
ALMATY: Before clashes between security forces
and government opponents left dozens dead and
rendered parts of Kazakhstan’s largest city almost
unrecognizable, citizens in the west of the oil-rich
country were staging their own protest against a
sudden New Year fuel hike.

By the time the government rolled back prices
for liquefied petroleum gas-a relatively cheap petrol
alternative widely used by residents of the former
Soviet republic’s hydrocarbon heartland-solidarity
demonstrations had popped up all over the vast
republic. In Kazakhstan, a long summer drought and
complications in the landlocked country’s trade with
China made 2021 an especially expensive year, with
strong inflation forecast to continue this year too.

The concession from beleaguered President
Kassym-Jomart Tokayev to reduce LPG prices by
more than half on Tuesday arrived too late to save a
reputation for stability carefully cultivated by the
republic’s image-conscious authoritarian leadership.
That night and on Wednesday the southern city of
Almaty witnessed protests of unprecedented size
and ferocity that saw government buildings seized
and set alight before the army and a Russia-led
peacekeeping mission restored an uneasy calm.

As residents surveyed the devastation, many
blamed the sheer gulf between a ruling elite con-
stantly finding ways to enrich itself and ordinary
people getting steadily poorer. “Everything has
become so awfully expensive,” complained Galiya, a
42-year-old protester who gave only her first name
and said she planned to go abroad in search of
work if there were no major changes to the govern-
ment.

‘We live in poverty’ 
“We have all the minerals in the periodic table

here but we live in poverty. The government raised
the minimum wage from 42,500 tenge (roughly
$100) to 60,000 tenge at the start of the year. How
would you begin to live here on that?”

The last quarter of 2021 bequeathed Kazakhstan
its worst food inflation since 2016, a year that
brought unprecedented nationwide protests as citi-
zens opposed proposals for land code amendments
that extended land leases for foreign investors.

The demonstrators made frequent reference to
next-door China, whose economic interests in the
country have sparked anxiety in the past. But local
analysts argued that the protest mood was payback
for the government’s overnight move to strip away
supports for the tenge currency the year before-a
de facto 50 percent devaluation that collapsed
local purchasing power and intensified resentment
of top-level officials and their offshore lifestyles.
This time round a long summer drought causing
price spikes for vegetables, meat and animal feed
has compounded household woes in an economy
still struggling to bounce back from the global
energy price crash in 2014.

Frequent rule changes, subsidy cuts and “specu-
lation” on Beijing’s side of the border in the second
half of 2021 meanwhile caused long waits and a
surge in costs for containers carrying imported
goods, according to Oksana Sorokina, director of
the Almaty-based SevenR Logistics company.

“As a result we met the end of the year with a
shortage of goods with wild prices that of course
were passed on to end-consumers,” Sorokina said.

Country of contrasts 
Like many emerging economies dependent on

energy exports, Kazakhstan is a country of stark
contrasts. Nur-Sultan, the city that replaced Almaty
as capital in 1997, glitters with cosmic architecture
designed by the likes of Britain’s Norman Foster.
The government has continued to pour money into
the city, while many provincial centers have strug-
gled to shed their Soviet-era skin.

In Almaty, mountain suburbs are studded with
colorful mansions, some boasting spires. But the
bowels of the city are an indifferent grey and suffer

some of the world’s worst air during the coal-pow-
ered heating season. Citizens appeared dazed as
they returned to everyday errands in the financial
hub and came to terms with damage inflicted by
rampaging mobs.

A 34-year-old psychologist called Natalya said
she accepted the government explanation that the
events that rocked her city were part of a “planned
act of terror” while acknowledging that price rises
had contributed to deep dissatisfaction.

