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LONDON: Britain’s economy will grow far slower than
expected this year owing to the Ukraine war and soaring
global inflation, Finance Minister Rishi Sunak said
Wednesday in a government budget update.

The UK economy was set to grow 3.8 percent this
year, down from an official estimate of six percent made
in October, Chancellor of the Exchequer Sunak told par-
liament. He said that the Office for Budget Responsibility
- the government’s official economic forecaster - ”has
not accounted for the full impacts of the war in Ukraine
and we should be prepared for the economy and public
finances to worsen, potentially significantly”.

“Their initial view combined with high global inflation
and continuing supply chain pressures means” the UK
economy is forecast to grow 3.8 percent this year. Gross
domestic product was estimated to expand a further 1.8
percent next year, down from an official prediction of 2.1
percent. Britain’s annual inflation accelerated to 6.2 per-
cent in February from 5.5 percent in January, the Office
for National Statistics (ONS) said in a statement.

“The further rise in inflation... adds to the pressure on

the Chancellor to offset more of the cost of living crisis,”
noted Capital Economics analyst Paul Dales. The last
time the British inflation rate was higher was in March
1992 when it stood at 7.1 percent.

Countries across the world are battling surging infla-
tion fuelled by rocketing commodity prices over the
Ukraine war and after nations exited pandemic lock-
downs. The Bank of England has warned that inflation
will surge even higher in the coming months as Russia’s
Ukraine invasion sparks major price gains for crude oil,
domestic energy and food prices. Sunak faces wide-
spread calls, even from fellow Tory MPs, to help ease
household living costs, with reports suggesting he could
delay a jobs tax hike due next month. Spiking domestic
electricity and gas costs were a key factor in February’s
broad-based price gains, according to the ONS.

Prices ‘rising steeply’ 
“Inflation rose steeply in February as prices increased

for a wide range of goods and services, for products as
diverse as food to toys and games,” added ONS chief

economist Grant Fitzner. “The price of goods leaving UK
factories has also been rising substantially and is now at
its highest rate for 14 years.” Spiking global inflation has
forced central banks around the world to lift interest
rates, including the BoE which last week lifted borrowing
costs to 0.75 percent.

Sunak has also hinted at cutting motor fuel duty to
help ease household budgets. However, his hands could
be tied regarding major giveaways. “The Chancellor may
try to mitigate the upward pressures,” noted EY econo-
mist Martin Beck. “Measures such as a temporary cut to
fuel duty would not fundamentally alter the outlook,
which remains heavily dependent on geopolitical factors
and global commodity markets.”

The government also faces surging debt repayments
on its borrowing, which jumped over the past two years
on vast pandemic costs. “The Chancellor is clearly under
huge pressure to fork out to help out with the cost of liv-
ing crisis, but record levels of borrowing, combined with
rising interest rates, will probably temper his generosi-
ty,” said AJ Bell analyst Laith Khalaf. — AFP

UK slashes 2022 growth forecast 
on Ukraine and raging inflation

Budget targets living costs as prices skyrocket 

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK
Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU) shows
Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak gesturing
as he presents the Spring budget statement to MPs at the
House of Commons, in London on March 23, 2022. — AFP

Palestinians in Gaza 
give up studies 
for Zionist wages
GAZA CITY: The moment Hussein got permission to
work in Israel, the Palestinian resident of Gaza City said
he was ready to quit university to seek the attractive
wages offered for menial Zionist entity jobs.

“I felt that the doors of heaven were opened for me,”
said Hussein. Like other Gazans who have abandoned
their studies to take low-skilled work inside Israel,
embarrassment led him to ask that his full name be with-
held. Gaza, a Palestinian territory of some 2.3 million
people under Zionist entity-blockade since 2007, suf-
fers from an unemployment rate above 50 percent,
where even those with post-graduate degrees can
struggle to get by.

And Zionist entity work permits have become a rari-
ty for Palestinians in the last decade or so-making the
few on offer seem like gold dust. Hussein was pursuing a
masters degree and hoping to boost his earnings poten-
tial, but said that with three children to feed and student
debts of $3,500, continuing to study was proving
untenable. “I hadn’t worked in years,” he said, explaining
his decision to leave Gaza several months ago. He got a
job as a delivery person in Jaffa, south of Tel Aviv, one of
several places in Zionist region where Palestinian labor-
ers say they can earn between 250 and 700 shekels
(between about $75 and $215) per day, far more than
most could hope for from equivalent work in Gaza.

