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ZHENGZHOU, China: Biology student Ma Jingjing
wandered the hall of a job fair in central China among
other young Chinese hoping to find work in an econo-
my crushed by the coronavirus pandemic.

Ma, 26, is one of almost nine million people gradu-
ating and entering the job market this year at a time of
great uncertainty, an issue that has the ruling
Communist Party worried to the point that President
Xi Jinping has made it a priority. The world’s second-
largest economy may have rebounded sharply from a
historic virus-induced contraction, but its young grad-
uate jobless rate in June was more than three times
that for urban unemployment.

Ma was among hundreds of young faces streaming
in and out of the job fair on a recent weekend in
Zhengzhou, where employers in industries ranging
from real estate to manufacturing were recruiting.

Like many others, the aspiring teacher is “at a loss”
and wondering if she should settle for any job or hold
off work for further education. “I have applied to seven
or eight private schools, but only one has called me
back for an interview,” she told AFP at the fair.

“I’ve studied for so many years and don’t want my
family to pay for further training,” she said.

“I’m especially worried about my finances.” Aware
of the risk that mass unemployment can spark political
unrest-jeopardizing the party’s pledge of prosperity in

return for unquestioned political power-the govern-
ment has been making efforts to boost graduate
employment via state-owned enterprises (SOEs). But
poorer opportunities this year are pushing some into
further studies, less ideal jobs or other options.

‘Extremely anxious’ 
Although China’s economy appeared to make a

strong comeback in the second quarter-growing 3.2
percent on-year-analysts caution the rebound may be
overestimated, with a gap re-emerging between
national figures and higher-frequency data. Louis Kuijs
of Oxford Economics told AFP there is no doubt China
is recovering, but the magnitude would determine if
growth is “strong enough to re-absorb some of the
labor market problems” that emerged earlier this year,
such as layoffs.

A gap in growth of a few percentage points could
lead to a difference of millions of jobs created, he
added. Although China’s urban unemployment rate
slipped to 5.7 percent in June, 19.3 percent of new
graduates remained jobless, UOB economists said in a
report, adding the labor market “continued to face chal-
lenges”.

Top-level economic data has not necessarily meant
better hiring on the ground. A 27-year-old surnamed
Kang, who graduated in 2017, is back in the market
after his contract in the communications industry in
Beijing ended.

He decided to return to Zhengzhou, but has only
received around five callbacks after sending more than
30 resumes to firms-and is still looking for a job. “The
virus outbreak has limited travel and a lot of job fairs
have been postponed or cancelled,” he said. “I’m
extremely anxious.”

Lu Yifan, 25, said the pandemic had caused many
overseas Chinese students like him to return home
sooner than planned-adding to the flood of jobseekers.

And Guangdong graduate Zhao Jingying, 22, told

AFP: “For us (this year), getting a single job offer is a
feat.” Another, Beijing-based Huo Ruixi, 23, left univer-
sity in July but is planning a second round of further
education after an unsuccessful five-month job search.

‘Pressures are larger’ 
The crisis is also causing problems for employers.

Yang Changwei, manager at Deyou Real Estate, told
AFP at the Zhengzhou fair it was getting harder to hire
sales staff based on commission.

“It feels like jobseekers’ mindsets have shifted,” he
said. “In sales, you may or may not make deals but
with other jobs there can be more stability in income.
Because of the epidemic, financial pressures are larger

as well.” Officials are ramping up efforts to boost
graduate employment, and Premier Li Keqiang
announced over nine million new roles will be created
this year.

A State Council guideline in March said smaller firms
that recruit graduates with contracts longer than a year
will be given a subsidy, while SOEs will “continuously
expand” the scale of graduate-hiring this year and next.
Henan authorities, for one, said at least half the recruit-
ment positions at SOEs within the province should be
reserved for this year’s graduates, while Nanjing city in
Jiangsu province set aside one billion yuan ($143 mil-
lion) to provide 100,000 internships for struggling
graduates, Xinhua news agency reported. — AFP
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JAL logs $885m
quarterly loss 
on pandemic
TOKYO: Japan Airlines yesterday said it suffered a
deep quarterly net loss of $885 million as the coron-
avirus pandemic halted air travel around the world.
The air carrier said its net loss for April-June came to
93.7 billion yen, plummeting from a quarterly profit of
12.9 billion yen seen a year ago.

The company changed its accounting method start-
ing this quarter. But the latest data registered as the
biggest loss, under a different accounting method, since
the company was relisted on the Tokyo Stock Exchange
in 2012, after it filed for bankruptcy in 2010. Quarterly
sales dived 78.1 percent to 76.4 billion yen, JAL said. 

