
Business
Established 1961 

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 30, 2022

Anxiety and empty shelves as  
Shanghai COVID cases surge

Panic-buying in city of 25 million amid lockdown
SHANGHAI: Shanghai recorded a steep climb in 
COVID-19 cases Tuesday as panic-buying in the 
Chinese city of about 25 million stripped supermar-
ket shelves bare. Millions endured a second day of 
lockdown after authorities effectively split the 
country’s biggest urban area in two, with residents 
of the city’s eastern half confined to their homes for 
four days and subjected to mandatory testing. 

China reported 6,886 domestic COVID cases 
nationwide on Tuesday, with more than 4,400 of 
them detected in Shanghai, now the centre of the 
country’s worst Covid-19 outbreak since the early 
days of the pandemic. 

Images showed some supermarket shelves in the 
city emptied of all goods as residents rushed to 
stock up before being locked down. “After being 
unable to grab any groceries this morning, I went 
back to sleep, and all I dreamt about was buying 
food at the supermarket,” one user wrote on China’s 
Twitter-like Weibo platform. 

“I’d never have thought that society today would 
be worried over buying groceries.” 

In a bid to keep Shanghai’s economy running, 
authorities have avoided the hard lockdowns regu-
larly deployed in other Chinese cities, instead opt-
ing for rolling, localized restrictions. 

The area locked down on Monday is the sprawl-
ing eastern district of Pudong, which includes the 
main international airport and glittering financial 
centre. The lockdown will last until Friday, then 
switch to the city’s more populated western Puxi 
section, home to the historic Bund riverfront, where 

residents were preparing for the impending shut-
down. Shanghai resident Adrian Sim told AFP there 
were no spots available for online grocery delivery, 
some local restaurants had already stopped offering 
dine-in, and supermarkets in his neighborhood were 
packed when he went to buy supplies. 

“If you saw people on the streets, they were 
holding groceries,” the 41-year-old said. 

 
‘Pretty bad’  

Several exhibition halls in the megacity have 
been converted into mass quarantine centers, lin-
ing up row upon row of beds. One Shanghai resi-
dent surnamed Wang told AFP that she had been 
in a mass centre in Pudong since Saturday after 
testing positive. 

“The conditions of the makeshift quarantine 
centre I’m in are pretty tough,” she said, adding 
that there are around 2,500 camp beds grouped 
together in the main hall. “The bathroom condi-
tions are not good enough, they are cleaned twice 
per day but there are too many people (using 
them). It’s pretty bad.” The city’s airports, railway 
stations and international shipping ports remain 
operational, while key manufacturers are being 
allowed to resume production after a brief halt, 
state media reported. 

The Shanghai government has also said it will 
offer some tax and rent relief to businesses 
affected by the lockdown in a bid to reassure 
employers in the important commercial centre. 
China has largely kept virus outbreaks under 

control over the past two years through strict 
zero-tolerance measures including mass lock-
downs of cities and provinces for even small num-
bers of cases. 

But Omicron has proven harder to stamp out. 
At a press briefing on Monday, health expert Wu 
Fan said it was “necessary to take more resolute 

measures” to eliminate community transmission. 
Experts have warned that the widening lock-

downs will severely impact the country’s already 
slowing economy. “China’s economy faces the most 
severe pressure since the spring of 2020, when it 
was hit by the first wave of COVID-19,” Nomura 
analyst Lu Ting warned this week. — AFP  

SHANGHAI: Shoppers rummage through empty shelves in a supermarket before a lockdown as a measure 
against the COVID-19 in Shanghai on March 29, 2022. — AFP

COLOMBO: People stand in a queue to buy diesel at a Ceylon Petroleum 
Corporation fuel station in Colombo on March 29, 2022. — AFP

CANBERRA: Australian Treasurer Josh Frydenberg delivers his 2022 Budget 
in Parliament House in Canberra on March 29, 2022.  — AFP

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s state-run hospi-
tals are running out of life-saving medi-
cines due to a shortage of dollars needed 
to import essentials as the country reels 
from a dire economic crisis, officials said 
Tuesday. Teaching Hospital Peradeniya 
which serves a population of 2.4 million 
people in the Central province said it was 
suspending all routine surgeries and was 
out of anesthetic drugs and other essen-
tials for operations. 

