
BEIJING: Bedeviled by high fuel and fertilizer costs,
along with a labor crisis driven by COVID-19 restric-
tions, China risks a smaller autumn harvest that could
supercharge demand for commodities just as the
world can afford it least. Global food prices have
spiked since Russia’s February invasion of Ukraine, a
major world producer of wheat, corn and sunflower
oil, driving costs to record highs.

Moscow stands accused of pushing the globe to
the brink of catastrophe by blockading Ukrainian
ports and seizing commodity stocks, driving up prices
and leaving the world’s poorest nations facing hunger.

China is relatively self-reliant, producing more
than 95 percent of its needs in rice, wheat and maize.
But relentless COVID disruptions-caused by restric-
tions on the movement of goods and farm workers-on
top of higher fertilizer and fuel costs and issues with
access to equipment, threaten the autumn harvest of
key crops such as soybean and corn.

Experts caution even a small rise in demand from
the world’s most populous nation could drive global
commodity costs up sharply. “The last thing the glob-
al market needs right now is for China to become a
more active buyer,” said Even Pay, an agriculture ana-
lyst with consultancy Trivium China. Corn prices hit a
nine-year high in April, while soybean prices traded
near a 10-year high this month. China is the last major
economy to adhere to a zero-COVID policy.

How that manifests itself in the next harvest is
uncertain, but Pay said “last-mile logistics” have been
complicated by virus restrictions in rural areas afraid
of the spread of the disease. “Villages have been very
resistant to letting outsiders in during COVID-control
periods,” she added. If China ends up going to the
global market to fill any shortfall, there will be “a big
impact” on prices, said Darin Friedrichs, co-founder

of agriculture research firm Sitonia Consulting.

Seeds of doubt 
For now, Beijing is keeping a close eye on the

country’s wheat harvest. At a meeting last month,
Premier Li Keqiang said a strong summer harvest
with manageable prices depended in part on “unim-
peded” access of workers and machines to wheat-

growing provinces from eastern Anhui to northern
Shanxi.

China has harvested about 80 percent of its winter
wheat crop so far, according to state media, although
Friedrichs cautioned that prices are 25 percent higher
than last year, at about 3,000 yuan ($450) per ton.

While a decent wheat harvest is good news to
world markets, “COVID-related disruptions haven’t
gone away”, according to Pay, who added that prices
of fertilizers and fuels were riding high.

China has “massively ramped up its wheat, corn,
barley purchases” in recent years, from below 20 mil-
lion tons a year around four years ago to some 50 mil-
lion tons now, according to Andrew Whitelaw, an ana-
lyst at Thomas Elder Markets. But global inflation and
uncertainty will make it expensive for China to import
more. Already, China has bought newly harvested
wheat for its reserves at sky-high prices this month.

The political dimension of feeding China’s vast
population has not been lost on Beijing. President Xi
Jinping has said China should make “unrelenting
efforts to ensure grain security”, state media report-
ed. The issue has grown in importance since 2020,
when the coronavirus spread worldwide, said
Friedrichs. “There were worries about global disrup-
tions to supply chains, and now we have the global
food crisis-that’s redoubled focus on food security,”
he said.— AFP

Wednesday, June 15, 2022

9
B u s i n e s s

Established 1961 

Keeping China fed as inflation surges; 
COVID disruptions threaten harvest 

Global food prices spike since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

BEIJING: People walk past a residential area under lockdown due to COVID-19 coronavirus restrictions in Beijing on
June 14, 2022. — AFP 

INCHEON: An aerial photo shows trucks parked as part of a strike in a parking lot near a container port in Incheon on June
14, 2022, on the eighth day of protests over rising fuel costs that have further snarled global supply chains. — AFP

COLOMBO: Motorists queue to buy fuel at the Ceylon
Petroleum Corporation fuel station in Colombo.— AFPSouth Korean

truckers end 
weeklong strike
INCHEON, South Korea: South Korean truck
drivers ended their nationwide strike on Tuesday
after an eight-day protest over wages and fuel costs
that snarled global supply chains, Yonhap news
agency reported. The truckers’ industrial action had
disrupted shipments and production for the crucial
steel, petrochemical and automobile sectors, in an
early test for new President Yoon Suk-yeol who has
vowed to deal with labour disputes “strictly”.

The Cargo Truckers Solidarity Union reached an
agreement with the transport ministry late Tuesday
and truckers will return to work from Wednesday,
Yonhap said. The truckers called their action in
protest over sharp rises in fuel prices - with infla-
tion at its highest level in more than a decade-and
the ending of a minimum wage guarantee.