Hamas, which is considered a terrorist organization
by much of the West, took power in Gaza in 2007.
Before the Islamist takeover, roughly 120,000 Gazans

had permission to work inside Zionist territory.  But
Hamas and Zionists have fought repeatedly over the last
15 years and, due latterly also to the coronavirus pan-
demic, Zionist entity has at times fully closed its land
crossings with the enclave while completely curbing
cross-border work. Since reopening a few months ago,
the Jewish state has issued 12,000 work permits to
Gazans-mostly six month visas, with the option to renew.

‘No pre-conditions’ 
The parking lot at the Erez crossing through which

Gazans enter Zionist territory is now teeming with taxis
and minibuses, waiting to take Palestinians to work.
Among them was Mahmud, who found work at a
restaurant in Herzliya, an affluent town north of Tel Aviv.
He had previously worked for international organiza-
tions in Gaza-highly coveted employers.

But he said ultimately he decided that he could not
turn down the chance to earn up to 550 shekels ($170)
a day, including overtime-on top of room and board-in
Zionist territory, even if the work had no connection to
his masters degree in social work. While many Gazans
welcome higher Zionist entity pay, the head of Gaza’s
workers union, Sami Al-Amsi, called for the permits to
include mandatory social security protections. Under
current terms, workers from Gaza entering the Zionist
territory are only covered for accidents if their Zionist
entity employer agrees to pay for insurance-a rarity,
according to the Zionist entity’s labor rights organiza-
tion Kav LaOved.

A few weeks ago, a Gazan was run over by a car at
his place of work, Amsi told AFP, explaining that “his
family did not receive any compensation.” That doesn’t
scare Adham, 35, who despite having three degrees,
including in public health and computer science, said he
was ready to take any job on offer in the Zionist region.
“I could work in a restaurant, a supermarket or a facto-
ry,” he told AFP. “I have no pre-conditions.” — AFP

Oil prices jump, 
stocks mixed with 
focus on inflation
KUWAIT: Oil prices rallied on Wednesday, adding to
soaring inflation concerns, while stock markets
diverged. Crude futures jumped 2.5 percent with Brent
North Sea headed towards $120 per barrel.

Russian Deputy Prime Minister Alexander Novak
on Wednesday warned that a ban on Russian oil and
gas imports over the Ukraine war would drive the
world’s energy markets to a “collapse”.

“It is absolutely obvious that without Russian
hydrocarbons, if sanctions are introduced, there will be
a collapse of the oil and gas markets,” Novak told
Russia’s lower house State Duma as reported by
Russian news agencies. “The rise in energy prices may
be unpredictable,” Novak added. On stock markets,
London’s benchmark FTSE 100 index was up after
official data showed UK annual inflation had surged to
6.2 percent last month, the highest level in 30 years.

While inflation increases company costs it can
boost their revenues by sizeable amounts. The British

data were published ahead of a UK budget update
Wednesday that could ease a cost-of-living crisis for
millions of Britons as inflation rockets worldwide
largely owing to soaring energy prices.

“Today’s data confirm a worsening squeeze on con-
sumer incomes,” said Yael Selfin, chief economist at
KPMG UK. “These price rises were dominated by
increases in energy, and we expect further rises this
year as global energy, food, and other commodities
markets are impacted by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.”

Elsewhere, eurozone stock markets fell Wednesday
after Asia’s top indices closed higher.

Wall Street had rallied Tuesday on optimism that
the Federal Reserve’s plan to hike interest rates would
help to bring inflation under control. While there
remains plenty of concern about the war in Ukraine,
analysts said some confidence had seeped back into
trading floors as investors bet on consumer resilience
and economies continue to reopen.

Federal Reserve boss Jerome Powell this week said
that the US central bank was prepared to act more
aggressively on lifting borrowing costs should
American inflation-already at a 40-year high-not fall
quickly enough. Officials lifted US rates last week by a
quarter of a point but some have advocated bigger
increases, a view Powell suggested he was open to
believing that the world’s biggest economy was strong
enough to withstand such a move. — AFP

TOKYO: A pedestrian walks past an electronic share price board showing the closing numbers on the Tokyo Stock Exchange
in Tokyo on March 23, 2022. — AFP

GAZA CITY: Palestinian workers enter a minivan at the last station in Beit Hanun in the northern Gaza Strip, before reaching
Zionist territory through the Erez crossing to work. — AFP

How Russia’s war 
in Ukraine rocked 
the global economy
PARIS: In a month of conflict in Ukraine, global oil prices
have soared, foreign companies have exited Russia and
Moscow faces the specter of default. Here is a look at the
economic fallout from Russia’s February 24 invasion of its
neighbor:

Commodities soar 
Oil and gas prices have surged over supply fears as

Russia is one of the world’s biggest producers and
exporters of the fossil fuels. Brent North Sea crude, the
international benchmark, stood at around $90 in
February. On March 7, it jumped to $139.13, close to a 14-
year high and prices remain highly volatile.

