
COLOMBO: His hair is neatly combed but his cheeks
are sunken and veins visible on his gaunt frame: like
many Sri Lankans, Milton Pereira and his family can-
not afford to buy enough food. During the country’s
worst-ever economic crisis, which has driven rampant
inflation and spurred protests that last week brought
down the president, Sri Lankans are buying less, eat-
ing less and working less. “It’s very difficult to live,
even a loaf of bread is expensive,” Pereira told AFP
outside his modest home in Slave Island, a poor
enclave of the capital Colombo.“If we take one meal,
we skip another.”

With six children in the family, the 74-year-old said
the best they had been able to afford in recent weeks
was the occasional fish, cut into small pieces for every-
one. “Because we don’t have much money, sometimes
we give the fish to the children,” he said. The adults, he
added, “only eat the gravy”. Triggered by the coron-
avirus pandemic, the country’s financial woes were
exacerbated by government mismanagement, critics
say.

Peirera’s son, B G Rajitkumar, is an electrical laborer
who has had no work for months. “Food prices go up
every day,” he said. “This exponential price rise is the
most terrible thing I have ever faced.” Food inflation in
Sri Lanka reached 80.1 percent in the year to June,
according to official figures.

At a nearby vegetable store, residents pay 1,000
rupees ($2.80) for a kilo of gourd, twice as much as
three months ago, and owner Mohamad Faizal said
some of his customers were now buying as little as 100
grams a time. “The prices have gone up,” he said. “The
main reason is there is no way to transport those items
because there is no fuel.”

‘No option’ 
With no foreign exchange reserves for imports and

having defaulted on its $51 billion foreign debt, Sri
Lanka is experiencing dire shortages of fuel, medicines
and other essentials. According to the World Food
Programme, nearly five million people — 22 percent of
the population-need food aid. In its latest assessment, it
said more than five out of every six families were either
skipping meals, eating less or buying worse food.

While food is not in short supply, the issue is afford-
ability. The city’s New Manning main wholesale veg-
etable market was bustling on Sunday as buyers, sellers
and porters jostled with sacks of produce. But traders
say business has gone down by more than half since
March. “Prices for everything have more than doubled,”
said trader M. M. Mufeed. “Some unsold vegetables go
to waste and many poor people come to take away
some of it every day after the market closes.”

His sales are down 70 percent, he added.
“Sometimes I sell to poor people for much less to avoid
wasting food and make up somewhat.”

But potatoes, onions and garlic continue to be
imported from India, Pakistan and China, said import-
export bussinessman Ashley Jennycloss. “Supply of
food is not a problem, but because there is no fuel that
makes it difficult and everything becomes expensive,”
said Jeeva, another trader, who gave only one name.

Some people travel long distances on foot to the
New Manning market in the early morning to buy small
amounts of vegetables for their kitchens at bulk rates.

“I have no option but to walk 10 kilometers to this
market because food is cheaper here compared to
retail stores near my home,” said 50-year-old Howzy,
who gave one name.

Pumpkin patch 
The protest movement that brought down

Rajapaksa has its headquarters outside his former
office, where dozens of volunteers work in a patchwork

of tents lining the seafront promenade. Among them,
former government employee Theodore Rajapakse-no
relation-is teaching people how to produce fast-grow-
ing vegetables in small patches of land near their
homes.

“My country is in trouble,” he said, adding that he
has taught around 3,000 protesters since he joined the
demonstrations. “You can grow 100 kilos of pumpkin in
a three-feet-by-three-feet patch of land,” he added.
But the prospects of immediate improvement in Sri

Lankans’ plight are limited, and the most likely succes-
sor as president, former prime minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe, is reviled by the protesters as a
Rajapaksa ally.

At Slave Island-an area named after a staging post
the Portuguese used for slaves from Africa during the
colonial period-Pereira had little hope. “Gota is gone,
but there is no one candidate to lead us out of this ter-
rible condition,” he said. “Politicians are divided. So it
will get worse, what else can happen?” — AFP 
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Hunger pains on Slave Island as 
Sri Lanka’s food prices rocket

Sri Lanka faces dire shortages of fuel, medicines and other essentials

Inflation in New 
Zealand hits 
32-year high
WELLINGTON: Inflation in New Zealand rose to
a 32-year high of 7.3 percent on-year in the sec-
ond quarter, according to official figures released
Monday. The main drivers were rising fuel, food
and housing costs, said Stats NZ, putting inflation
at a level last seen in 1990. “Supply chain issues,
labour costs, and higher demand have continued to
push up the cost of building a new house,” said
Jason Attewell of Stats NZ.