The Safe Trucking Freight Rates System was due
to expire later this year but the two sides reportedly
agreed to keep it in place, Yonhap said. The policy
was designed to help prevent dangerous driving by
truckers and guarantee minimum freight rates. “All

we are asking for is to remove the uncertainty in our
lives,” union member Cho Jeong-jae told AFP earlier
Tuesday at a protest in Incheon, a city bordering
Seoul. “Our livelihood is at stake.”

Cho said the rising cost of fuel had not been
reflected in the fees businesses pay to transport
their goods. “When fuel prices drop, it’s reflected
very quickly by lowering freight fees,” Cho said.
“But that’s not the case when fuel prices rise.” The
strike in Asia’s fourth-largest economy was the lat-
est blow to international supply chains that are
already strained by COVID-19 lockdowns in China
and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

South Korea is the world’s largest memory chip
exporter and home to global chip powerhouse
Samsung Electronics, as well as large car companies
including Kia and Hyundai Motors. South Korea’s
trade ministry said Tuesday that the action had
resulted in losses for businesses of about 1.6 trillion
won ($1.2 billion).

At a cabinet meeting on Tuesday, Prime Minister
Han Duck-soo had called for an end to the strike,
saying “It’s causing a major setback to the logistics
network.” On the campaign trail, President Yoon - a
political novice - had vowed to be strict on labor
disputes and indicated he was more pro-business on
issues such as minimum working hours. At least 23
members of the Cargo Truckers Solidarity Union
have been arrested for “illegal activities” at the
protests, according to the transport ministry. — AFP 

Take holiday to grow 
food, Sri Lanka tells 
civil servants
COLOMBO: Crisis-hit Sri Lanka is asking civil ser-
vants to take an extra day off each week to grow crops
in their backyards in a bid to forestall a looming food
shortage. The island nation’s unprecedented economic
downturn has left several staple foods in short supply,
along with petrol and medicines, and rampant inflation
is ravaging household budgets.

“It seems appropriate to grant government officials
leave for one working day of the week and provide
them with the necessary facilities to engage in agricul-
tural activities in their backyards,” a cabinet statement
said Tuesday. The extra day off would be a “solution to
the food shortage that is expected to occur in the
future”, the statement read, adding that cutting down
on civil servant commutes would also help reduce fuel
consumption.

Last week the United Nations warned Sri Lanka
was facing a “dire humanitarian crisis”, and said four
out of five people in the nation of 22 million were
forced to skip meals. Motorists, meanwhile, have suf-
fered through months of chronic petrol and diesel
shortages, and long queues of vehicles outside filling
stations are a regular sight around the country. Public
employees will have every Friday off for the next three
months without a pay cut, according to the cabinet
decision, but the arrangement will not apply to essen-
tial services staff.

The government also said any members of the 1.5
million-strong public sector who wanted to travel
abroad to find work would be given up to five years of
unpaid leave without affecting their seniority or pen-
sions. The move is aimed at encouraging more people
to get foreign jobs and send money back to the island,
which is laboring under a critical shortage of foreign
currency to buy imports. Sri Lanka has defaulted on its
$51 billion foreign debt and is in talks with the
International Monetary Fund for a bailout.

Public protests have demanded the resignation of
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa over mismanagement of
the country’s economy and the severe hardships facing
its people. Rajapaksa introduced sweeping tax cuts
soon after coming to power in November that have
been blamed for leaving the island without the means
to pay for essential imports. The cash shortfall was
worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic, which savaged
the local tourism industry and cut remittances sent
back home by Sri Lankans working abroad.— AFP

After squawks of 
protest, Malaysia 
eases chicken ban
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia partially lifted on
Tuesday a ban on chicken exports that was aimed at
fighting domestic shortages but sent prices soaring
in neighboring Singapore, sparking squawks of

protest. However, the curbs are only being eased on
a small number of chicken types-and not the one
most commonly exported to Singapore-meaning
the impact could be limited. The halt on exports of
3.6 million chickens a month, which began on June 1,
was the latest protectionist step in Asia as prices of
everyday goods surge.

But it caused consternation in Singapore, a
tiny city-state that relies on its larger neighbor
for a good chunk of its food imports, including
around a third of its chicken. There were particu-
lar concerns over the impact on “chicken rice”, a
hugely popular dish of poached chicken, rice and

chilli dip, with some vendors hiking their prices or
temporarily closing stalls. Malaysian authorities
have now decided to allow exports of free-range
and black chickens, according to a notice from
the country’s Department of Veterinary Services
seen by AFP.

