact a high death
toll, and a lingering legacy of ill health
and disruptions to work and travel. Most
parts of the world, aided by vaccinations,
have accepted the disease as endemic,
with a steady revival of commuting and
tourism boosting oil demand.

China, though, persisted in its zero-
COVID policy, with oil prices oscillating in
response to every oracular pronounce-
ment from the politburo.

On December 6, its coronavirus czar
Sun Chunlan ripped off the sticking plas-
ter: the most draconian restrictions were
lifted. A wave of sickness and death
promptly spread across the Middle

Kingdom. Some have speculated that
Russia’s military offensive in Ukraine was
influenced by the pandemic isolation of
the man in the Kremlin. From an energy
point of view, though, the conflict was
well-timed.

The slow strangulation of Europe’s
gas supplies from September 2021
threatened the continent. The rise in oil
prices from the early 2020 crash, aided
by Russia’s alliance with Opec limited the
severity of sanctions that could be

imposed. Oil prices did surge following
the conflict’s outbreak, but since June
and especially November, they have fall-
en back to their starting point, even

though Opec resumed its production
cuts, and Europe and the US belatedly
introduced unprecedented bans and price
caps on Russian oil exports.

Gas prices have also dropped from
August’s extremities, though they are still
very high by historic standards. A warm
start to the winter has helped European
residents, even though colder weather
has blown into both Europe and North
America more recently.

High energy prices, illness-induced
absenteeism, disrupted supply chains
and geopolitically-mediated trade pro-
tectionism have all helped stoke infla-
tion. Tighter global monetary conditions
by central banks globally, particularly in
the US and Europe, have raised the risk
of a recession and contributed to lower
oil prices.

The cut-offs of Russian gas and the
consequent scramble for limited supplies
of liquefied natural gas (LNG) led to a
revival in the use of coal, the most pollut-
ing fuel, across Europe and Asia.

November’s Cop27 conference in
Egypt produced some progress on tech-
nical issues and finance, but no break-
throughs on climate ambition. In the
summer, record heatwaves struck
Europe and China, and unprecedented
floods deluged Pakistan. In the Middle
East, Gulf countries have warded off
these plagues better than almost any-
where else.

The pandemic has been handled well,
oil production was allowed to rise until
October, energy prices and investment
have been strong and inflation moderate.
The UAE, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait all
saw their strongest economic growth for
about a decade this year. Despite all the
usual hotspots, the region has thankfully
avoided further serious conflict, apart
from the brutal response to the protests in
Iran. But most of the remainder of the
world has suffered. So what reason is
there for optimism in 2023?

Hopefully, progress on combating
COVID will continue, the China wave will
recede, and no more serious variants will
emerge. Continuing gains in travel would
support oil demand; it would also ease
some of the damaging isolationism and
lack of person-to-person contact from the
past three years. Much violence lies
ahead in Ukraine, but the loss of gas rev-
enues and the tightening measures
against oil exports will constrict the
Russian economy.

The weather over the remaining two to
three winter months will be crucial for
Europe’s living standards and industry.
The continent’s political coherence has
remained impressively solid. Observers
have warned that 2023 will be an even
tougher year for Europe’s gas consumers
since it will receive virtually no Russian
supplies for the whole year to refill its
drained storage.

There is little new LNG on the world
market until 2025. Government coffers to
support industries and householders are
emptying. But as long as Brussels can
avoid some mooted, misguided gas mar-
ket policies, it should actually come

through better next year.
Repairs to French nuclear stations, a

surge in renewable installations, better
energy efficiency and - unfortunately -
recession and deindustrialization, will
reduce gas demand.

New LNG import terminals in Germany
and elsewhere provide better access for
gas to central Europe.

A more open confrontation between
Washington and Beijing remains an
unlikely though potentially cataclysmic
prospect. Closer to home, it will take wise
policies to avoid combustion between a
besieged Iranian regime, the failure of the
nuclear negotiations, and a hawkish
Israeli government.