Earlier this month, New Zealand’s central bank
raised its benchmark interest rate to its highest lev-
el in six years and warned further rises could fol-
low. ANZ Bank chief economist Sharon Zollner told
TVNZ that there was a risk prices could go even
higher. She said that while inflation was making life
hard for consumers, they were continuing to spend.
The government could not alter the global factors
behind rising prices, Transport Minister Michael
Wood has said, but that it could take some of the
edge off inflation. On Sunday, the government said
relief measures for fuel and public transport would
stay in place until January. With New Zealand set
to re-open its borders to all foreign travel from
midnight on July 31, Nicola Willis, deputy leader of
the opposing National Party, said allowing in more
immigrants would help stem rising inflation. — AFP

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka: This photo taken on July 17, 2022 shows an activist holding vegetables grown by Theodore
Rajapakse (left) in his garden at the Galle Face protest site in Colombo, where he teaches others how to produce fast-
growing vegetables in small patches of land near their homes. — AFP

China urges banks 
to support property 
sector after boycott
BEIJING: China’s banking regulator has urged
lenders to extend more credit to real estate develop-
ers, as a growing number of homebuyers withhold
mortgage payments on unfinished housing projects
across 50 cities. Furious at postponed deliveries of
pre-sold homes, unclear delivery times and halted
construction, homebuyers were last week reported to
have halted payments for already sold units in at least
100 residential projects, according to data from indus-
try groups and analysts.

The boycott has worsened fears of financial conta-
gion in the country’s troubled real estate sector, which
is estimated to account for 18-30 percent of GDP and
is a key driver of growth in the world’s second-largest
economy. Analysts have called it a “vicious cycle” that
would further dampen consumer confidence, following
last week’s dismal Q2 growth figures that were the
worst since the pandemic.

China’s Banking and Regulatory Insurance
Commission urged banks to “effectively meet the rea-
sonable financing needs of real estate companies, vig-
orously support rental housing construction” and sup-
port project mergers and acquisitions, a representative
said in a state media interview published Sunday.

They were also asked to “do a good job in cus-
tomer service... abide by contracts, fulfill commitments,
and protect the legitimate rights and interests of finan-
cial consumers”.

These measures were required to “maintain the sta-
ble and orderly operation of the real estate market”,
the unnamed official said. Authorities launched a
crackdown on excessive debt in the property sector in
2020, leaving giants like Evergrande and Sunac strug-
gling to make payments and forcing them to renegoti-
ate with creditors as they teetered on the edge of
bankruptcy.

‘Vicious cycle’ 
“The recent mortgage boycott revealed the

spillover in the property sector rout from the bond
defaults to unfinished real estate projects,” said Ken
Cheung, chief Asian FX strategist at Japanese bank
Mizuho. “This forms a vicious cycle in the property
sector. With falling confidence on the property sector
outlook, home buyers delay their purchases and prop-
erty prices drop.”

Regulators met banks last week to discuss the
growing consumer mortgage boycott, Bloomberg
News reported, as more major Chinese developers
teeter on the brink of default.

The developments come at a time of slowing
growth for China and weak property sales, adding to
the risk to stability ahead of the Communist Party’s
20th Congress in the autumn, when President Xi
Jinping is expected to be given a third term.

“Deposits and advance payments for real estate
development enterprises fell by 37.9 percent year-on-
year in the first half of 2022,” Rajiv Biswas, Asia-Pacific
chief economist at S&P Global Market Intelligence,
told AFP. He warned that the weaker property sector
outlook would “add to the downside risks facing
China’s economy”. — AFP

Uniper draws on 
credit line as 
rescue talks drag on
FRANKFURT: German energy giant Uniper said
Monday it had burnt through a multi-billion-euro pub-
lic credit facility, as the group continued bailout talks
with the German government amid a Russian gas
squeeze. Uniper “drew down 2 billion euros ($2 billion)
under its existing credit facility” from public lender
KfW, the group said in a statement.

The credit line, established at the turn of the year
when tensions with Russia over Ukraine had already
begun to drive up the price for natural gas, had been
used “in full”, with the group submitting an application
to extend the facility Monday. The step was taken “in
reaction to continuing supply disruptions of Russian
gas”, the group said. Moves by Moscow to curtail sup-
plies to Germany since mid-June have forced Uniper
to turn to the more expensive spot market for gas to
supply its customers, leaving the energy group sad-
dled with the extra cost. One of the biggest importers
of Russian gas, Uniper is a key part of Germany’s ener-
gy infrastructure and its biggest gas storage operator.
While the German government has mandated stores to
be filled ahead of the winter, the short supply meant
Uniper had been “withdrawing gas from its own
booked storage capacities” over the past week.

“We are forced to take steps that must clearly be
described as emergency measures,” CEO Klaus-Dieter
Maubach said.