The company did not issue annual forecasts, citing
deep uncertainty surrounding the pandemic.

“The worldwide spread of COVID-19 infection has
imposed severe restrictions on international travel glob-
ally, causing international passenger demand to almost
disappear,” the company said in a statement. It added
that passenger traffic for its international segment col-
lapsed 98.6 percent on-year, while domestic passenger
traffic fell 86.7 percent.

“Upon the declaration of the state of emergency on
April 7 in Japan, domestic passenger demand also fell
rapidly and in an unprecedented manner as inter-pre-
fecture travel was strongly discouraged by the govern-
ment,” it said. JAL said the pickup of international travel
remained “unforeseeable”.

The lifting of Japan’s emergency declaration and the
nation’s recent push to promote domestic travel have
improved domestic demand a bit, the company said.

However, the company said: “Japanese society is
still struggling to work out how to resume economic
activities with infection prevention measures, thus it is
expected it will take more time for domestic passenger
demand to make a full recovery.” JAL’s announcement
came only days after its chief domestic rival ANA
Holdings said it saw a record net loss of 108.8 billion
yen and an operating loss of 159.0 billion yen for the
April-June quarter. — AFP

HONG KONG: HSBC said yesterday
profits for the first half of 2020 plunged
by 69 percent on year as the banking
giant was hammered by the coronavirus
pandemic and spiraling China-US ten-
sions.

The lender reported post-tax profit of
$3.1 billion while pre-tax profit was $4.3
billion, a 64 percent drop on the same
period last year. Reported revenue was
down nine percent at $26.7 billion. The
figures missed analyst forecasts and the
bank also raised its estimate for 2020
loan losses from $8 billion to $13 billion.
Its shares plunged more than four per-
cent on the Hong Kong stock exchange
after the results were released in the
lunch break, trading at HK33.55. Chief
executive Noel Quinn described the first
six months of the year as “some of the
most challenging in living memory”.

“Our first-half performance was
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic,
falling interest rates, increased geopoliti-
cal risk and heightened levels of market
volatility,” he said in a statement to the
Hong Kong stock exchange. Even by the
standards of the current economic mael-
strom engulfing global banks, HSBC has
had a torrid time.  Before the coronavirus
crisis it was beset by disappointing profit
growth, ground down by US-China trade
war uncertainties and Britain’s departure
from the European Union.

The Asia-focused lender embarked on
a huge cost-cutting initiative at the start
of the year, including plans to slash about
35,000 jobs as well as trimming fat from
less profitable divisions, primarily in the
United States and Europe.

The coronavirus upended some of that
cost-cutting drive with banks hammered
by market volatility and the economic
slowdown caused by the pandemic.

But HSBC has a further headache-
geopolitical tensions via its status as a
major business conduit between China
and the West. HSBC makes 90 percent of
its profit in Asia, with China and Hong
Kong being the major drivers of growth.

Caught in crossfire 
As a result it has found itself more

vulnerable than most to the crossfire
caused by the increasingly bellicose rela-
tionship between Beijing and
Washington. The bank has tried to stay in
Beijing’s good graces. It vocally backed a
draconian national security law that
Beijing imposed on Hong Kong in June to
end a year of unrest and pro-democracy
protests.

The move sparked criticism in
Washington and London but analysts
saw it as an attempt to protect its access
to China, which has a track record of
punishing businesses that do not toe
Beijing’s line.

But that has not shielded it from
Beijing’s wrath.  Last month the bank was
a subject of multiple reports in China’s
state-run media claiming that it had
helped to provide the evidence that led
to the arrest in Canada of Huawei execu-
tive Meng Wanzhou on a US arrest war-
rant.

HSBC released a statement on its
Chinese Weibo accounts saying it had
not “framed” telecom giant Huawei or
“fabricated evidence” that led to the
arrest of Meng. China’s internet censors
blocked access to HSBC’s statement
within hours of publication, without
offering an explanation. Quinn refer-
enced the bank’s growing political vul-
nerability in Monday’s statement.
“Current tensions between China and the
US inevitably create challenging situa-
tions for an organization with HSBC’s
footprint,” he said. “However, the need
for a bank capable of bridging the
economies of East and West is acute, and
we are well placed to fulfil this role,” he
added.

The bank’s Asia operations continued
to show “good resilience”, Quinn said,
with profit before tax of $7.4 billion.
Earlier this year Quinn put some of the
job cuts on hold as the pandemic struck.

