
BEIJING: China’s exports rebounded strongly in
May, data showed Thursday, with factories
restart ing and supply chains untangl ing as
Shanghai slowly emerged from a grueling COVID
lockdown. The economic hub started going under
a lockdown in late March and most of its 25 mil-
lion residents were confined to their homes for
around two months as China persists with its
zero-COVID strategy.

Strict movement restrictions in multiple cities-
sometimes over just handfuls of cases-kept con-
sumers at home and battered the economy, drag-
ging retail sales, factory output and export growth
to their lowest levels in about two years. But as
curbs began to ease, overseas shipments from the
world’s second-biggest economy bounced back
16.9 percent on-year in May, up from 3.9 percent
in April, according to customs data released on
Thursday.

“The export rebound is actually quite surpris-
ing. . . I  bel ieve that’s mainly because of the
Shanghai port,” said Iris Pang, ING’s chief econ-
omist for Greater China. The world’s busiest con-
tainer port was running at around 90 percent
capacity in late May, boosting shipments, she
added.

The data suggests that China is “becoming

more agile at dealing with COVID flare-ups” while
keeping exports running, said Stephen Innes, man-
aging partner at SPI Asset Management.

But this could also mean “less incentive” for
officials to move away from a zero-COVID strate-
gy quickly, he added. Analysts polled by
Bloomberg had expected a spike of around eight
percent in exports.

“If (US) tariffs are lifted... there will be even
stronger growth,” Pang said, referring to remarks
by Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen that the United
States is considering lifting some tariffs imposed
during the Trump administration. Some observers
warned that the rebound could be short-lived.

“Extensive disruptions in the Yangtze River
Delta in the past couple of months and Beijing’s
determination to carry on with its zero-COVID
strategy may cause some foreign customers to
shift their orders to... neighboring countries,”
Nomura analysts said in a recent note. Shanghai’s
announcement Thursday that it will lock down a
district of 2.7 million people reflected lingering
risks. Imports rose 4.1 percent last month, accord-
ing to customs data, also beating expectations.

China’s trade surplus was around $79 billion in
May, up from $51 billion in April, the Customs
Administration said. —AFP

Rocketing petrol 
prices fuel 
British PM’s woes
LONDON: Prime Minister Boris Johnson on
Thursday sought to reset his embattled leadership
with a policy blitz to tackle Britain’s cost-of-living
crisis, including contentious new measures to boost
home ownership. After narrowly surviving a no-con-
fidence vote among his own Conservative MPs on
Monday, Johnson is under pressure to turn the page
on a series of scandals including lockdown-breach-
ing parties in Downing Street.

In a speech later, he was to vow “more affordable
energy, childcare, transport and housing”, according
to excerpts released by Downing Street. “And, while
it’s not going to be quick or easy, you can be confi-
dent that things will get better, that we will emerge
from this a strong country with a healthy economy,”
Johnson added.

The scale of the inflationary crisis hitting millions
of Britons was underlined as the price of filling up the
average family car topped £100 ($125) for the first
time, according to data from the RAC motoring
group. RAC spokesman Simon Williams called it “a
truly dark day” for hard-pressed drivers, and urged
the government to slash sales tax on petrol and
diesel.

The government says much of the crisis is caused
by factors beyond its control, such as the impact of
the COVID pandemic and the war in Ukraine. But
with two difficult by-elections coming up this month,
unhappy Tory MPs want bolder measures including
tax cuts after 40 percent of them voted against
Johnson on Monday.

Back to the 80s 
Updating a signature policy of 1980s predecessor

Margaret Thatcher, Johnson’s speech was set to
detail a plan to enable more low-income renters to
buy their own social housing. Senior minister Michael
Gove told Sky News that “home ownership is not just
good for individuals, it’s good for society overall”. He
vowed the measures would help redress a crippling
shortage in housing stock that has seen both pur-
chase and rental prices rocket well out of reach of
many Britons, especially younger adults.

But the opposition Labour party noted that the
plan would need billions in extra money, which Gove
admitted was not on offer, relying instead on existing
funding at a time when the Treasury is already trying
to rein in government spending.

“By their own reckoning, this will help a few thou-
sand families a year,” senior Labour MP Lisa Nandy
told BBC radio. “For those families that will be very
welcome,” she said, while warning it could make “the
housing crisis worse for everybody else”. Britain’s
newspapers honed in on the surging prices on
Thursday, with the Guardian, Daily Mirror and
Johnson’s former employers at the Daily Telegraph
featuring front-page stories on the record fuel costs.
But the conservative Daily Mail declared that
“emboldened Boris Johnson will cut bills left, right
and centre in his most radical move yet to ease the
cost-of-living crisis”.

