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Sri Lankans sweat and seethe 
as economy grinds to a halt

Anger mounting over the worst economic crisis in living memory
COLOMBO: As Sri Lankans faint in day-long queues
for fuel and swelter through stifling evening blackouts
by candlelight, anger is mounting over the worst eco-
nomic crisis in living memory. A critical lack of foreign
currency has left the island nation unable to pay for
vital imports, leading to dire shortages in everything
from life-saving medicines to cement.

Long lines for fuel that start forming before dawn are
forums for public grievances, where neighbors complain
bitterly about government mismanagement and fret
over how to feed their families as food prices skyrocket.

“I’ve been standing here for the past five hours,”
Sagayarani, a housewife, told AFP in Colombo while
waiting for her share of kerosene, used to fire the cook-
ing stoves of the capital’s poorer households.

She said she had seen three people faint already and
was herself supposed to be in hospital for treatment,
but with her husband and son at work she had no
choice but to wait under the blistering morning sun.

“I haven’t eaten anything, I’m feeling very dizzy and
it’s very hot, but what can we do? It’s a lot of hardship,”
she said, declining to give her surname. Trucks at the
port are unable to cart food and building materials to
other urban centers, or bring back tea from plantations
dotted around Sri Lanka’s verdant inland hills.

Buses that normally transport day laborers across
the capital sit idle, some hospitals have suspended rou-
tine surgeries, and student exams were postponed this
month because schools ran out of paper.

“I’ve been living in Colombo for 60 years and I’ve
never seen anything like this,” Vadivu, a domestic work-
er, told AFP. “There’s nothing to eat, there’s nothing to
drink,” she added. “The politicians are living in luxury
and we are begging on the streets.”

Expecting worse 
Many among Sri Lanka’s 22 million people are no

strangers to privation: throughout the global oil crisis of
the 1970s, authorities issued ration books for essentials
such as sugar. But the government concedes the present

economic calamity is the worst since the South Asian
nation’s independence in 1948, and a popular local quip
now is that the rationing system at least offered some
certainty that goods would be available.

A series of misfortunes have pummeled the country-
which emerged from decades of civil war only in 2009
— in recent years. Farmers were hit by a crippling
drought in 2016 and the Easter Sunday Islamist bomb-
ings three years later, which killed at least 279 people,
led to a wave of cancellations from foreign travelers.

The coronavirus pandemic then decimated a tourism
sector already reeling from the attacks and dried up the
flow of remittances from Sri Lankans abroad.

Both are critical sources of foreign cash needed to
pay for imports and service the nation’s ballooning $51
billion foreign debt.

But a far bigger factor was government “misman-
agement”, said Murtaza Jafferjee, chairman of the
Colombo-based Advocata Institute think-tank. He

blamed years of chronic budget deficits, ill-advised tax
cuts just before the pandemic that sent government
revenue into freefall, and subsidies on electricity and
other utilities that disproportionately benefited
wealthier Sri Lankans.

The government has also frittered away public mon-
ey on white-elephant projects, including a lotus-shaped
skyscraper that dominates the Colombo skyline, with a
revolving restaurant that now sits dormant. Poor policy
decisions have compounded the problems. Last year
officials declared Sri Lanka would become the world’s
first completely organic farming nation and overnight
banned imported fertilizer, in an apparent effort to slow
down foreign currency outflows.

Farmers responded by leaving their fields empty,
driving up food prices and months later the policy
was abruptly dropped. Sri Lanka is now seeking a
bailout from the International Monetary Fund, but
negotiations could stretch until the end of the year,

and people are bracing for even leaner times ahead. “I
am expecting it to get a lot worse,” Jafferjee said.
“Unfortunately, they are unable to contain it, because
the people who created the crisis are still in charge of
economic management.”

‘Pushed to the brink’ 
By night, as the orange hue of street lights illumi-

nates Colombo’s wealthier neighborhoods, large pock-
ets of the city are in near darkness. Rolling power cuts
that stretch for hours each day leave restaurants and
corner stores trying to operate under dim candlelight.
Other business owners give up and draw down their
metal shutters for the evening.

Resentment is palpable and frustrations have occa-
sionally boiled over. A motorcyclist was stabbed to
death outside a petrol station last week after a dispute
sparked by accusations of queue-cutting.

But most indignation is directed upwards to the
administration of Gotabaya Rajapaksa, a member of a
ruling family once beloved by much of the country’s
Sinhalese majority for bringing the ethnic civil war
against the Tamil Tigers to a brutal end.

