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News in brief

Adidas profits jump in 2021 

FRANKFURT: German sportswear giant
Adidas reported an almost-fivefold leap in its
net profit yesterday, with the group betting on
double-digit growth in 2022 despite the impact
of the war in Ukraine. Adidas booked a net
profit of 2.1 billion euros ($2.3 billion) on its
continuing operations in 2021, up from 432 mil-
lion euros the previous year, the company said
in a statement. Excluding the Reebok brand
after Adidas agreed its sale in August, the net
profit on continuing operations came in at 1.5
billion euros, up from 461 million the previous
year. Across the board, the outfitter saw rev-
enues rise by 15.2 percent to 21.2 billion euros
in 2021, despite strong headwinds. Coronavirus
lockdowns, supply chain disruptions and “chal-
lenging conditions” in the key Chinese market
shaved more than 1.5 billion euros off the sales
figure. — AFP

Japan Q4 GDP revised down

TOKYO: Japan’s fourth-quarter growth was
weaker than initially thought, revised data
showed yesterday, with household spending
less robust than first estimated. The world’s
third largest economy grew 1.1 percent in the
three months to December, less than the ini-
tially estimated 1.3 percent rebound, accord-
ing to the Cabinet Office. The downward revi-
sion was due in part to weaker corporate
investment and household spending. The
recovery in the last quarter of 2021 comes
after a 0.7 percent contraction in the July-
September quarter. For all of 2021, the econo-
my grew 1.6 percent, slightly less than the ini-
tial estimate of 1.7 percent. — AFP 

US trade deficit hits new record 

WASHINGTON: A jump in oil and auto
imports in January combined with a sharp drop
in exports caused the US trade gap to widen
again in January, according to official data
released Tuesday. The trade deficit in the
world’s largest economy increased by 9.4 per-
cent compared to December to a record $89.7
billion, the Commerce Department reported.
Exports fell 1.7 percent to $224.4 billion while
imports rose to $314.1 billion, the report said.
US firms have been trying to replenish deplet-
ed inventories and bring in parts and materials
that have proved hard to find due to the pan-
demic disruptions that have snarled global
supply chains. — AFP

Eswatini drivers protest fuel prices 

MBABANE, Eswatini: Bus drivers in
Eswatini’s two major cities went on strike yes-
terday, blocking highways leading to two major
cities in protest at rising fuel costs, a union
said. Drivers of buses and mini-buses blocked
the roads leading into Mbabane and Manzini,
demanding that government regulators
increase fares and salaries. The official price of
petrol jumped nearly six percent last month, to
16.25 lilangeni ($1.06, €0.97) a liter-the third
increase in six months. Drivers want govern-
ment to nearly double the fares they can
charge, while also raising their salaries from
1,500 to 4,000 lilangeni per month. Wonder
Mkhonza, spokesman for the Amalgamated
Trade Union of Swaziland, said drivers were
struggling at a time when King Mswati had
decided to purchase two new jets, “ignoring
the plight of the poor.” — AFP

LUBUMBASHI, DR Congo: The 27 tons of copper
slabs are securely lashed down on the back of Omar
Rachidi’s tractor-trailer. Now all he has to do is drive
the cargo to its destination. But that’s easier said than
done. Two thousand kilometers (1,200 miles) of road
lie between southeast DR Congo’s mineral belt and the
Tanzanian port of Dar es Salaam, from where the cop-
per will be shipped to Asia.

And that highway is hard graft. “Sometimes it takes
two weeks to do the trip,” says Rachidi, a 57-year-old
Tanzanian, at the Chemaf metal processing plant at
Lubumbashi in Haut-Katanga province.

“There are lots of queues, lots of tolls, lots of wait-
ing at the border.” The Democratic Republic of Congo
is the world’s biggest producer of cobalt-the key
ingredient in modern batteries-and Africa’s biggest
producer of copper. And the highway is the crucial but
slender link in getting that wealth to market.

On Rachidi’s truck, the copper plates, called cath-
odes, are loaded in bundles that weigh 2.3 tonnes a
piece. Each one is chained down “to prevent theft”,
says Chemaf’s copper manager Eric Tshinkobo.

With copper reaching around $10,000 (9,200
euros) a ton on the London Metal Exchange, the vehi-
cle is thus hauling a load worth more than a quarter of
a million dollars. “Robbers attack us, especially on the
road that goes around Lubumbashi,” says Katema.
Jacob Daoudi, 45, another Tanzanian trucker who is
hauling 30 tons of cobalt hydroxide, says the 80 kilo-
meters (50 miles) to the Zambian border is fraught

with risk. “Bandits attack us, they rip the tarps, they
grab our money,” he says.

Toll stations 
Attacks have become so bad that more and more

trucking companies use a system of advance payment
to cover road tolls on the DR Congo part of the trip,
rather than have truckers carry a large amount of cash.
Six toll stations dot the 400 kilometers on National
Highway 1 from Kolwezi in neighboring Lualaba
province, to Kasumbalesa, on the border with Zambia.

