
BEIJING: Many European firms are rethinking
their investments in China because of its strict
COVID controls, a top business group said
Monday, warning that disruptions had pummeled
operations. While the rest of the world has steadi-
ly removed coronavirus curbs, China has remained
committed to its zero-COVID strategy, using
lockdowns and mass testing to stamp out all
infections.

But this strategy has hammered businesses and
snarled supply chains - 60 percent of respondents
in a survey of European businesses said it has
become harder to do business in China, in large
part due to COVID controls. “We hope that China
is really waking up,” Bettina Schoen-Behanzin,
vice president of the European Union Chamber of
Commerce in China, told AFP.

“(We hope) that they find a way to get out of
this zero-tolerance COVID strategy because it
causes huge uncertainty and this is for sure not
good for investment.” The chamber conducted the
survey on over 600 member firms in February and
March just as strict lockdowns were imposed in
several areas to control China’s worst COVID out-
break in two years - from business hub Shanghai
to the northern breadbasket province of Jilin. The
body also did a follow-up in April to assess the
impact of the lockdowns and the Russian invasion
of Ukraine.

It found that 92 percent of member companies
were hit by supply chain problems, and three-
quarters said their operations were negatively
impacted by the COVID controls. Further, 60 per-

cent of respondents said in April that they had
lowered their 2022 revenue projections. The
Ukraine war also impacted confidence - a third of
the firms surveyed cited geopolitical tensions as a
reason for the Chinese market becoming less
attractive. “The role China played over the last
two years in bolstering European companies’
global revenues looks set to diminish,” the report
released on Monday said.

“And recent events have led many to question
just how many eggs they are willing to keep in
their China basket.” The COVID containment
measures also hampered European firms’ ability
to recruit international and local talent, the cham-
ber said. Its annual survey found that 58 percent
of companies faced difficulties in recruiting inter-
national and local talent, pointing to the COVID
controls and “a wealth of ever-changing visa and
work permit procedures and extreme limitations
on travel in and out of China”.

‘The world does not wait’ 
China is the world’s second-biggest economy

with a huge market, however, making it difficult
for firms to walk away. “Companies, businesses
are not leaving China, because the market is too
big, the market is too important, and there are for
sure many growth opportunities ahead,” Schoen-
Behanzin told AFP.

“But they are localizing, they are onshoring,
and they are rethinking their footprint in China, in
Asia,” she added. “They are shifting, especially
future investments.” However, if  the COVID

restrictions drag on for another year, companies
could start to feel even more pain. “The world
does not wait for China,” Schoen-Behanzin said.

“If there is no change, then definitely companies
will start to think about backup plans and they
obviously would go into other markets.” —AFP

Euromoney 
shares surge on
takeover bids
LONDON: Shares in Euromoney Institutional
Investor rallied by a quarter on Monday after
the business information group revealed a
series of takeover bids from a private equity
consortium. The publisher of Euromoney
magazine as well  as data and analysis
provider Fastmarkets, said it was being pur-
sued by Astorg Asset Management and Epiris.

A fifth offer was priced at nearly £1.6 bil-
lion ($2.0 billion). The bid of £14.61 per share
followed four lower offers. In reaction to the
disclosure, the group’s share price rallied to
£13.68, just above the level of the fourth pro-
posal. The “consortium clearly wants its hands
on Euromoney given how five potential offers
have been made for the business, starting at
£11.75 per share”, noted Russ Mould, invest-
ment director at AJ Bell.

“Euromoney has a lot of attractions to pri-
vate equity-services which are in demand-a
strong balance sheet and the opportunity to
make big improvements to profit margins.”
Mould added that the company has been
“reaping the benefits of bolt-on acquisitions
which have helped to strengthen its data
intelligence capabilities”, while seeing recov-
ery for its events business after the end of
pandemic lockdowns. Euromoney Institutional
Investor employs more than 2,500 staff
throughout the world. —AFP

Beijing remains committed to zero-COVID strategy

‘Huge uncertainty’ for EU firms 
over China’s coronavirus curbs

Hong Kong floating 
restaurant sinks in 
South China Sea
HONG KONG: Jumbo floating restaurant, a
once famed but financially struggling Hong
Kong tourist attraction, sank in the South
China Sea after being towed away from the
city, its parent company said Monday. It cap-
sized on Sunday near the Paracel Islands after
it “encountered adverse conditions” and began
to take on water, Aberdeen Restaurant
Enterprises announced in a statement. “The
water depth at the scene is over 1,000 meters,
making it extremely difficult to carry out sal-
vage works,” it added. The company said it
was “very saddened by the incident” but that
no crew members were injured.