A key health trade union said the prob-

lem at Peradeniya was common in most 
state hospitals where suppliers had not 
been paid for over six months. 

A surgeon at the main National Hospital 
in Colombo said they were short of many 
vital medicines and patients requiring 
human insulin were told to bring their own. 
“The situation is very grave and we need a 
disaster management initiative to deal with 
the worsening situation,” said Ravi 
Kumudesh, the head of the Medical 
Laboratory Technologists Association 
(MLTA). 

He said they were unable to carry out 
diagnostics as most chemicals and solu-
tions needed for their tests were not freely 
available at state hospitals. Meanwhile, the 
government said it allowed suppliers-hit 
by higher costs-to hike by 30 percent 
prices of all medical devices, including 

stents for heart patients. 
Sri Lankans are forced to spend long 

hours to buy food, fuel and even medicines 
as the dollar shortage has led to scarce 
imports in the country’s worst economic 
crisis since independence in 1948. 

The country’s inflation hit a record 17.5 
percent in February with food inflation hit-
ting 25 percent. The government is seeking 
an IMF bailout after the country’s foreign 
currency reserves fell to $2.0 billion, down 
from $7.5 billion when the current govern-
ment took over in November 2019. 

Indian Foreign Minister S Jaishankar, 
who was in Sri Lanka for a regional meet-
ing, said he was “disturbed” by the medical 
shortages and asked the embassy to look 
into helping. The Sri Lankan health min-
istry said it was also rushing fresh supplies 
to resume surgeries at Peradeniya. — AFP 

Lanka hospitals  
running out of  
life-saving drugs

SYDNEY: Australia’s ruling Liberal Party 
splashed the cash in a pre-election budg-
et Tuesday filled with goodies for voters 
souring on nine years of conservative 
rule. 

With an election expected in May, and 
Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s party 
trailing Labor heavily in the polls, his 
government announced a budget that 
cuts fuel duty in half and promises 
Aus$8.6 billion (US$6.4 billion) in tax 
rebates. 

About half the adult population-or ten 

million people-will get a $420 tax hand-
out to sweeten the deal. Having promised 
and failed to put the budget “back in 
black” with fiscal prudence, Morrison’s 
plan foresees the deficit exploding to 
Aus$78 billion or 3.4 percent of GDP this 
year, and set to remain in the red for a 
decade. 

“The past two years have been tough 
for our country,” said Treasurer Josh 
Frydenberg, informing parliament of the 
plans. “We have overcome the greatest 
economic shock since the great depres-
sion.” Morrison has been pilloried for his 
handling of devastating bushfires, floods 
and a painfully slow vaccine rollout. 

According to the latest Newspoll sur-
vey, his Liberal-led coalition is trailing 
Labor 45-55 in the two-party vote. 
Morrison faces an uphill battle to win over 

women voters after his handling of rape 
allegations made by a female political 
staffer in government, as well as young 
voters repelled by his pro-coal stance. 

His government has swatted aside calls 
to wean the Australian economy off its 
dependence on coal and natural gas, tout-
ing a “gas-fired recovery” from the pan-
demic and vowing to dig coal for as long 
as people are buying. According to the lat-
est Newspoll, Anthony Albanese’s Labor 
has the vote of more than 60 percent of 18 
to 49-year-olds. But Morrison has come 
from behind before, winning an election 
three years ago, which he himself dubbed 
a “miracle.” 

To that end, Frydenberg touted the low-
est unemployment rates in decades as he 
warned voters now was not the time to 
change leaders.  — AFP

Embattled Aussie 
PM splashes cash 
in pre-poll budget

GENEVA: Most Swiss want their country to freeze 
more Russian assets over the war in Ukraine, 
according to a new poll published Monday, as 
Switzerland’s second-largest bank swore off new 
business in Russia. 