But in yesterday’s statement he vowed
to press ahead with the cost-cutting. “As
we seek to accelerate our transformation
in the second half of the year, I am mind-
ful of the impact it will have for some of
our people, particularly those leaving
us,” he said.  — AFP

ZHENGZHOU: A job seeker (left) interacts with a hiring official of a company during a
career fair in Zhengzhou, China’s Henan province.— AFP

HONG KONG: Pedestrians walk past the local HSBC headquarters building in
Hong Kong yesterday. HSBC said yesterday its first half post-tax profits for
2020 plunged 69 percent on year as the Asia-focused banking giant was
hammered by the coronavirus and spiraling China-US tensions. — AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: A Boeing 787 of Japan Airlines (JAL) is
seen at the gate at San Francisco International Airport
(SFO). — AFP

HSBC hammered by pandemic,
soaring US-China tensions

YAOUNDE: Tomato farmer Gregory
Ngwana is used to good years. But this
season, wild weather - too little rainfall and
then too much - has paired with
Cameroon’s coronavirus lockdown to slash
harvests, make transport difficult and drive
away buyers. “I cannot earn enough
income for my family, not to speak of
recovering the money to repay loans
incurred to invest in my tomato farm this
season,” the 45-year-old from the town of
Soa, north of Yaounde, told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation at Mokolo market in
the capital.

“This is the first time we are having a
double crisis: weather disappointment and
the coronavirus lockdown,” Ngwana said.
Thousands of other small-scale tomato
farmers in Cameroon similarly are facing
huge losses from what had been a thriving
business - one promoted by Cameroon’s
government as a way to boost incomes.

“Agriculture is one of the key mainstays
of our economy - the reason we are put-
ting in every effort to promote rapid-yield
food crops like tomatoes and vegetables,”
Minister of Agriculture and Rural
Development Gabriel Mbairobe told an
online government meeting last month.

Farmers say a lack of rain in the tradi-
tional planting period in March - a prob-
lem believed linked to climate change - cut
harvests. When rains finally arrived, they
were too heavy, leading to crop losses and
rapid spoilage, farmers said. Then, what
they were able to pick turned out to be
difficult to sell, with COVID-19 lockdowns
hitting transport and cross-border trade,
and sharply driving down prices.

Mary Azong, a tomato farmer in
Yaounde, said her production had
dropped from 20 tons this time last year to
just 8 tons this year.

“This is making it very tough for me
and my family to cope,” she said. Farmers
said the price of a 20-litre container of
tomatoes had dropped by three-quarters
compared to last year. Environment
experts said extreme weather this year
was taking a heavy toll on the crop.

“Tomatoes are sensitive to heavy rains.
They get rot faster with heavy and pro-
longed rains,” said Zachee Nzoh
Ngandembou, CEO of the Centre for the
Environment and Rural Transformation,
(CERUT), a sustainable development non-
profit. “Weather extremes linked to climate
change are a major cause for concern,” he

said. Farmers also have struggled to get
their harvest to market on badly main-
tained, mainly dirt roads rendered impass-
able by rain, he said - a particular problem
for a perishable crop like tomatoes.

Cross-border trade
Both Cameroon’s government and

farmers say closure of borders between
the country and Nigeria, Gabon and
Equatorial Guinea since mid-March, as a
result of COVID-19, has worsened the
country’s tomato crisis. Ngwana said he
normally sells more than 80 percent of his
harvest in large-scale lots to buyers from
neighboring countries. But those buyers
no longer are coming, he said. “We now
have local consumers who more or less
buy in small quantities just for family con-
sumption,” the grower said. To try to sell
their harvest before it spoils, some farmers
near cities like Yaounde have turned to
door-to-door sales, offering produce at
prices nearly 90 percent below former
market rates, Ngwana said. While bad
news for farmers, that has been good for
urban buyers, who can’t always afford
tomatoes. This year, “even the poor can
put good tomato sauce on their table more
regularly,” noted Yaounde resident Angela
Ebong, a seamstress. Cameroon has seen
more than 17,000 cases of the coronavirus
this year, with over 390 deaths.

Government help?
Mbairobe, the agriculture minister, said

the government hoped to increase support
to tomato farmers to compensate some of
their losses. As part of the country’s 2035
development plan, aimed at boosting eco-
nomic growth and reducing poverty, over
12,000 young people have gotten govern-
ment support over the last five years to
begin growing tomatoes or other vegeta-
bles. Official statistics put tomato produc-
tion in Cameroon at about 878,000 tons
in 2019. Estimates for this year’s harvest
have not been released. But farmers -
especially women and young people who
earn their main income growing tomatoes
- say they will need state subsidies to stay
in business after this hard year. “We think
we deserve some financial support from
the government in periods like this, and not
just promises as announced by the minis-
ter of agriculture,” said Michael Ajang, a
member of the tomato vendors’ associa-
tion in Yaounde. —Reuters

Cameroon tomato farmers
count losses to weather, virus