Support for the Rajapaksa clan has since gone into a
tailspin, with an angry crowd this month attempting to
storm the president’s office. Other demonstrations have
for now been more subdued, organized through social
media and taking the form of silent candlelight vigils
during blacked-out nights.

“We’ve been pushed to the brink,” said Mohammed
Afker, an engineering student standing alongside thou-
sands of others at a rally staged by a leftist opposition
coalition. The 20-year-old told AFP that day-to-day
struggles had left him little time even to contemplate
what he knew were poor prospects for finding work
after he graduated.

“We’re not even able to get essential items... We
can’t even make tea at home,” he said. “Our futures have
become a question mark. We are here protesting
because things need to change.” — AFP

COLOMBO: A woman waits in a queue to buy kerosene for home use at a service station in Colombo.— AFP

Vietnam’s VinFast 
announces $2bn US 
electric car factory
WASHINGTON: Vietnamese car manufacturer
VinFast announced Tuesday it will build a $2 billion
electric vehicle factory in the US state of North
Carolina amid its push to enter the competitive global
market for EVs. President Joe Biden cheered the
announcement of the 800-hectare factory in Chatham
County that will also make electric busses and EV bat-
teries, calling it “the latest example of my economic
strategy at work.”

“Our efforts to build a clean energy economy are
driving companies to make more in America, rebuild
our supply chains here at home, and ultimately bring
down costs for the American people,” he said.

VinFast said construction on the facility that will be
able to produce 150,000 vehicles a year would start

this year once a permit is obtained, and aim to finish
by 2024. In a statement, the automaker said the factory
would produce the five-passenger VinFast VF 8 and
the seven-passenger VinFast VF 9, both of which are
all-electric SUVs.

Under the company’s memorandum of understand-
ing with the state of North Carolina, VinFast said it
would expand the factory in the future. “North
Carolina’s strong commitments in building a clean
energy economy, fighting climate change and reducing
greenhouse gas emissions in transportation make it an
ideal location for VinFast to develop its premium, smart
and environmentally friendly EVs,” VinFast Global
CEO Le Thi Thu Thuy said in a statement.

The carmaker is a subsidiary of Vietnam’s largest
private conglomerate, Vingroup, which is owned by
Pham Nhat Vuong, the country’s richest man with a for-
tune Forbes estimates as $6.3 billion. Last July, VinFast
announced it would launch two new electric vehicles in
North America and Europe in 2022. The American
electric vehicle market is an increasingly competitive
space, home to Tesla, a host of EV startups and the
Detroit automakers, who have recently announced
electric versions of longstanding models. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: VinFast, the Vietnamese automaker under Vingroup, said Tuesday it will build its first US factory in
North Carolina, part of the company’s previously stated plans to invest and expand in the country.
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Abu Dhabi’s Lulu 
invites pitches for 
2023 UAE listing
ABU DHABI: Lulu Group International, which runs
one of the Middle East’s largest supermarket chains, is
considering an initial public offering early next year in
the United Arab Emirates, people familiar with the
matter said.  

The diversified conglomerate-valued at more than
$5 billion in 2020 — has asked global banks to pitch
for roles for potential listings, the people said, asking
not to be identified discussing confidential information.
The firm may opt for multiple listings in the Gulf stock
exchanges, one of the people said. 

Deliberations are ongoing and no final decisions
have been made on the venue or details of the offering,
the people said. It wasn’t immediately clear if Lulu
wants to list parts of the business or the entire firm.
Abu Dhabi-based Lulu Group was founded by Indian
entrepreneur Yusuff Ali, who set up the first Lulu store
in the early 1990s during a years-long oil boom in the
Gulf region. The company also operates shopping
malls and other businesses including hospitality, ship-
ping and real estate. The company has an annual rev-
enue of about $8 billion, employs more than 57,000
people and mainly operates in 22 countries located
across the Middle East, Asia, US, and Europe.

“We don’t want to comment on market rumors,”
said V Nandakumar, Lulu Group’s director of commu-
nications.  Saudi Arabia’s sovereign wealth fund is
exploring a potential investment in LuLu Group
International. This comes after ADQ acquired almost a
fifth of LuLu Group International for just over $1 bil-
lion in late 2020.

Germany activates 
emergency gas plan 
to secure supply
BERLIN: Germany on Wednesday raised the alert
level under its emergency gas plan as fears rose
that Russia could cut off supplies if Western coun-
tries refused to make payments in rubles.

