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Inflation clouds ‘Black Friday’
start of US holiday shopping

NEW YORK: US retailers unveiled a trove of fresh
promotions Friday, as they try to coax sales from
reticent shoppers whose holiday cheer has been
tempered by inflation and worries over a softening
economy. “Black Friday”, the unofficial start of the
US holiday shopping season, announced itself with
the annual day-after-Thanksgiving deluge of online
deals and early store openings.

Traffic was steady at Macy’s flagship store in
midtown Manhattan, where crowds braved drizzly,
chilly weather to survey the mammoth department
store and take in holiday windows that feature a
Santa surrounded by disco balls and fox family of
stuffed animals clad in plaid. But industry experts
have been cautious about this year’s prospects, in
light of price pressures that have exacerbated con-
cerns about an oversupply of goods.

A year ago, retailers faced product shortfalls in
the wake of shipping backlogs and factory closures
related to COVID-19. To avert a repeat, the industry
front-loaded holiday imports this year, leaving it
vulnerable to oversupply at a time when consumers
are cutting back. “Today’s problem is having too
much stuff,” said Neil Saunders, managing director
for consultancy GlobalData Retail.

Saunders said retailers have made progress in
reducing excess inventories, but oversupply will
mean deep discounts in many categories, including
electronics and apparel. “This is a holiday season
where retailers are going to have to work very hard
for very small gains,” he said.

The dynamic has created opportunities for savvy
shoppers like Carla Forbes, who began scouring for
holiday discounts weeks ago. She nabbed a jacket
Friday at Macy’s for $79, down from an original
price of $225. While promotions on watches and
jewelry have got “better,” she noted that such deals
are not available for staples like food, for which
prices have soared. “You just have to buy it if you
want (it),” Forbes said.

Diminishing savings
Leading forecasts from Deloitte and the

National Retail Federation project a single-digit
percentage rise in sales, but this is unlikely to
exceed the inflation rate. Adobe expects an overall
holiday sales increase of 2.5 percent, less than a
third of last year’s level. Besides inflation, Adobe
cited higher Federal Reserve interest rates and an
uptick in brick-and-mortar shopping as factors.

Consumers spent $7.28 billion up through 6:00
pm Eastern time (2300 GMT) for Black Friday,
according to Adobe. The company anticipates that
when the final tally is in, consumers will spend
between $9 billion and $9.2 billion for the day, set-
ting a new record for online sales on Black Friday.
Countries like Britain and France have been mark-
ing Black Friday too, but with soaring inflation,
merchants there face a similar dilemma. “The worry
is that it could turn out to be more of a Bleak
Friday,” said Hargreaves Lansdown analyst
Susannah Streeter.

Anne Campbell, who was visiting New York
from Scotland, said the mood felt very different
from home, where worries about energy security
and a weakening economy dominated. “Things are
very tight in the UK for a lot of people,” she said,
contrasting this with spending in the US. US shop-
pers have remained resilient throughout the pan-
demic, often spending more than expected even
when consumer sentiment surveys suggested
gloominess.

Part of the reason has been the unusually robust
state of savings, with many households banking
government pandemic aid payments at a time of
reduced consumption due to virus restrictions. But
that cushion is starting to whittle away. After hitting
$2.5 trillion in excess savings in mid-2021, the
benchmark fell to $1.7 trillion in the second quarter,
according to Moody’s. Accompanying this drop has
been a rise in credit card debt visible in Fed data

and anecdotally described by chains that report
more purchases made with food stamps.

Mixed picture
Recent earnings reports from retailers paint a

mixed picture on consumer health. Target stood on
the downcast side, pointing to a sharp decline in
shopping activity in late October, potentially por-
tending a weak holiday season. “We’ve had a con-
sumer who has been dealing with very stubborn
inflation for quarter after quarter now,” Chief
Executive Brian Cornell told a conference call with

analysts. He added that customers are “shopping
very carefully on a budget”.

But Lowe’s, another US chain specializing in
home-improvement, described the same late-
October period as “strong”. Friday’s crowds in
New York were more robust compared with a year
ago, said shopper Marvin Thomas, who also ven-
tured out for Black Friday in 2021. Inflation is a “big
problem,” he told AFP, catching his breath outdoors
after finding a deal on a hat at Foot Locker. “I’m not
going to deny that it has affected me, but you gotta
do what you gotta do.” — AFP 

Oversupply means deep discounts in many categories

EAST RUTHERFORD, New Jersey: Customers visit the American Mall during Black Friday on Nov 25,
2022. —AFP 

LONDON: Shoppers are seen in central London on Nov 25, 2022. —AFP 

Seoul launches
self-driving
bus experiment
SEOUL: South Korea’s capital launched its first
self-driving bus route on Friday, part of an experi-
ment that engineers said aims to make people feel
more comfortable with driverless vehicles on the
roads. The new vehicle does not look like a regular
bus and has rounded edges as well as large win-
dows that make it appear more like a toy than a
technological breakthrough.

This design is intentional, said Jeong Seong-
gyun, head of autonomous driving at 42 Dot, the
start-up responsible for the self-driving technology
that is now owned by auto giant Hyundai. “This is
the future,” he told AFP, adding that the bus

required “a considerable new type of design”. The
bus looks a bit “like Lego” and is made of compos-
ite parts to help keep costs down and make it easy
to replicate, he said. It uses cameras and radar to
navigate the way instead of expensive sensors,
Seong-gyun added.

The company’s goal was to make the technology
low-cost, safe and easily transferable to many types
of vehicles in the future, for example, delivery
trucks. For now-with a safety driver monitoring
closely - the bus will drive itself around a small 3.4-
km circuit in downtown Seoul that takes around 20
minutes. The public can board at two designated
stops after booking a free seat through an app.