- Bailout talks -
The Duesseldorf-based group “cannot endure for

long” under the current circumstances, Maubach said
previously, with Uniper haemorrhaging tens of millions
of euros a day. The group made a request for a bailout
from the German government on July 8.

Negotiations over the rescue package have drawn
in Uniper’s Finnish parent, Fortum, which is majority
owned by the government in Helsinki.

The Finnish minister responsible for the Uniper
dossier, Tytti Tuppurainen, travelled to Berlin last
week for talks. Options on the table include the
German government taking a stake in Uniper, while
the company has urged officials to activate legal pro-
visions that would allow it to “pass on” surging costs
to consumers. Fortum is proposing Uniper be
restructured to bring together its system-critical
services in a “supply company under the ownership
of the German government”. Fortum’s operation of a
nuclear power plant in Sweden and its interests in
Russian coal projects have caused consternation
among politicians in Berlin, in particular the Green
party, according to local media.

Any bailout would have to ensure that German tax-
payers’ money is not “misused”, senior Green MP
Anton Hofreiter told the Sueddeutsche Zeitung.

A decision on the rescue package was expected
before the end of the month, a German economy min-
istry spokesperson said last week. — AFP

EU to double gas 
imports from 
Azerbaijan 
BRUSSELS: The European Union and Azerbaijan on
Monday signed an agreement to double gas imports
from the energy-rich Caspian nation to Europe which
seeks non-Russian suppliers after Moscow’s invasion
of Ukraine. Natural gas supplies have emerged as a
weapon between Russia and Europe since President
Vladimir Putin sent troops to Ukraine on February 24.

On a visit to Baku, European Commission President
Ursula von der Leyen signed with Azerbaijani
President Ilham Aliyev a memorandum on “a strategic
partnership in the field of energy.”

In a few years, “we will double the supply of gas
from Azerbaijan to the EU” to compensate for cuts in
supplies of Russian gas, von der Leyen told a news
conference alongside Aliyev. “From next year on, we
should already reach 12 billion cubic meters” per year,
she said. The agreement also provides for the expan-
sion of the Southern Gas Corridor running through

Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, and Greece-”to 20 billion
cubic meters per year in a few years.”

Last year, Azerbaijan sent to Europe 8.1 billion
cubic meters of natural gas. Von der Leyen said
Russian gas supplies to Europe were not “reliable”
even before the start of Russia’s war on Ukraine and
the EU was turning to “more reliable suppliers”. “I’m
glad to count Azerbaijan among them.”

Aliyev praised the deal as a “road map for the
future,” saying the EU-Azerbaijan energy cooperation
has already “changed the energy map of Europe.”

‘Weaponization of energy supplies’ 
Ahead of von der Leyen’s visit, the European

Commission said: “Amid Russia’s continued weaponisa-
tion of its energy supplies, diversification of our energy
imports is a priority for the EU.” In May, EU leaders
agreed to stop most Russian oil imports by the end of
the year, as part of unprecedented sanctions they
slapped on Moscow over the military action in Ukraine.
But the bloc put off an outright ban on Russian gas,
which in 2021 amounted to 155 billion cubic meters-
nearly 40 percent of EU’s needs. Russia has already
begun reducing its gas deliveries to prevent EU coun-
tries from replenishing reserves, prompting the
European Commission to prepare “a gas demand
reduction plan” to get through the next winter.—AFP

BEIJING: China’s banking regulator has urged lenders to
extend more credit to real estate developers, as a grow-
ing number of homebuyers withhold mortgage payments
on unfinished housing projects across 50 cities.

Stocks climb, dollar 
slides as risk 
appetite returns
LONDON: Stock markets rallied and the dollar slid
against the euro and pound on Monday on returning
risk appetite as recession fears eased slightly. Oil
prices jumped over around four percent, even though
investors continued to fret over Russia’s war in
Ukraine, a COVID spike in China and central banks
quickly raising interest rates. “After a volatile week
which ended on a high note, the positive momentum
has spilled over across the major global markets,” not-
ed Richard Hunter, head of markets at Interactive
Investor. “Investors will nonetheless remain on high
alert this week, as further economic data provides fur-
ther colour, while the need for caution against a further
possible supply shock for oil and the likelihood of an
interest rate hike from the ECB (European Central
Bank) increases.”

Both Asian and European stock markets enjoyed
strong gains following a positive session Friday on
Wall Street after June retail sales came in above fore-
casts and banking giant Citigroup’s April-June results
beat expectations. Wall Street continued to move
higher at the opening bell on Monday, with investors
cheered by investment bank Goldman Sachs posting a
big jump in revenue even if profits slid like at its com-
petitors. Earnings season continues and investors “will
want to be comforted with reassuring earnings guid-
ance” given the concerns about the risk of recession
due to rising interest rates to tame inflation.—AFP