It said marine engineers had been hired to
inspect the floating restaurant and install
hoardings on the vessel before the trip, and
that  “a l l  re levant  approvals”  had been
obtained. The restaurant closed in March
2020, citing the COVID-19 pandemic as the
final straw after almost a decade of financial
woes. Operator  Melco Internat ional
Development said last month the business had
not been profitable since 2013 and cumulative
losses had exceeded HK$100 million ($12.7
million).

It was still costing millions in maintenance
fees every year and around a dozen businesses
and organizations had declined an invitation to
take it over at no charge, Melco added. It
announced last month that ahead of its licence
expiration in June, Jumbo would leave Hong
Kong and await a new operator at an undis-
closed location. The restaurant set off shortly

before noon last Tuesday from the southern
Hong Kong Island typhoon shelter where it
had sat for nearly half a century.

Opened in 1976 by the late casino tycoon
Stanley Ho, in its glory days it embodied the
height of luxury, reportedly costing more than
HK$30 mi l l ion to bui ld . Designed l ike a
Chinese imperial palace and once considered a
must-see landmark, the restaurant drew visi-
tors from Queen Elizabeth II to Tom Cruise. It
also featured in several fi lms — including
Steven Soderbergh’s “Contagion”, about a

deadly global pandemic.
Jumbo’s departure from Hong Kong was met

with regret and nostalgia from many Hong
Kong residents. Some online commentators
described pictures of the floating palace sail-
ing across a charcoal grey ocean towards the
horizon as a metaphor for Hong Kong’s future.
The city has seen harsh pandemic restrictions
put its status as an international hub at risk,
while a national security law imposed by
Beijing has stifled dissent, remoulding Hong
Kong in China’s authoritarian image. —AFP

Khat producers in
Kenya eager to 
export to Somalia
MAUA: As the afternoon sun starts to dip over central
Kenya, the town of Maua buzzes with activity as the khat
harvest arrives. For decades, over half a million people in
this region have lived by the rhythms of khat, a mildly
narcotic native shrub also known as miraa. Trading here
in khat is a well-established routine. Every day, young
miraa shoots-instantly identifiable by their red stems-are
bundled and wrapped in banana leaves, packed in bags
and loaded onto pickup trucks.

Drivers then zip along roads at breakneck speed in an
effort to ensure that the khat is fresh when it reaches con-
sumers in northern and eastern Kenya, as well as the capi-
tal Nairobi, located 300 kilometers south. But for the last
two years and counting, no air shipments of Kenyan khat
have made it to Somalia. The country is notoriously poor
and unstable yet is one of the biggest markets for khat,
which is chewed to provide a stimulant and suppress the
appetite. Mogadishu initially banned air cargo in March
2020 due to the coronavirus pandemic, but diplomatic ten-
sions between Kenya and Somalia have kept the ban in place
even as other Covid-19 restrictions have been lifted. The
election of President Hassan Sheikh Mohamud in Somalia
last month raised hopes of a thaw in ties with Nairobi, and on
June 10, Kenyan Agriculture Minister Peter Munya
announced that Mogadishu had agreed to resume air ship-
ments of khat. The news has sparked cautious excitement in
Maua, where people are increasingly impatient for change.

‘Like a rebirth’ 
Although Munya promised that air links would resume

“within two weeks”, Somalia’s new government has main-

tained a conspicuous silence on the issue. “The resump-
tion (of trade) would be like a rebirth” for the region, said
Kimathi Munjuri, chairman of the Nyambene Miraa
Traders Association in central Kenya.

But he remained circumspect, noting that similar
announcements in the past never materialised into facts
on the ground. Prior to the ban, around a third of the 150
tons of khat shipped daily went to Somalia, representing
a loss of earnings of up to 16 million Kenyan shillings
($136,000), he said. Somalia has been a crucial export
market for Kenyan khat traders ever since the
Netherlands and Britain imposed a ban in 2012 and 2014
respectively, joining the ranks of other Western nations
which classify it as a drug.