The queues there are notorious. The tolls “impede
traffic flow and profitability,” said Lambert Tshisueka
Mutondo, president of the federation of international
freight companies in Haut-Katanga.

He wants more police patrols to dissuade robbers
and for the number of toll stations to be halved.

Trucks pay about $500 to cover the 400 kilome-
ters, which makes the cost of a return trip to Dar es
Salaam rise to $1,000 in tolls alone. The money goes
to a Chinese firm that under a contract with the state
builds and maintains roads-an arrangement that rou-
tinely draws flak.

Congo ‘hassles’ 
National Highway 1 is smooth and tarmacked, which

makes it a relative pleasure to drive on compared with
DR Congo’s typically pot-holed roads. But it has only
two lanes, each flowing in the opposite direction-the
country still has no motorway.

At Kanyaka, halfway between Lubumbashi and the
Zambian border, more than 200 trucks are waiting to
get through a toll booth. Truckers say driving in
Zambia and Tanzania is far from perfect, but the tolls
there are far lower than in DR Congo and queues and
paperwork less onerous.

“There are hassles all the time in Congo,” says

Maniasi Djuma Makweba, 50, heading for Dar with 35
tons of cobalt he loaded at Tenke Fungurume Mining
SA, located in the heart of the mineral belt. Like other
drivers, he complains about the thieves, but also about
the security forces. “When you go to the police to
declare a robbery, they start by wanting to shake you
down” for a bribe. — AFP

Highway nightmare: DR Congo’s
export route for high-value metals

DR Congo, world’s biggest producer of cobalt and Africa’s biggest producer of copper

Six toll stations dot the 400 kilometers on National Highway 1 from Kolwezi in neighboring Lualaba province, to
Kasumbalesa, on the border with Zambia.

MOSCOW, Russia: A view of a Starbucks coffee shop in Moscow yesterday. McDonald’s, Coca-Cola and
Starbucks bowed to public pressure and suspended their operations in Russia, joining the international corpo-
rate chorus of outrage over Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine.— AFP

Russian economy 
hit by series 
of sanctions
MOSCOW: From closed airspace to frozen assets
and oil bans, Western countries have announced
increasingly severe economic sanctions against
Russia over its invasion of Ukraine.

Here is an overview:

Energy 
The United States and Britain took a major swing

at Russia’s economy on Tuesday as they targeted
the country’s vital energy sector. President Joe
Biden announced a ban on US imports of Russian
oil and gas while Britain said it would phase out
crude imports from the country by the end of this
year.  Prior to the announcements, energy giant
Shell said it would immediately stop Russian oil
purchases. Russia is the world’s largest producer of
gas and second-largest producer of oil. The
European Union has treaded more carefully, with
Germany, the Netherlands and Bulgaria warning
against an abrupt EU-wide ban on Russian energy.

The European Commission said Tuesday that it
wants to cut gas imports from Russia by two thirds
by the end of this year. In its plan, the EU said the
bloc could become fully independent of Russian
gas, oil and coal by 2030. Germany has already
halted the certification process for the Nord Stream
2 gas pipeline, a key conduit designed to increase
deliveries of Russian gas to Germany.

Russian gas giant Gazprom has been blocked
from raising funds on Western financial markets.

Financial sector 
The West has targeted the financial sector to

limit Russia’s capacity to fund the war. In a major
blow to the Russian financial system, the European
Union has cut seven Russian banks from the SWIFT
messaging system, which allows banks to communi-
cate rapidly and securely about transactions.

Concerned by sanctions, Russia’s largest lender
Sberbank has said it was leaving the European
market.

The bloc also barred new EU investment in the
Russian Direct Investment Fund (RDIF) in a similar
move to that of London, which had added the fund
to its list of sanctioned Russian entities. The United
States and the EU have directly targeted Russia’s
central bank, with a ban on all transactions with the
institution. The sanction effectively freezes the
assets held by the Russian central bank in the US,
limiting its ability to use its large foreign exchange
reserves to buy rubles and support the value of its
currency. Canada, Japan and South Korea have
announced a similar ban.

The ruble has fallen dramatically, forcing the
Russian central bank to almost double its key inter-
est rate. US credit card giants Visa, Mastercard and
American Express also said they were blocking
Russian banks from their payment networks.

Transportation 
The airline sector was one of the first to be

affected by the economic fallout from the Ukrainian
conflict. Russian carrier Aeroflot was banned from
the airspace of the entire EU, the United Kingdom
and Canada, forcing it to suspend flights to these
destinations. In retaliation, Russia has banned air-
lines from those same countries from flying over its
territory. The entire Russian aviation industry has
been targeted. The EU and Canada have banned the
export of aircraft, parts and equipment from the
aviation and space industries to Russia.