“The problem is that salaries have stayed the

same. (Cost of living) became a useful trigger, and
death and horror were consequences,” Natalya
said. “Now I think the government will take the
people into account a little more often.” Tatiana
Boldyreva, a private tutor who was buying fresh
milk served in plastic bags, agreed. “Prices are
out of control,” said Boldyreva, as a street butch-
er hacked hunks of meat for hungry customers,
most of whom had not filled their fridges since
before New Year. “But that’s no reason to start a
war.” —AFP

People live in poverty in mineral-rich Kazakhstan

Kazakhs count cost of living as 
largest city reels from violence

ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Pedestrians carry food in Almaty on Sunday after violence that erupted following
protests over hikes in fuel prices.—AFP

LONDON: British manufacturers are
optimistic over the 2022 outlook but fear
fresh Brexit fallout one year after the
nation’s departure from the European
Union, a survey showed yesterday.

Industry body Make UK, represent-
ing 20,000 manufacturing companies
across Britain, revealed the findings of its
survey of 228 firms conducted with con-
sultancy PwC. The survey concluded
that manufacturers “are more positive
about the growth outlook as they enter
2022, with greater confidence in the
prospects for their own companies than
either the global or UK economies”.

Almost three quarters of respondents
“expect conditions in manufacturing to
improve” this year despite the Omicron
variant affecting some output. Two thirds
insisted Britain remained a “competitive
location” for manufacturing, but the
same proportion also stated leaving the
EU had hurt their business.

And 56 percent of firms believed

more Brexit woes will materialize this
year. Britain formally left the EU single
market and customs union at the start of
2021. “One year on from leaving the EU,
two thirds of companies said that leaving
had moderately or significantly ham-
pered their business, with over a half of
companies fearing a further impact this
year from customs delays due to import
checks and changes in product labeling,”
Make UK said.

The manufacturing sector has also
been hit by the ongoing global supply
crunch-and soaring inflation caused
largely by spiking energy costs. “It’s tes-
tament to the strength of manufacturers
that they have emerged from the turbu-
lence of the last couple of years in such a
relatively strong position,” added Make
UK Chief Executive Stephen Phipson.
“While clouds remain on the horizon in
the form of rapidly escalating costs and
access to key skills, the outlook is more
positive for those that remain adaptable,

agile and innovative.”
Trade was also affected by new

Covid-19 border restrictions as Britain
races to curb the rampant Omicron
variant-but Make UK downplayed the
impact on manufacturing. “The majority

of manufacturers have weathered the
storm of the last couple of years,” it
added. “To date, the sector appears to
have seen little or no disruption from
the latest Omicron variant to alter this
confidence.” —AFP

LONDON: British manufacturers are optimistic over the 2022 outlook but
fear fresh Brexit fallout one year after the nation’s departure from the
European Union, a survey showed yesterday.

Air France-KLM adds 
biofuel surcharge 
to plane tickets
PARIS: Air France-KLM said yesterday it would add a
surcharge of up to 12 euros ($13,50) on its tickets to try to
offset the cost of using more expensive sustainable avia-
tion fuel. Air France said that the fuel levy would be added
to tickets from January 10.

Travellers in economy class will pay between one and
four euros more while those in business class will pay
between 1.5 euros and 12 euros, depending on the distance
to their destination, it said in a message to its clients.

Air France’s Dutch partner KLM and low-cost sub-
sidiary Transavia will also implement the surcharge on
flights departing from France and the Netherlands, the
company announced, adding that it replaces between 0.5
percent and one percent of the kerosene it uses with the
sustainable alternative.

Sustainable aviation fuel or SAF is chiefly made from
used cooking oil or from forestry or agricultural waste. It
allows airlines to reduce carbon emissions by 75 percent
compared with kerosene over the lifecycle of the fuel.

Jet fuel currently accounts for between 20 and 30
percent of airlines’ costs. Take-up of SAF, which is
between four and eight times more expensive, has
been slow. Current production levels fall far below
what would be required to power the world’s air-
craft fleet.

In 2019, sustainable fuel represented less than 0.1 per-
cent of the 360 billion liters of fuel used by the aviation
industry. Air France said it was confident that the cost of
SAF would fall as more European countries begin mass
producing them. On Thursday, the airline will start offering
passengers who are anxious to reduce the carbon foot-
print of their flight the chance to make a donation towards
the purchase of extra sustainable fuel.