Prices have risen at the pump, too, prompting govern-
ments to take measures to ease the financial pain for con-
sumers: A lower VAT in Sweden, a price cap in Hungary,
or a discount in France. Gas prices have also skyrocketed,
with Europe reference Dutch TTF leaping to an all-time
high at 345 euros on March 7. The United States, Canada
and Britain have announced Russian oil bans.

The European Union has avoided sanctions on
Russia’s energy sector as countries such as Germany rely
heavily on Moscow’s gas supplies. Other commodities
massively produced in Russia have soared, including
nickel and aluminum. Auto industry supply chains face
disruptions as key parts come from Ukraine.

Food threat 
UN chief Antonio Guterres has warned that the con-

flict could reverberate far beyond Ukraine, causing a
“hurricane of hunger and a meltdown of the global food

system”. Russia and Ukraine are breadbaskets for the
world, accounting together for 30 percent of global
wheat exports.

Prices of cereals and cooking oils have risen. The UN’s
Food and Agriculture Organization says the number of
undernourished people could increase by eight to 13 mil-
lion people over the course of this year and next. Ships
are not leaving Ukraine and there are concerns about the
upcoming sowing season in the country. The United
States, India and Europe could cover wheat shortages.
But it could be more complicated to replace sunflower oil
and corn, of which Ukraine is the world’s number one and
number four exporter, respectively.

Markets rattled 
Stock markets had started off 2022 on a good note as

economies recovered from the Covid pandemic and
companies posted healthy results. But the war has
brought volatility to the markets while Moscow’s stock
exchange closed for three weeks and only partially
reopened on Monday. Western sanctions have paralyzed
the Russian banking sector and financial system, while
the ruble has collapsed. The measures include efforts to
freeze $300 billion of Russia’s foreign currency reserves
held abroad. Russia now faces the risk of defaulting on
debt for the first time in decades. Moscow paid interest
on two dollar-denominated bonds last week, giving the
government some breathing room until the next debt
payments in the coming weeks.

Firms flee 
Hundreds of Western firms have closed shops and

offices in Russia since the war started-due to the sanc-
tions, political pressure or public opinion. The list includes
famous names such as Ikea, Coca-Cola and MacDonald’s.
Russian President Vladimir Putin has raised the threat of
nationalizing foreign-owned companies. Some companies
have chosen to stay in Russia, citing their social responsi-
bility to not abandon their local employees and deprive
the population of essential goods. —AFP

Scientists helping 
farmers kick the 
chemical habit
MOUGON, France: In a field in western France, the
small purple and white flowers quivering among tender
shoots of wheat are a clue that this is not conventional
single-crop farmland. In fact, this whole area is part of
scientific work to help farmers cut down on their use
of pesticides, herbicides and chemical fertilizers. “I felt
that these products were dangerous,” said farmer
David Bonneau as he hunched over the little wildflow-
ers-veronica and hickweed. And “the general public is
asking for reductions”. One of his experimental plots is
treated the standard way, with chemical weedkiller;
another he weeds mechanically with a harrow whose
teeth tear up the wild plants; while a third will not be
treated at all. He is part of a project involving 400
farms and around 40 villages in the Deux-Sevres
region of western France, where scientists are experi-
menting with different techniques to cut pollution.

Researchers from the French research agency,
CNRS, support volunteer farmers to reduce the use of
pesticides-probable sources of cancer and fatal to
birds-as well as water-polluting chemical fertilizers,

the prices of which are exploding. While Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine has raised the specter of food short-
ages, policymakers in Europe should not waver in their
commitment to green agriculture, experts say. And
protecting Nature, a central task of biodiversity nego-
tiations currently taking place in Geneva, is also a mat-
ter of safeguarding the water we drink, the food we eat
and the air we breathe. “It’s important from a political
point of view to show long-term engagement,” said
Robert Finger, head of farming systems research at
ETH University of Zurich.

And greener could even mean more profitable. “In
many parts of the world, we are at a point where fertil-
izer use is very inefficient in terms of additional yield,”
he said, referring to Europe and parts of Asia.
Excessive use of fertilizers or pesticides can affect
small and large crops.

Meanwhile, Pepijn Schreinemachers, a researcher at
the World Vegetable Center, said farmers in countries
such as Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia were misusing
pesticides with potentially harmful consequences. “It is
important to realize that it is farmers themselves who
are most affected by the misuse of agrochemicals,” he
said. This could be using too much of a chemical,
unsafe techniques or the use of the wrong products.

“Every farmer can share details about pesticide-
poisoning incidents they have experienced, ranging
from skin rashes to vomiting and unconsciousness.
Still, most farmers strongly believe that pesticides are
necessary for farm production.”—AFP