Nor has maritime transport been spared. Britain
has closed all its ports to ships flying the Russian
flag and those chartered or owned by Russians.
France intercepted a Russian cargo ship belonging
to PSB bank, which was targeted by European
sanctions. The three biggest container shipping
groups in the world, Danish giant Maersk,
Switzerland-based MSC and France’s CMA CGM,
and other smaller competitors suspended non-
essential deliveries to Russia.

Japan imposed sanctions on the export of semi-
conductors and other items to “Russian military-
related organizations”. Japan, along with South
Korea and Taiwan, is one of the main producers of
these electronic components, which are essential for
a wide range of industrial products.

The US has announced restrictions on Russia’s
use of its technologies in various fields, including
processors and chips manufactured by top suppli-
ers Nvidia, Intel and Qualcomm.—AFP

McDonald’s, 
Coca-Cola, Starbucks
halting Russia 
operations
MOSCOW: McDonald’s, Coca-Cola and Starbucks on
Tuesday bowed to public pressure and suspended
their operations in Russia, joining the international
corporate chorus of outrage over Moscow’s invasion
of Ukraine. Several of these companies, symbols of
American cultural influence in the world, have been the
subject of boycott calls on social media as investors
have also begun to ask questions about their presence.

“We cannot ignore the needless human suffering
unfolding in Ukraine,” the fast-food giant said,
announcing the temporary closure all 850 restaurants
in Russia, where it employs 62,000 people.

Starbucks, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo announced their
own decisions to halt or restrict business in quick suc-
cession, noting the growing human cost of the inva-
sion. PepsiCo said that despite halting sales in Russia
of its flagship beverage, as well as 7Up and Mirinda, it
would continue to offer products like milk and baby
food. “By continuing to operate, we will also continue
to support the livelihoods of our 20,000 Russian asso-
ciates and the 40,000 Russian agricultural workers in
our supply chain,” PepsiCo CEO Ramon Laguarta said
in a statement.

Starbucks, which has 130 Kuwaiti conglomerate-
run coffee shops in Russia, said all operations, includ-
ing product shipments, will be suspended. A team from
Yale University that keeps a list of companies with a
significant presence in Russia said about 290 have
announced withdrawal from the country since it invad-
ed neighboring Ukraine, reminiscent of “the large-
scale corporate boycott of Apartheid South Africa in
the 1980s.” About 30 multinationals still remain on the
list of companies with significant exposure to Russia.

Legitimate reasons? 
Some companies, however, have noted the limits of

their influence is halting business. Yum! Brands, whose
1,000 or so KFC restaurants and 50 Pizza Hut loca-
tions in Russia are almost all independently owned,
announced Tuesday that it was halting operations at
company-owned KFC locations.

It said it was “finalizing an agreement” to do the
same with its Pizza Hut restaurants, adding that all
profits from operations in Russia will be redirected to
“humanitarian efforts.” Some businesses may have
legitimate reasons to stay, several experts in ethics and
communications strategy told AFP.—AFP

Mounds of old 
batteries threaten 
Gaza health
GAZA CITY: At a landfill in southern Gaza, mounds of
discarded batteries pile up, rusting cells that pose a
growing health risk to Palestinians in the enclave.

Batteries are an essential power source in Gaza,
where public electricity supply is sparse and infra-
structure has decayed since an Israeli blockade of the
enclave began in 2007, the year Hamas Islamists
seized control. “The batteries have been piling up for

15 years,” said Ibrahim Baraka, who works at the
2,000 square meter (half an acre) landfill in Khan
Yunis, where residents of surrounding houses can peer
in to see piles of lead and mercury waste accumulating
daily. Gaza, home to 2.3 million Palestinians, has only
one power plant that runs on diesel. Fuel deliveries are
unreliable, largely due to the blockade. The plant was
also bombed by Israeli fighter jets during a 2006 con-
flict with Hamas. Mohamed Masleh, director of
resources at Gaza’s Environment Ministry, estimated
that there are 25,000 tons of used batteries in Gaza
that need to be recycled. Most are at sites not suited
for storing dangerous materials.

A dangerous ‘farce’ 
Battery collection is also a source of income for the

impoverished territory, where unemployment rates

hover around 50 percent. On a crisp morning, Zakaria
Abu Sultan meandered his horse-drawn cart through
the streets of Gaza City, shouting his mission through a
loudspeaker.

“Anyone with damaged batteries to sell?” he called
out. “I’ve been wandering since dawn to buy damaged
batteries. I buy them at best for 50 shekels ($15), and
sell them to the scrap dealer for 70 shekels,” he told
AFP. Typically, damaged cells are taken to landfills, like
the one in Khan Yunis where Baraka works, which dis-
mantle them for materials like plastic that are then sold
to factories. Ahmed Hillis, director of Gaza’s National
Institute for Environment and Development, said that
while he understood there was profit in discarded bat-
teries, the trade was extremely dangerous. “Tons of
batteries are accumulating in dumps, some of which are
more than 40 and 50 metres high,” he said. —AFP