All the papers noted a warning from the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) that Britain must cut taxes or
raise spending, as it forecast the country would have
the weakest economic growth in the developed
world next year.

Under current Conservative party rules, Johnson
cannot be challenged again for a year, which leaves
little time for any new leader to emerge before the
next general election due by 2024. But Johnson’s
Tory enemies still appear to be manoeuvring, with
reports that he faces a “war of attrition” and “vote
strikes” to paralyze the government’s legislative
agenda. Such “vote strikes” hurt Theresa May’s
three-year stint in Downing Street, before she was
brought down in 2019 by Johnson and his allies over
how to execute Britain’s exit from the European
Union. —AFP

Trade surplus around $79 billion in May, up from $51 billion in April

China exports rebound in May 
as coronavirus controls ease

QINGDAO, China: Cranes load containers onto trucks at a port in Qingdao, in China’s eastern Shandong
province on June 9, 2022.  —AFP

Beijing dashes hopes 
it is reviewing 
Ant Group’s IPO
BEIJING: Beijing on Thursday rebuffed reports it
has started discussions over the potential revival
of an initial public listing for Chinese financial
giant Ant Group, in an apparent denial of claims
that the scuttled IPO could be back on. The
planned record-breaking IPO by Alibaba’s digital-
payments affiliate was pulled at the last minute
amid a sweeping crackdown by Chinese authori-
ties on the country’s influential tech sector.

The scrutiny, which kicked off in late 2020, saw
Alibaba hit with a record $2.75 billion fine over the
alleged unfair and anti-competitive practices. But
following signs in recent weeks that the crackdown
may be easing, Bloomberg reported earl ier
Thursday that financial regulators had started dis-

cussions about reviving the IPO. Citing a source
familiar with the matter, Bloomberg said the state
regulator had established a team to assess Ant’s
share sale plans-as well as nearing the last stage to
issue a long-awaited license which could make the
company regulated more like a bank.

Regulators appeared to pour water on the idea
later Thursday, however. The Securities Regulatory
Commission said in a brief statement that the work
had not began. The regulator “has not conducted
evaluation and research work in this regard, but
we support eligible platform companies to list at
home and abroad,” the statement said.

Ant Group, which was founded by China’s most
famous billionaire Jack Ma, did not immediately
respond to a request for comment from AFP.

Ma has largely disappeared from public view in
China after giving a speech that appeared to criti-
cize state regulators just before the planned Ant
IPO. Chinese tech stocks have soared in recent
weeks after reports that authorities are preparing
to wrap up a probe into ride-hailing giant Didi.

Didi, once known as China’s answer to Uber, got

into hot water after ploughing ahead with an initial
public offering in the United States in June 2021,
reportedly against the wishes of regulators in
Beijing.

Official guidance in recent days has called for
more “predictable regulation” in tech, suggest-
ing that some segments of government are will-
ing to  s ignal  more c lear ly  ahead of  pol icy
changes.  —AFP

Lufthansa axes 
hundreds of flights 
over staff shortages
FRANKFURT: German national carrier Lufthansa said
Thursday it was cancelling hundreds of flights during the
summer holidays because of staff shortages as the indus-
try attempts to bounce back from the pandemic. The
company said in a statement it had seen a “jump in
demand” as the coronavirus outbreak has eased, which
“after the most severe crisis in aviation is good news”.

However, it said that “infrastructure has not fully
recovered”, leading to “bottlenecks and staff short-
ages” in Europe, hitting airports, ground services, air
traffic control and airlines. As a result Lufthansa said it
had scrapped 900 German and European flights for
July at its hubs in Frankfurt and Munich on Fridays,
Saturdays and Sundays-around five percent of its nor-
mal weekend capacity. Its carrier Eurowings axed “sev-
eral hundred flights” for July. The company said pas-
sengers who had already booked flights would be
informed and rescheduled.

It added that it was asking its customers to allow
enough time at airports to deal with possible delays, use
digital services as much as possible and reduce carry-on
luggage. Lufthansa chief executive Carsten Spohr said
last month the airline was projecting a record summer for
tourist activity, with the latest data showing passenger
numbers bouncing back from the coronavirus pandemic.

The number of passengers on Lufthansa flights had
“more than quadrupled” in the first quarter to 13 million,
from three million in 2021, Spohr said, when travel
restrictions in many markets were more severe. 

