
PAOUA, Central African Republic: Hunching over
her work, Marissa shells peanuts under a blazing
sun, sweat dripping down her face. Growing
peanuts is a mainstay activity in the Paoua region in
the Central African Republic, about 500 kilometers
(300 miles) northwest of the capital Bangui. But for
many growers, life is a daily battle.

First, they have to coax the plants from the
ground, harvest the nuts and shell them. And then
they have to survive theft, extortion or worse, in a
region where rebels and pro-government forces are
at war. The town of Paoua is regularly targeted by
armed groups, notably the powerful 3R movement
(Return, Reclaim, Rehabilitation), among several in
the region that are seeking to control the peanut
business.

The rebels that have ravaged the deeply poor,
landlocked country for years have adopted guerrilla
tactics after being driven back from large towns. For
the past several months, they have been planting
explosive devices along the main roads to delay the
advance of pro-government forces.

“There are too many threats and thefts,” says
Celestine Inforo, 33, shelling peanuts along with
Marissa and a dozen others on the outskirts of
Paoua. “We had to sell our production very quickly
and at a low price.” The women separate the nuts’
fine skins by pouring them onto the ground from
shoulder height. Inforo and her co-workers each fill
several sacks in a few hours, then a pair of oxen haul
the day’s production to a secure storeroom loaned
by the Oxfam non-governmental organization.

Outside the storeroom, each bag is weighed and

recorded at between 35 and 45 kilograms (75-100
pounds). In the town, a sack of shelled nuts fetches
around 10,000 CFA francs, the equivalent of $17
(15 euros).

This is a far cry from the prices in distant Bangui,
where a sack can sell for between 20,000 and
30,000 CFA francs, says Jean-Paul Ndopaye, presi-
dent of the Paoua Rice Growers Union. Production
greatly exceeds demand in the region, bringing
down prices. The impact is dramatic in a town of
some 40,000, since “80 percent of the population
of Paoua has an activity related to peanuts”,
according to Noel Zingani, head of the local Oxfam
office. When low prices affect the entire industry in
Paoua, Marissa barely gets 250 CFA francs, around
43 cents, for each bag she fills.

Unprecedented malnutrition 
The CAR is one of the poorest countries in the

world, in the grip of a civil war since 2013. The con-
flict has diminished in intensity in recent years, but
it flared up again during the last presidential elec-
tion a year ago. In the greater Ouham-Pende region,
the World Food Programme (WFP) says malnutri-
tion is at unprecedented levels, measured on the
Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC).

“Sixty-one percent of the population is in phase
3 of crisis and in phase 4 of food emergency,” states
Mahoua Coulibaly, local manager of the UN agency.

In the shade of a mango tree, three women turn
peanuts into oil, butter and “kuli-kuli” sticks, which
have a high nutritional content thanks to the natu-
ral proteins and fibers. Marie roasts the nuts, stir-

ring them while taking care not to burn herself.
Kneeling beside her, Lena kneads peanut butter on
a wooden board.

“Extracting oil with this method is physically
exhausting, it can take hours,” says Moussa
Issoufou, Oxfam’s food security manager. “We must

find modern equipment to facilitate their work,” he
adds, convinced that this is the only way for the
women to earn more from their labor. “The problem
is processing. This is what must be invested in for
the wellbeing of the population, but for the moment
the funds are lacking,” Coulibaly says. — AFP 
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PAOUA, Central African Republic: A woman is torrefying peanuts as part of the artisanal transformation
process in Paoua, northwestern Central African Republic—AFP

Threats and theft: The wretched 
life of C Africa’s peanut growers

Low prices affect peanut farmers and the entire industry in Paoua 

WASHINGTON: After limping its
way back from the COVID pandemic
last year, the global economic recov-
ery has been rattled by the Omicron
variant’s rapid rise. The travel industry
has been thrown into disarray again,
workers have been forced to isolate at
home and governments are facing a
stark choice between imposing
restrictions or letting the economy be.

Could the highly-contagious
Omicron variant have a severe impact
on the recovery? Or will its mild
symptoms keep the economy from
sinking again?

How bad a hit on growth? 
The head of the International

Monetary Fund, Kristalina Georgieva,
warned last month that global eco-
nomic growth forecasts may have to
be slashed following the emergence of
Omicron.

The IMF has previously banked on
growth of 5.9 percent for 2021 and
4.9 percent this year, but it could now
revise its estimates later this month.
To soften the blow on the economy,
US health authorities have cut the iso-
lation period for asymptomatic cases
by half to five days.

Mark Zandi, chief economist at

Moody’s, told AFP he expects US
growth of 2.2 percent in the first quar-
ter, more than half lower than a previ-
ous estimate of 5.2 percent.

“Omicron is already doing eco-
nomic damage, as is clear from weak-
er credit card spending, a decline in
restaurant bookings, air flight cance-
lations, and many schools going back
to online learning,” Zandi said.
“However, I do expect Omicron to
pass through quickly and for growth
to rebound in the second quarter, and
growth for the year to be unaffected,”
he added. “Broadly, I think each wave
of the virus is doing less damage to
the healthcare system and economy
than the previous wave.”

In the eurozone, tighter restric-
tions, consumer caution and absen-
teeism will reduce economic activity
in the next few weeks, but the econo-
my will rebound in February, accord-
ing to Andrew Kenningham, chief
Europe economist at Capital
Economics. Countries with lower vac-
cination rates, which are mainly devel-
oping economies, face greater uncer-
tainty, and a zero-COVID policy in
China could put a brake on growth in
the world’s second biggest economy
as it locks down entire cities.