“A crisis room will now be established in the
ministry,” Economy Minister Robert Habeck said in
a press conference, after G7 countries rejected
Russia’s demand for payments in its currency. The
“early warning” measure, the first of three alert lev-
els under the government’s gas plan, was “preven-
tative” and intended to assure supply of the fuel,
Habeck said. Only at the third “emergency” level
would the government intervene in the market to
divvy up limited supplies, prioritizing “protected”
consumers including homes and hospitals, the min-
istry said in a statement.

Gas reserves were currently at 25 percent of
capacity, Habeck said in his press conference,
adding that a stop to deliveries from Russia would
have “serious” consequences, though supplies con-
tinued to flow. “We are in a situation where every
kilowatt-hour saved helps,” Habeck said in an
appeal to private consumers and businesses to lim-
it their energy use. The Kremlin reiterated on
Tuesday that it will only be accepting payment in
rubles for gas deliveries to the European Union-
after Group of Seven (G7) energy ministers called
this arrangement “unacceptable”. —AFP

Energy prices push 
Spanish inflation 
to 37-year high
MADRID: Spanish inflation has surged to a near
37-year high due to soaring energy prices following
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, official data showed
Wednesday, adding pressure on the government.

The rate jumped to 9.8 percent in March from
7.6 percent in February, its highest level since May
1985, according to a preliminary estimate from
national statistics institute INE. “It is a bad figure
which affects our economy, especially more vulner-
able groups ... due to runaway energy prices,”
Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez told parlia-
ment. Like the rest of Europe, Spain has been strug-
gling since last year with soaring energy prices,
with households and businesses struggling to pay
electricity bills. Since Russia invaded Ukraine on
February 24, oil prices have spiked, and Spain’s
transport and farm sectors have staged noisy
protests and strikes to demand help with crippling
gasoline prices.

The March increase was due to the surge in
electricity and fuel prices, but also by the rise in

the cost of food items due to the war, the statistics
office said. Sanchez’s government approved
Tuesday plans to offer 16 billion euros ($17.5 bil-
lion) in direct aid and loans for companies and
households hit by the impact of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine.

The measures, which will remain in place until
June 30, include a discount of 20 cents per litre of
fuel, with the government paying 15 cents and fuel
providers the rest. It also includes a 362-million-
euro aid package for the agriculture and farming
sector, 68 million euros for the fishing and aquacul-
ture industries and a two percent cap on rental
increases. For households, over the next three
months, rent increases will be limited to a maximum
of two percent.

Spain, together with Portugal, will send a pro-
posal in the coming days to the European Union to
cap gas prices, on the back of a special authoriza-
tion announced late last week by Brussels authoriz-
ing the two countries to intervene in power mar-
kets. The government hopes that the combination
of economic aid and finding a way to decouple gas
prices from electricity costs will help defuse inter-
nal tensions. “We are convinced that the national
response plan and especially the agreement
reached in Brussels to set a gas reference price...
will allow us in the near to bend the curve (of infla-
tion) and stabilize the evolution of the cost of liv-
ing,” Sanchez said. — AFP

Indebted Evergrande 
to sell $575 million 
stake in mega-project
BEIJING: Troubled Chinese developer Evergrande on
Wednesday said it will sell its stake in an incomplete
development near Shanghai for $575 million as it
scrambles to find cash to pay its mammoth debts. The
real estate giant is drowning in $300 billion of liabilities,
and has struggled to repay bondholders and investors
after a clampdown by Beijing suddenly turned off the
liquidity taps. On Wednesday the developer said it
would sell the Crystal City Project, a vast commercial
zone in Hangzhou, an eastern city outside of Shanghai
for 3.66 billion yuan.

Part of the proceeds from the sale will go to repaying
construction fees of 920.7 million yuan, the company
said in a filing to the Hong Kong stock exchange. The
remaining cash will be used as “general working capital
of the group”, Evergrande added. “The group’s liquidity
issue has adversely affected the development and
progress of the group’s projects,” it said. On Tuesday
night, the firm’s Evergrande New Electric Vehicle unit
also confirmed in a separate filing that it plans to start
mass production of its first electric car on June 22.

It had said Sunday it would start taking orders for
the car and open sales centres in 15 major Chinese
cities, including in Tianjin, Shanghai and Guangzhou.

But the announcement was unable to prevent the
unit’s share price plunging almost 10 percent on
Wednesday after resuming trading. The auto arm had
halted trading on March 21 along with Evergrande
Group and Evergrande Property Services. That came as
the developer said it was looking into how lenders have
laid claim to deposits of more than 13.4 billion yuan for
its property services subsidiary.—AFP