Lufthansa had said that ticket prices could rise as the
cost of energy soars following the Russian invasion of
Ukraine. Increases in the prices for jet fuel were “too
high to be offset by additional cost reductions”, group

chief financial officer Remco Steenbergen told a press
conference. Higher energy costs meant “ticket prices will
have to rise”, Steenbergen said.

The carrier had already “pushed through a couple of
price hikes” that have been “accepted” by business and
leisure travelers alike, he added. Lufthansa CEO Carsten
Spohr said the airline was projecting a record summer
for tourist activity, with the latest data showing passen-
ger numbers bouncing back from the coronavirus pan-
demic. Spohr said the number of passengers on
Lufthansa flights had “more than quadrupled” in the first
quarter to 13 million, from three million in 2021, when
travel restrictions in many markets were more severe.
“New bookings are increasing from week to week,” he
told a press conference.

“We are expecting strong growth in the summer and
probably more holiday-makers than ever before,” Spohr
said. For business travel, the group is expecting traffic to
reach “around 70 percent” of its pre-coronavirus level

by the end of the year, it said in a statement. In all,
Lufthansa expects to offer “around 75 percent” of its
pre-crisis capacity over the year.

The figure would be higher in the summer for pop-
ular tourist destinations, reaching 95 percent on short-
haul routes in Europe and 85 on transatlantic services,
the group said. Lufthansa also said Thursday it had
seen a considerable improvement in its financial
results for the first quarter, supported by the recovery
in passenger numbers. The group recorded a net loss
of 584 million euros ($620 million) over the first three
months of 2022, down from one billion euros in the
same quarter last year. Lufthansa’s cargo division had
a “record result” in the first quarter, the carrier said, as
demand for freight remained high amid turmoil in
global supply chains. The segment recorded an oper-
ating result-a key measure of underlying profitability-
of 495 million euros, up from 315 million euros in the
first quarter of 2021. —AFP

EVERETT, US: (From left) Boeing 747 Program Vice President and General Manager Elizabeth Lund, Boeing
Commercial Airplanes Senior Vice President Pat Shanahan, Deutsche Lufthansa AG CEO Carsten Spohr
and Lufthansa Executive Vice President Nico Buchholz take part in a signing ceremony for Boeing a 747-
8 Intercontinental airliner to launch partner Lufthansa at the Boeing factory at Paine Field Airport May 1,
2012 in Everett, Washington. —AFP
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Zuckerberg staying 
at Meta helm for years 
‘makes sense’: Clegg
NEW YORK: Mark Zuckerberg’s presence at the
helm of Facebook parent Meta for “many, many
years” would be perfectly natural, his global affairs
director has told AFP, even as the founders of many
tech companies hand off to fresh blood. Succession
at the mega company has been in the headlines in
recent weeks with the announcement of the depar-
ture of Sheryl Sandberg after 14 years as the firm’s
number two.

But while the founders of companies like
Amazon, Twitter and Google have all moved on,
Zuckerberg has shown no sign of giving up the
reins-despite raging criticism over privacy scandals
and the rampant spread of misinformation across
Facebook. Now as Meta rolls out its plans for the
metaverse-the immersive virtual world that it con-

siders the future of the internet-there’s no reason
for the 38-year-old to go anywhere anytime soon,
said Nick Clegg, the company’s director of global
affairs.

“It’s a multi-year project. It would make sense to
me that Mark Zuckerberg would want to continue,
to build this new chapter of the company, and that’s
going to last for many years, many years,” Clegg
told AFP on the sidelines of the Summit of the
Americas in Los Angeles. “He is the founder of the
company, of Meta, but he is also the architect of the
new chapter, of this construction, of these augment-
ed reality and virtual reality technologies.”

Facebook bought virtual reality headset maker
Oculus in 2014 and launched a social VR platform.

The technology has taken off in the gaming
industry, and become popular among players of
Fortnite and Roblox. But Clegg, a former British
deputy prime minister, said the metaverse promised
great opportunities in the fields of education and
medicine, as well as entertainment.

For example, he said, teachers can take their stu-
dents on a virtual trip through ancient Greece, and

medics can learn sophisticated surgical techniques.
And, he said, as hardware improves, the need for
specialist equipment will diminish. “In years to
come, people will be able to access these new tech-
nologies through their phones,” he said.

“We are exploring how we can increase access
to everyone and not just people who can afford the
new and latest hardware.” —AFP
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