Will tourism suffer? 
The travel industry was looking for-

ward to a rebound in 2022 after it was
devastated by border closures and
lockdowns. But the emergence of
Omicron during the key winter holiday
season caused thousands of flight can-
cellations, cruises to be forced to dock
and fewer hotel bookings. Investors,
however, have been optimistic, as
shares of airline and cruise companies
have risen in recent weeks. “The mar-
kets seemed to be looking at the post-
Omicron period,” said Alexandre
Baradez, analyst at IG France.

Will inflation worsen? 
The economic recovery has had an

adverse side effect: Inflation that has
soared to decades-high levels in the
United States and Europe as energy
prices soared and rising demand
faced supply shortages. Central banks
have insisted that high inflation is only
temporary and prices will eventually
fall, but it has hurt consumers and
businesses.

“Little is certain about Omicron’s
impact on consumer demand, but
people who stay at home because of
the variant are more likely to spend
their money on retail goods rather
than services like dining out or in-
person entertainment,” said Jack
Kleinhenz, chief economist at the US
National Retail Federation. — AFP 

PARIS: Members of the public queue outside a pharmacy to receive COVID-19 antigen
tests in Paris as COVID-19 cases soared in Europe. — AFP

Omicron: Mild or severe
impact on economy?

Omicron slams 
UK retail recovery
LONDON: Restrictions imposed in the wake of the
Omicron coronavirus variant have “wiped out”
much of a recent recovery enjoyed by UK bricks-
and-mortar stores, the British Retail Consortium
revealed Friday. It comes as UK businesses and
consumers face mounting fallout from surging infla-
tion, including higher interest rates.

Much of the progress made in late 2021 “was
wiped out in December as surging Omicron cases
and new work-from-home advice deterred many
from shopping in-store, particularly in towns and
city centers”, said BRC chief executive Helen
Dickinson. “Nevertheless, while UK footfall saw a
moderate decline compared to previous months, it
remained above levels of other major European
economies, as the country avoided some of the
more severe restrictions implemented elsewhere,”
she added in a statement.

The number of shoppers visiting UK stores slid
18.6 percent in December compared with two years
earlier, or before the onset of the coronavirus pan-

demic, according to the BRC. “December footfall
capped a challenging year for brick-and-mortar
stores, which saw footfall down one-third on pre-
pandemic levels,” Dickinson added. 

Soaring virus cases 
The UK, already among the worst hit countries

in Europe by the pandemic with a virus death toll of
nearly 150,000, has seen a fresh surge in cases
owing to the arrival of the Omicron variant in late
November. More than one in 20 people had Covid-
19 in the week ending December 31 — the highest
UK infection rate recorded during the pandemic.

British companies are meanwhile suffering a
“huge headache” because of continuing supply
chain disruptions, soaring inflation and rising ener-
gy costs, a business group warned Thursday. The
British Chambers of Commerce said its study of
almost 5,500 companies found that a record 58
percent expect an increase to their prices in the
quarter. “The persistent weakness in cash flow is
troubling because it leaves businesses more
exposed to the economic impact of Omicron, rising
inflation and potential further restrictions,” noted
Suren Thiru, head of economics at the BCC. — AFP 

Sri Lanka bows to 
Chinese pressure 
over fertilizer
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka paid a Chinese compa-
ny $6.8 million despite rejecting its shipment of
organic fertilizer as substandard, officials said
yesterday, even though Colombo is in the throes
of a foreign exchange crisis. The state-run
People’s Bank of Sri Lanka said it paid Qingdao
Seawin Biotech Group $6.87 million in connec-
tion with an out-of-court settlement over the
shipment.

Fertilizer is one of the items in short supply in
Sri Lanka, but authorities said in October tests
had shown the shipment was contaminated and
banned it from landing anywhere on the island.
China retaliated by blacklisting the bank and
threatening international legal action against
Colombo.

Beijing is a key development partner of
Colombo and has given billions of dollars in
loans, raising concern that Sri Lanka may be
heading for a Chinese debt trap, though both
nations have rejected such worries. The settle-
ment comes ahead of a visit to the island by
Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi later.

The Chinese representative is making a two-

day visit for talks with President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa and other leaders, and to mark the
65th anniversary of diplomatic ties between the
two sides. Sri Lanka originally ordered the
Chinese organic fertilizer as part of Rajapaksa’s
drive to become the world’s first 100 percent
organic farming nation. Following widespread
protests by farmers who said abandoning agro-
chemicals would critically hit yields, the govern-
ment in October lifted a ban on chemical fertiliz-
er imposed in May last year. — AFP

LONDON: Shoppers walk past stores in Camden
Market in London, on Friday as UK businesses and
consumers face mounting fallout from surging infla-
tion, including higher interest rates. — AFP

US ends 2021 with 
disappointing 
job growth 
WASHINGTON: The US economy ended 2021 on a
sour note with a worse-than-expected employment
report Friday underscoring the challenges awaiting
President Joe Biden in the new year, as the Omicron
variant runs rampant and his legislative agenda stalls.
The world’s largest economy gained only 199,000
jobs in the f inal  month of the year, the Labor
Department said, defying expectations for an
increase of hundreds of thousands of positions
fueled by the recovery from COVID-19.

However, the unemployment rate dropped to 3.9
percent, not far from where it was before the pan-
demic struck, and Biden hailed the report as marking
“a historic day for our economic recovery.”

Analysts warn the days ahead may nonetheless
grow darker as COVID cases caused by the new
variant surge and again complicate daily life. “All of
this is before Omicron, which is making lots of peo-
ple sick and disrupting lots of businesses,” Mark
Zandi of Moody’s Analytics tweeted, noting that the
survey was based on data collected before the
recent spike in infections. — AFP 


