
WASHINGTON: There’s no end in sight to
America’s shortage of baby formula-and the crisis
has highlighted the lack of competition that has
spread to all parts of the US economy, even essen-
tial ones such as food for infants. The problem “is
not going to solve itself in a day or week,” Brian
Deese, a top White House economic advisor, told
CNN Friday.

He was unable to say how long the crisis would
last. Initially caused by supply chain blockages and
a lack of production workers due to the pandemic,
the shortage was exacerbated in February when,
after the death of two infants, manufacturer Abbott
announced a “voluntary recall” for formula made at
its factory in Michigan and shut down that location.

The shortage has left many parents frantic and
fearful their infants may starve. Formula is a neces-
sity for many families, particularly in low-income
households where mothers have to return to work
almost immediately after giving birth and cannot
breastfeed. A further issue is that prices for the
formula that remains have skyrocketed. An investi-
gation by the US Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) cleared Abbott’s formula but made 483
“observations” about the factory, Abbott said in a
statement Friday.

“We immediately began implementing correc-
tive actions and subject to FDA approval, we could
restart our Sturgis, Mich, site within two weeks,”
the company said. The FDA promised to announce
plans next week that would allow, among other
things, the import of formula produced overseas.

‘Matter of weeks’ 
The FDA currently bans most foreign infant

formula, including products made in Europe, not
because of health concerns but due to labeling
and packaging standards. “We believe these and

other ongoing efforts wil l  help dramatically
improve the supply in the US in a matter of
weeks,” FDA head Robert Califf said Friday on
Twitter. US President Joe Biden also said it “will
be a matter of weeks or less” to start fully refill-
ing shelves. He said that stock levels in stores had
begun to stabilize this week.

According to the data collection agency
Datasembly, as of Tuesday, 43 percent of the usual
formula supply was out of stock, up 10 percent
from the April average. Deese stressed that safety
was key in solving the formula shortage and said
that Biden’s administration had been running on all
cylinders to try and provide enough supply.
Accused of a wait-and-see attitude or even indif-
ference, the White House unveiled some measures
Thursday to tackle the issue, but the scope seemed
limited. Biden said Friday that his administration
had intervened as soon as it was aware of the
problem, but that they had to “move with caution
as well as speed.”

Just three manufacturers 
“The White House... is considering all sorts of

options for helping parents, which is good,”
Amanda Starbuck, a research director at the
Food & Water Watch group, a food safety NGO,
told AFP.

She said the crisis was indicative of the problem
with extreme concentration throughout the food
production chain. Three US companies control 95
percent of formula sales, according to Starbuck.

“It matters a little less if... we’re talking about
soda or chips. But it matters a lot more when we’re
talking about essential things like milk,” she said.
The current situation is the result of a decades-
long movement. The concentration has benefited
US companies that, in the absence of competition,

have been able to agree on prices among them-
selves, Starbuck explained.

“But the blame is not completely on these com-
panies,” she said. “Why has our government
allowed for... just three companies to control so
much?” Not to mention that the companies’ giant
size does not make them more efficient. “It’s not
efficient when there’s a single recall that affects

every single parent across the country who needs
to feed their child,” she said. Starbuck said it’s time
to turn back the clock, even if it means dismantling
the huge corporations. “What we need to do now
is pass comprehensive antitrust legislation in order
to better scrutinize companies, to break up com-
panies that have gotten so big that they’re abusing
their market power,” she said.  —AFP

Thousands of 
Argentines 
protest inflation
BUENOS AIRES: Thousands of Argentines brought
central Buenos Aires to a standstill on Thursday in
another massive protest against the South American
country’s soaring inflation. The “Federal march for
work and salaries, and against hunger and poverty”
was bolstered by thousands of people arriving from
outside the capital, heeding the call from multiple
unions and left-wing groups critical of center-left
President Alberto Fernandez’s social policies.

Calls to protest have become more frequent since
the start of the year, as the Argentine economy shows
no signs of stemming its inflationary trend. In the first
four months of 2022, prices rose 23 percent, including
a 6 percent jump in April, according to figures pub-
lished Thursday.

Having already recorded inflation of over 50 per-
cent in 2021, the current rate would surpass even the
worst estimates of 60 percent by the end of the year.
Protesters are also angry at the government’s budget-
ary restraint, a necessity during debt renegotiations
with the International Monetary Fund (IMF), which
will see the country reduce its annual deficit from
three percent of GDP in 2021 to zero by 2025.
Argentina’s left and far left have little clout at the ballot
box but a great capacity to organize street protests.