A full 57 percent of Swiss people surveyed last 
week backed freezing assets belonging to high-
ranking Russians and Kremlin allies, said the survey 
by the Link institute. In the poll of more than 1,200 
people, 56 percent of those questioned favored 
cutting ties between Switzerland’s famous banks 
and their Russian counterparts. 

And the same percentage backed tighter Swiss 
sanctions against Russia, even if it hit energy provi-
sion and led to significantly higher energy prices. 

The poll was conducted between March 17 and 
21. Switzerland is not in the EU and has a long-
standing tradition of neutrality on matters of war. It 
has nevertheless been aligning itself with the waves 
of EU sanctions imposed following Russia’s 
February 24 invasion of Ukraine. 

Switzerland has frozen the equivalent of 5.75 

billion Swiss francs ($6.2 billion) in Russian assets 
since the invasion began, a senior economy ministry 
official said last week. 

But Kyiv has been pressing Switzerland, a 
favored destination for wealthy Russians and their 
assets, to do more. “The Russian elite has enormous 
amounts of money in Swiss banks,” Alexander 
Rodyansky, a close advisor to Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky, told Swiss tabloid Blick 
Sunday. 

“For us, it is vital that the Swiss support the 
global pressure on Russia.” 

Switzerland has told the country’s banks to 
declare all holdings and accounts of people and 
entities on the sanctions list, but Rodyansky has 
insisted that this is not enough. 

“Switzerland must, like other countries, actively 
search for assets,” he said, stressing that many in 
the Russian elite “continue to act in the shadows”. 
“They hide their funds,” he said, urging Switzerland 
to “act more firmly”. 

Credit Suisse meanwhile said Monday it would 
reduce its exposure in Russia, which it said earlier 
this month stood at over $900 million at the end of 
last year. It vowed not to take on any fresh business 
in the country. Switzerland’s second largest bank 
also told AFP in an email that some of its Russia-
based staff were being relocated out of the country. 

And it added: “we are helping our clients to 
unwind their Russia exposure.” — AFP

Pressure mounts  
for Swiss to freeze  
Russian assets

HANOI: Vietnam’s economy expanded more than 
five percent in the first three months of the year, the 
government said Tuesday thanks to a pick-up in 
exports as the country emerges from the worst of 
the global pandemic, though officials warned of 
headwinds. 

The communist state has long been a success 
story among Asian economies, posting growth of 
seven percent in 2019. But growth came in at just 
2.9 percent in 2020 as the pandemic shut most of 
the world down, while last year saw just 2.6 percent 
expansion. The figures were the worst the country 
has experienced since the mid-1980s. 

However, the General Statistics Office said gross 
domestic product came in at 5.03 percent on-year. 

Turnover from exports of goods in the first quar-
ter was at $88.58 billion, up by 12.9 percent on-
year, the GSO added. “While the economy contin-
ues to show resilience and is recovering, downside 
risks have heightened as the Omicron infections are 
sweeping the country and the Russia-Ukraine con-
flict has increased uncertainty about global eco-
nomic recovery,” the World Bank said in a report on 

Vietnam in March. “Authorities should encourage 
exporters to seek new markets and innovate into 
new products through global value chains and 
existing free trade agreements to strengthen export 
resilience,” it added. After almost two years of clo-
sure and strict measures to prevent the spread of 
coronavirus, Vietnam began reopening to the world 
in mid-March, easing medical requirements and 
quarantine rules. The country still reports more than 
260,000 cases of virus infection a day, but hospital-
ization and death rates are relatively low, the health 
ministry said. 

More than 90 percent of adults have been fully 
vaccinated, with the government urging vaccina-
tions for teenagers and accelerating booster shots 
rollout.  —AFP

Vietnam’s Q1 
economic growth  
higher year-on-year

HANOI: A salesman checks goods on a shelf at a 
homeware mall in Hanoi on March 29, 2022. — AFP