The oil market will be wrenched
between sanctions on Russia, OPEC pol-
icy, the odd supply disruption elsewhere,
and demand. In turn, demand depends
on economic growth, with a feared global

recession. But a mild downturn - not a
repeat of 2008-2009 or 2020 - would still
see some oil consumption growth, and a
moderation of prices rather than a col-
lapse, with room for OPEC to fine-tune
output. The International Monetary Fund
forecasts global inflation halving by the
end of next year.

Key motors for tackling climate change

are gaining momentum. Today’s expen-
sive and insecure energy, along with
huge new climate and energy packages
in the US and EU, will spur the deploy-
ment of new gas to replace coal, renew-
ables, electric vehicles, advanced nuclear
power, breakthrough batteries, hydrogen
and carbon capture. The UAE, hosting
Cop28 next November, has a crucial
opportunity to advance bold but practical
cuts in emissions.

For all the solar panels we see on
European roofs and Teslas on Gulf roads,
we will all breathe a little easier when we
see global greenhouse emissions actual-
ly falling. Global heating drives energy
insecurity, disease, war, inflation and eco-
nomic decline. Next year can see victo-
ries over viruses and violence, conflict
and climate change. 

In Afghanistan, Taleban rulers ordered
all national and international NGOs to
stop their women employees from work-
ing after “serious complaints” about their
dress code, the Ministry of Economy told
AFP on Saturday. Earlier, Afghan univer-
sities were declared off limits to women
because female students were not follow-
ing instructions including a proper dress
code.— Agencies
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An injured man stands on a street after Russian shelling to Ukrainian city of Kherson on December 24, 2022, where five
were killed and 20 injured.

An Afghan burqa-clad woman sits in a
parked taxi along the roadside in Kandahar
on December 25, 2022.

Rescuers help an injured woman after Russian shelling to Ukrainian city of Kherson where
five were killed and 20 injured on December 24, 2022. 

Winter storm Elliot moved through the Middle Tennessee region through the night leaving
behind freezing rain, snow and below freezing temperatures, in Nashville, Tennessee on
December 23, 2022. 

Villager Makkam Janjigitov walks with his cattle, near the Kyrgyz-Tajik border in the village of
Ak-Say some 1000 km from Bishkek on December 10, 2022. Combing through the charred
ruins of a primary school in the village of Ak-Say in Kyrgyzstan, teacher Nasipa Nishanbekova
picks up dusty exercise books with uncertain childish writing. For the past three months, the
school has lain abandoned after being mostly destroyed during border clashes between
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan in September which killed more than 100 people. 

With optimism and resilience, 
world gears to usher in 2023

This handout picture taken and released on December 19, 2022 by Ukrainian Emergency Ministry shows a fire at a crit-
ical power infrastructure after a drone attack in Kyiv, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

This handout photo taken on December 25,
2022 and received on December 26 from the
Philippine Coast Guard shows rescuers evac-
uating a child from a flooded area in Ozamiz
City, Misamis Occidental. Two people were
killed and nearly 46,000 others fled their
homes as Christmas Day floods dampened
the mainly Catholic Philippines’s most impor-
tant holiday, civil defense officials said on
December 26.

In this file photo taken on December 12, 2022
a resident (left) receives a COVID-19 vaccine
in Danzhai county, Qiandongnan Miao and
Dong Autonomous Prefecture, in China’s
southwestern Guizhou province, as medical
workers vaccinate people who can’t go out
conveniently from their homes. 

In this handout picture taken and released on December 20, 2022 by the Ukrainian
Presidential press services Ukraine President Volodymyr Zelensky (right) hands out the State
Award to a soldier during a medal giving ceremony to Ukrainian servicemen who have been
holding back a fierce and months-long Russian military campaign for the city, as part of
Zelensky’s visit in the eastern frontline city of Bakhmut, now the epicenter of fighting in
Russia’s nearly 10-month invasion of Ukraine. — AFP photos