Singapore media reported that exports resumed
from Tuesday. However, the ban remains for so-
called broiler chickens, larger birds reared in com-
mercial operations, which are the type most com-
monly exported to Singapore. The Singapore poul-
try merchants’ association expressed relief but
downplayed the impact of the move, as free-range

chickens are more expensive than broiler birds,
according to news outlet CNA.

“I don’t think customers will want to fully switch
to selling kampung (free-range) chicken for the time
being,” said secretary association Ma Chin Chew.
Like many other countries, Malaysia is battling ris-
ing inflation, particularly when it comes to food,
which prompted it to impose the curbs. But
Singapore is also facing rising prices, with inflation
at a 10-year high. Other countries that have taken
protectionist measures include India, which banned
wheat exports, and Indonesia, which temporarily
halted palm oil shipments.— AFP

Global nuclear
spending surges
as tensions rise
WASHINGTON: The world’s nuclear powers
are increasing investment in their arsenals,
with spending up nine percent to $82.4 billion
in 2021, according to a report released
Tuesday by the International Campaign to
Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN).
Washington led the spending, at $44.2 billion,
followed by Beijing, which spent $11.7 billion
as it races to build an arsenal of nuclear war-
heads to rival those of global leaders Russia
and the United States.

Russia spent $8.6 billion, followed by Britain,
France, India, Israel, Pakistan, and the newest
nuclear power, North Korea, the report said.
“Through an ever changing and challenging
security environment, from security threats of
climate change to the COVID-19 pandemic to
the Russian invasion of Ukraine, nuclear
weapons spending has steadily increased, with
no resulting measurable improvement on the
security environment,” the Nobel Peace Prize-
winning group said.

The report combines official defense spend-
ing on nuclear weapons with contracts award-
ed the private sector and spending on research
and promotion of nuclear activities, like invest-
ments in think tanks and lobbying by the indus-
try, to reach the figures. “The exchange of
money and influence, from countries to compa-
nies to lobbyists and think tanks, sustains and
maintains a global arsenal of catastrophically
destructive weapons,” said ICAN, which brings
together non-governmental organizations
opposed to nuclear weapons.

The group argued that Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine in February was evidence that the
superpowers’ nuclear weapons have not pro-
vided the security their supporters claim. “We
were told that the billions invested in thousands
of weapons of mass destruction with the power
to destroy the world many times over was the
price to pay for peace in Europe,” the report
said. “This spending failed to deter a war in
Europe and squandered valuable resources
that could be better used to address current
security challenges, or cope with the outcome
of a still raging global pandemic.” — AFP 

Britain scraps
subsidies for
plug-in cars
LONDON: Britain on Tuesday axed its £1,500
($1,800) subsidy for buyers of new plug-in cars as
it focuses on other types of electric vehicles, but the
news drew anger from the auto sector. “The gov-
ernment is today closing the plug-in car grant
scheme to new orders after successfully kickstarting
the UK’s electric car revolution,” the Department

for Transport (DfT) said in a statement.
The grant was launched in 2011 to help encour-

age Britons to ditch high-polluting diesel and petrol
cars. It has since supported the sale of almost half a
million electric cars, the DfT added, stressing that
the subsidy was always a “temporary” policy. Sales
of fully electric cars rocketed from less than 1,000
in 2011 to almost 100,000 vehicles in the first five
months of this year alone. However, the government
is now switching its focus to offer subsidies on sales
of new plug-in electric taxis, motorcycles, vans,
trucks and wheelchair-accessible vehicles. Britain
plans to ban new sales of diesel and petrol cars in
the UK from 2030, as part of its goal to reach net
zero carbon emissions by 2050.

Tuesday’s announcement drew stark criticism

from industry body the Society of Motor
Manufacturers & Traders (SMMT). “The decision to
scrap the plug-in car grant sends the wrong mes-
sage to motorists and to an industry which remains
committed to government’s net zero ambition,” said
SMMT boss Mike Hawes. “Whilst we welcome gov-
ernment’s continued support for new electric van,
taxi and adapted vehicle buyers, we are now the
only major European market to have zero upfront
purchase incentives for EV car buyers.”

Britain’s automobile sector had stalled last year
on pandemic fallout including a semiconductor
shortage. However, greener electric vehicles now
account for one in six new car sales. That rises to
just over half of all new car sales, if hybrid vehicles
are included. — AFP 