Air France vowed that every euro donated would be
invested in SAF. Air traffic accounts for between 2.5 and
three percent of global carbon emissions. The industry
aims to become carbon neutral by 2050, both by investing
in jets that guzzle less kerosene and by using cleaner fuel.

Under a new law that took effect in France on January
1, airlines refueling in the country are required to use at
least one percent of sustainable fuel in their fuel mix — a
proportion set to increase to two percent in 2025 and five
percent in 2030.  —AFP

TREMBLAY-EN-FRANCE, France: This file photo shows
an Air France Airbus A 318 is pictured at the Roissy
airport. —AFP

IMF warns developing 
countries of 
‘economic turbulence’
WASHINGTON: Emerging economies should
gird for possible rough times as the US Federal
Reserve prepares to raise interest rates and
world economic growth slows because of the
Omicron variant of COVID-19, the IMF warned
yesterday. The International Monetary Fund,
which is scheduled to release updated economic
forecasts on January 25, said that for now global
economic recovery from the ravages of the pan-
demic should continue this year and next.

But “risks to growth remain elevated by the
stubbornly resurgent pandemic,” IMF econo-
mists Stephan Danninger, Kenneth Kang and
Helene Poirson wrote in a blog post. The highly
contagious Omicron strain has spread like wild-
fire around the world since mid-December, caus-
ing record numbers of new COVID cases in the
latest wave of the global health crisis.

Omicron, which seems to cause less severe
disease than previous strains of the coronavirus,
is causing countries to reinstitute health meas-
ures that hamper economic growth. “Given the
risk that this could coincide with faster Fed
tightening, emerging economies should prepare
for potential bouts of economic turbulence,” the
economists said, as these countries are also con-
fronting elevated inflation and substantially high-
er public debt.

The Fed has signaled that it will raise key
interest rates sooner and more aggressively
than it had planned, in order to counter rampant
inflation in the US that is hitting US households
and consumpt ion-the engine of  economic
growth in America. Higher interest rates mean
financing costs for some emerging economies
with dollar-denominated debt will rise.

These countries are already lagging behind in
the global economic recovery and thus less able
to absorb added expenditure. “While dollar bor-
rowing costs remain low for many, concerns
about domestic inflation and stable foreign fund-
ing led several emerging markets last year,
including Brazil, Russia, and South Africa, to start
raising interest rates,” the IMF said. —AFP
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Sri Lanka seeks 
Chinese debt 
reschedule 
COLOMBO: Cash-strapped Sri Lanka sought to
reschedule its huge Chinese debt burden in Sunday
talks with visiting foreign minister Wang Yi, the presi-
dent’s office said. The island’s tourism-dependent econ-

omy has been hammered by the pandemic and its
depleted foreign exchange reserves have led to food
rationing at supermarkets and shortages of essential
goods.

Key ally China is Sri Lanka’s biggest bilateral lender
and Wang’s visit comes after a warning from interna-
tional ratings agencies that President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa’s government could be on the brink of
default. “The President pointed out that it would be a
great relief if debt payments could be rescheduled in
view of the economic crisis following the pandemic,”
Rajapaksa’s office said in a statement.

There was no immediate comment from the Chinese
embassy in Colombo. Sri Lanka’s foreign reserves had
dropped to just $1.5 billion at the end of November  —
enough to pay for only about a month’s worth of
imports. The island’s main energy utility began rationing
electricity on Friday after running out of foreign curren-
cy to import oil for its thermal generators.

China accounted for about 10 percent of Sri Lanka’s
$35 billion foreign debt to April 2021, government data
shows. Officials said China’s total lending could be much
higher when taking into account loans to state-owned
enterprises and the central bank.

Sri Lanka has borrowed heavily from China for
infrastructure, some of which ended up as white ele-
phants. Unable to repay a $1.4 billion loan for a port
construction in southern Sri Lanka, Colombo was
forced to lease out the facility to a Chinese company
for 99 years in 2017.

The United States and India warned that the
Hambantota port, located along vital east-west interna-
tional shipping routes, could give China a military toe-
hold in the Indian Ocean. Both Colombo and Beijing
have denied that Sri Lankan ports will be used for any
military purposes. —AFP