They are vehemently opposed to repaying
Argentina’s $44 billion IMF debt, and demand more
generous social aid packages. One of their main slo-
gans is: “the debt is to the people.”

While the administration has tried to limit expecta-
tions of more aid, splits have begun to appear in the
government coalition, with Vice President Cristina
Kirchner, the former president, openly criticizing
Fernandez. “I don’t think we will honor all the expecta-
tions, all the confidence, all the hope that has been
placed in us,” she said several days ago, in a veiled
barb at the president.

In recent weeks, Fernandez boosted by 50 percent
food vouchers for the poor, increased pensions for
those working in the informal sector, and also hiked
the minimum wage from 38,940 to 45,540 pesos
($319 to $373). —AFP

FDA bans most foreign infant formula due to poor packaging standards

Lack of competition fueled 
US baby formula shortage

WASHINGTON: A shopper is reflected in a glass case while looking at baby formula at a grocery store in
Washington, DC, on May 11, 2022. —AFP

Toyota hits global 
sales milestone 
of over 20 million 
electrified vehicles
KUWAIT: Reinforcing its commitment to accelerat-
ing its drive to achieve carbon neutrality and create
sustainable mobility for all, Toyota Motor
Corporation recently celebrated a remarkable mile-
stone with cumulative sales of electrified vehicles
surpassing more than 20 million units worldwide at
the end of February 2022.Toyota estimates that the
use of its electrified vehicles has resulted in around
160 million fewer tons of CO2 emissions and has
saved approximately 65 million kiloliters of gasoline
to date.

Long-recognized as a pioneer in the develop-
ment of eco-friendly vehicles, Toyota has adopted a
multi-faceted approach that emphasizes
‘Sustainable and Practical’ solutions as part of its
strategy to respond flexibly to the global demand
for diverse mobility solutions. In 1997, the company
launched the iconic Prius, the world’s first mass-
production Hybrid Electric Vehicle (HEV), followed
by the introduction of the first Plug-in Hybrid
Electric Vehicle (PHEV), the Prius PHEV. In 2014,
the world’s first mass-produced hydrogen Fuel Cell
Electric Vehicles (FCEV), the Toyota Mirai, was
launched and is being well-received by customers
across the globe.

“We are thrilled to achieve this significant mile-
stone,” said Kei Fujita, Chief Representative, Middle
East and Central Asia Representative Office, Toyota
Motor Corporation.”This is a testament from our
valued customers around the world to the quality,
durability, and reliability of our electrified vehicles.

We are extremely grateful to each and everyone of
them for continuously supporting Toyota’s drive to
achieve carbon neutrality.”

Fujita added: “We remain committed to pursuing
various technology options that are both sustain-
able and practical as we continue on our journey
towards ‘Creating Mobility for All’ and ‘Producing
Happiness for All.’” The company’s sales of electri-
fied vehicles in the Middle East are growing year on
year, demonstrating increasing public awareness of
the benefits electrified vehicles offer in terms of
efficiency, performance, and sustainability. Toyota
currently offers the biggest line-up of electrified
vehicles in the region, with a total of six HEV mod-
els including the Corolla, Camry, C-HR, Corolla
Cross, RAV4, and Highlander. Meanwhile, Lexus
continues to set new standards for sustainability in
the luxury segment, where customers can choose
from the Lexus ES, LC, LS, NX, and RX, models.

Toyota’s electrified vehicle strategy centers on a
significant acceleration in the development and
launch of diverse electric powertrains, including
HEVs, PHEVs, FCEVs, and Battery Electric Vehicles
(BEVs). In December 2021, the company unveiled
its BEV strategy, which includes plans to launch 30
models in the passenger and commercial segments
by 2030. The ambitious roadmap also targets

achieving 3.5 million annual electrified vehicle sales
worldwide before the end of the decade. 

This drive to improve and increase the diversity
of electrified powertrain options reflects Toyota’s
commitment to reducing the environmental
impacts of manufacturing and driving vehicles
across the globe and achieving carbon neutrality
throughout its operations. The company has set a
series of targets inspired by key United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that are
designed to embed sustainability throughout its
entire operations.

Hungary holds 
up EU plan to 
ban Russian oil
BRUSSELS: The European Union’s hopes
to quickly impose a ban on Russian oil
imports could be dashed after Hungary
demanded expensive guarantees for its
own fuel supplies, diplomats say. “I am
sure we will have an agreement-we need
this agreement, and we will have it,” EU
foreign policy chief Josep Borrell told
reporters Friday in Germany as G7 minis-
ters met.