‘At a loss’ 
Khat grower David Muchoka is among those desper-

ate to see the resumption of air links to Mogadishu. The
ban saw his earnings plunge, he said, forcing the father-
of-six to venture into dairy farming to pay the bills. “Back
in the days we could make up to 100,000 shillings ($850)
in one month, but now we can only make around 6,000-
10,000 a month,” the 53-year-old told AFP. “We still sell
miraa but at a loss, the returns can’t sustain the effort of
maintaining the farm and paying school fees.” The income
from the trade irrigated the whole region, locals told AFP.
“Most of the shops here have closed, vehicles that used
to transport khat are idle, most of the people can no
longer send their children to school,” said Alex Koome, a
Maua resident.

‘Like a monopoly’ 
Many here dream of a day when Maua will once again

be in thrall to the frenzy of a trade which animated the
town 24 hours a day. “Maua never slept... We want that
vibrancy, that rush, that adrenaline again,” Munjuri told
AFP with a smile. From the early hours, traffic jams
obstructed the city centre where khat farmers, dealers
and transporters crossed paths. Dozens of pick-ups-car-

rying up to a tonne of cargo-honked their way across vil-
lages and towns as they hurtled down the road to their
destination, sometimes travelling at speeds of up to 150
kilometers per hour.

For Joseph M’Eruaki, former director of social devel-
opment at the non-profit Caritas in Meru County, where
Maua is located, the ban has revealed a dangerous
dependence on khat. “We must diversify the livelihood
sources if we don’t want the people to remain vulnera-
ble,” he said, suggesting that farmers could instead grow
crops like amaranth, sorghum, mango or avocados.

The entrepreneur, who is now running for MP in
Kenya’s August elections, is also batting for more regula-
tory oversight of a trade that boasts an unsavoury repu-
tation at times. “Miraa is controlled by a few people who
get the most benefits at the expense of farmers... They
control the market, they control prices, they control the
flow, it’s like a monopoly,” he said. “It is a legal crop, it
needs to be organised. Like the tea sector or the coffee
sector,” he said. —AFP

MAUA: Khat traders carrying shoots for transportation at
an open air market in Maua, in Meru county. As evening
approaches, the central Kenyan town of Maua is buzzing
with activity, thanks to the bountiful harvest of khat, a
mildly narcotic plant also known as miraa.  —AFP
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SHENYANG: This aerial photo shows tourists visiting a paddy with images created by growing different vari-
eties of rice in Shenyang in China’s northeastern Liaoning province.  —AFP

HONG KONG: Photo shows an aerial view of Hong Kong’s Jumbo Floating Restaurant, an iconic but ageing
tourist attraction designed like a Chinese imperial palace, being towed out of Aberdeen Harbor.  —AFP

Treasury secretary 
says US recession 
not ‘inevitable’ 
WASHINGTON: A recession in the United States is
not “inevitable” but the economy is likely to slow,
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen said Sunday, days
after the US Federal Reserve hiked interest rates,
raising fears of a contraction. “I expect the economy
to slow” as it transitions to stable growth, she said on
ABC’s “This Week,” but “I don’t think a recession is
at all inevitable.” The US economy has recovered
strongly from the damage wrought by Covid-19, but
soaring inflation and supply-chain snarls made worse
by the war in Ukraine have increased pessimism.

Wall Street stocks tumbled after the US central
bank, seeking to cool inflation, on Wednesday
raised the benchmark borrowing rate by 0.75 per-
centage points, the sharpest rise in nearly 30 years.
And economists see worrying signs that consumer
confidence is weakening, with spending on services
affected most sharply. People are beginning to hold
off on vacation plans-domestic flight bookings were
down 2.3 percent last month, Adobe Analytics
reported-and are cutting back on restaurant visits,
haircuts and home repairs.

Yellen conceded that “clearly inflation is unac-
ceptably high,” attributing it partly to the war in
Ukraine, which has pushed up energy and food
prices. But she said she did not believe “a dropoff
in consumer spending is the likely cause of a
recession.” The US labor market is “arguably the
strongest of the postwar period,” Yellen said, and
she predicted a slowing of inflation in coming
months. —AFP