“I feel like I’ve just hopped into a time machine
to visit the future,” said Kim Yi hae-ran, 68, after
her 20-minute ride during the launch of the bus
Friday. “I thought it might make me dizzy from a
sudden acceleration but I didn’t feel any of it.” The
ride felt “very smooth and safe”, which she said
made her feel proud of the technological progress
the South Korean company has made. — AFP 

Adani defends
media bid after
freedom fears
MUMBAI: Indian tycoon Gautam Adani said
Friday that media should have the “courage” to
support the government when warranted, after his
hostile takeover bid for one of the country’s top
broadcasters sparked press freedom fears. Adani,
60, is the world’s third-richest person, with an
estimated net worth of $134 billion and interests
ranging from Australian coal mines to India’s
busiest ports.

He is also seen as a close acolyte of Hindu
nationalist Prime Minister Narendra Modi, often
publicly supporting his policies. A company from
his Adani Group
revealed in August that it
had indirectly bought 29
percent of NDTV,
against the wishes of the
broadcaster’s manage-
ment, and is moving to
buy a majority stake
next month. In a wide-
ranging interview with
the Financial Times,
Adani said his foray into
media was a “responsi-
bility” rather than a
business opportunity.

He added that it was
time for India to have a global news conglomerate
on par with Al Jazeera and said the channel should
support the government when appropriate.
“Independence means if government has done
something wrong, you say it’s wrong,” Adani told
the British broadsheet. “But at the same time, you
should have courage when the government is doing
the right thing every day. You have to also say that.”

NDTV’s two channels, one in Hindi and one in
English, stand out among India’s myriad rolling
news broadcasters for inviting on critics of the
government as well as their hard-hitting reporting.
It has already been hit by a slew of legal cases that
its owners said were a result of its reporting. Under
Modi, India has slipped 10 places in the Reporters
Without Borders global press freedom ranking and
is now 150 out of 180 surveyed countries. Critical
reporters often find themselves behind bars and
hounded on social media by supporters of Modi’s
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).

Self-made billionaire Adani, 60, this year over-
took fellow Indian Mukesh Ambani to become
Asia’s richest man. Like Modi, Adani hails from
western Gujarat state, and his conglomerate has
expanded aggressively in recent years, including
into new areas like airports and renewable energy.
But its growth into capital-intensive businesses has
raised alarm, with analysts from Fitch Group’s
CreditSights warning in August that the group was
“deeply overleveraged”. — AFP

SEOUL: This photo taken in Seoul on Nov 23, 2022
shows a bus with a blue-colored logo, which indi-
cates that autonomous driving is taking place, as it
approaches a stop on the country’s first self-dri-
ving bus route run by 42 Dot. — AFP 

Gautam Adani

Vehicle pollution
zone to cover
all of London
LONDON: Older and more heavily polluting vehi-
cles will have to pay to enter the entire metropolitan
area of London from next August, the British capi-
tal’s mayor said Friday. Sadiq Khan said the ultra-
low emission zone (ULEZ) would be expanded
beyond its current confines from Aug 29, to encom-
pass the entire nine million people of Greater
London. Announcing a parallel expansion of bus
services in outer London, he argued that air pollu-
tion from older and heavier vehicles was making
Londoners “sick from cradle to the grave”.

The ULEZ had already proven “transformation-
al”, the mayor said, and its extension would mean

“five million more people will be able to breathe
cleaner air and live healthier lives”. But the plan has
prompted a fierce backlash from political oppo-
nents and some residents in the capital, who point
to a consultation held indicating that a majority of
Londoners opposed extending the zone.

The two-month outreach exercise - held earlier
this year by Transport for London (TfL), which
runs the capital’s various transport systems -
heard from 57,913 people, including nearly 12,000
campaigners on either side of the issue. Although it
found 55 percent of respondents had “some con-
cern” about their local air quality, the consultation
also recorded 59 percent as opposed to the ULEZ
being expanded at all.

That rose to 70 percent in the outer London
areas set to be part of the enlargement. “Sadiq
Khan has broken his promise to listen to
Londoners,” the Conservative grouping in London’s
devolved lawmaking assembly said on Twitter. “He
must U-TURN on the ULEZ expansion.” — AFP

US bans gear from
Huawei and ZTE
over security risk
WASHINGTON: US authorities announced a ban
Friday on the import or sale of communications
equipment deemed “an unacceptable risk to
national security” - including gear from Chinese
giants Huawei Technologies and ZTE. Both firms
have been on a roster of companies listed as a
threat by the Federal Communications Commission
(FCC), and the new rules bar future authorizations
of their equipment. The move is the latest in a
series of actions to limit the access of Chinese tele-
com firms to US networks, and comes during a
long-running standoff between the world’s two
biggest economies.

US officials have shown growing wariness in
recent years of Chinese telecommunications com-
panies and technology. “The FCC is committed to
protecting our national security by ensuring that
untrustworthy communications equipment is not
authorized for use within our borders,” said chair-
woman Jessica Rosenworcel in a statement. She
added that the new rules are a part of ongoing
work to guard against security threats. A Huawei
spokesperson offered no comment on the ban
when contacted by AFP.

The order also affects other companies, includ-
ing video surveillance equipment firms Hangzhou
Hikvision and Dahua Technology. The FCC said
Friday that it was also seeking comment on future
action relating to existing authorizations.
Previously, Washington had banned Huawei from
supplying US government systems and strongly
discouraged the use of its equipment in the private
sector, with fears that Huawei equipment could be
compromised by Chinese intelligence. —AFP 