But he added if EU diplomats could not
overcome resistance among certain mem-
ber states, then foreign ministers meeting
Monday in Brussels would need to “pro-
vide the political impetus”.

The European Union has already
imposed five rounds of sanctions against
the Russian economy and individuals in
President Vladimir Putin’s inner circle in
response to the invasion of Ukraine. A sixth
round would add some names to the sanc-
tions list and hit some Russian media out-
lets, but most importantly include a ban on
Russian crude oil imports. EU chief Ursula
von der Leyen’s European Commission has
drawn up a proposed text for such a pack-
age, but this needs unanimous approval of
all 27 EU member states.

Hungary is holding out, and several of

its neighbors who are also highly depend-
ent on Russian crude for their oil refineries
are reluctant to sign up.

‘We can’t accept it’ 
Brussels is desperate to avoid the

appearance of division in the face of Putin’s
onslaught and Ukraine’s plight, and officials
are scrambling behind the scenes to patch
up a compromise. But, as Hungary’s Foreign
Minister Peter Szijjarto told the Spanish
daily El Pais this week, Budapest has told
von der Leyen they have “a problem” with
her proposals.

“We can’t accept it, unless she offers us
a solution,” he said. Hungary’s Prime
Minister Viktor Orban, often the odd man
out in Brussels’ decision making, has
informed von der Leyen and French
President Emmanuel Macron, who holds
the EU presidency, of his concerns.

Hungary is landlocked and, like neigh-
boring Slovakia, al l  but 100 percent
dependent on Russian oil from a single
pipeline to supply its refinery, which is
calibrated to process only Russian crude.
Budapest has demanded to be exempted
from the embargo for at least four years
and wants 800 million euros ($830 mil-
lion) in EU funds to re-tool the refinery
and boost the capacity of a pipeline to
Croatia. A European diplomat told AFP
that Slovakia, the Czech Republic,
Bulgaria and even Croatia are queuing up
behind Hungary’s more vocal opposition
with similar demands. The embargo as
envisaged by Brussels would see most
member states halting Russian crude

imports by the end of the year and refined
fuels by the end of next.

Hungary, the Czech Republic and
Slovakia have been offered a two-year
derogation to the embargo, but Hungary
has dismissed this as insufficient. After the
sanctions package was announced with
some fanfare on May 4, 10 days of back-
room negotiations has failed to find a
breakthrough, and tension is mounting.
Diplomats in Brussels dismissed reports
the oil embargo could be removed from
the plan to allow the other much more
minor measures to take effect-arguing that

this would be seen as weakness.
“If this package is adopted without an

oil embargo, I believe President Putin can
celebrate,” warned Ukrainian Foreign
Minister Dmytro Kuleba. Kuleba, who will
join his EU colleagues on Monday, said “it
will be the first case when the unity of the
European Union will be broken because of
the position of one country-Hungary.”
Hungary has proposed exempting deliver-
ies by pipeline from the export ban. Of the
2.8 million barrels of Russian crude that
arrive in the EU every day, only 0.7 million
come by pipe. —AFP

A fuel tank at the Duna (Danube) Refinery of Hungarian MOL Company near
the town of Szazhalombatta, about 30km south of Budapest. The Duna refin-
ery continues to receive Russian crude through the Druzhba pipeline. —AFP
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US stocks finish 
bruising week 
on positive note
NEW YORK: Wall Street stocks rebounded Friday after
a bruising week beset with worries over inflation, the
Ukraine war and the economic outlook. Following a
strong session in Europe and Asia, Wall Street closed the
week robustly, with the tech-rich Nasdaq jumping nearly
four percent and the S&P 500 pushing back above
4,000 points. But even with Friday’s rally, all three major
US indices posted losses for the week. Gregori
Volokhine of  Meeschaert Financial Services warned “it
will take more than one session” to turn around the mar-
ket, adding that there was no clear news catalyst for
Friday’s gains.

Analysts at Briefing.com said the turnaround was
largely due to “a sentiment-driven trade wrapped up in
the notion that stocks are deeply oversold and due for a
bounce.” Stocks were under pressure for most of the
week as fresh data showing elevated US inflation deep-
ened expectations for aggressive action from the Federal
Reserve as it tightens monetary policy. —AFP


