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Canada should focus 
on boosting economy 
as debt soars: Analysts
TORONTO: Canada should focus on boosting
economic growth after getting pummeled by the
COVID-19 crisis, analysts say, even as concerns
about the sustainability of its debt are growing,
with Fitch downgrading the nation’s rating just
over a week ago.

Canadian Finance Minister Bill Morneau will
deliver a “fiscal snapshot” on Wednesday that will
outline the current balance sheet and may give an
idea of the money the government is setting aside
for the future. As the economy recovers, some fis-
cal support measures, which are expected to
boost the budget deficit sharply, could be wound
down and replaced by incentives meant to get
people back to work and measures to boost eco-
nomic growth, economists said. “The only solution
to these large deficits is growth, so we need a
transition to a pro-growth agenda,” said Craig
Wright, chief economist at Royal Bank of Canada.

The IMF expects Canada’s economy to con-
tract by 8.4 percent this year. Ottawa is already
rolling out more than C$150 billion in direct eco-
nomic aid, including payments to workers impact-
ed by COVID-19.

Further stimulus measures could include a
green growth strategy, as well as spending on
infrastructure, including smart infrastructure,
economists said. Smart infrastructure makes use of
digital technology. “We have to make sure that
government spending is calibrated to the economy
of the future rather than the economy of the past,”
Wright said. Canada lost one of its coveted triple-
A ratings in June when Fitch downgraded it for the
first time, citing the billions of dollars in emer-
gency aid Ottawa has spent to help bridge the
downturn caused by COVID-19 shutdowns.
Standard & Poor’s, Moody’s and DBRS still give
Canadian debt the highest rating. At DBRS,
Michael Heydt, the lead sovereign analyst on
Canada, says his concern is about potential struc-
tural damage to the economy if the slowdown
lingers too long. —Reuters

BANGKOK: To go anywhere in Singapore these
days, Joni Sng needs mobile phone apps and other
technologies: a QR code to enter shops, a digital map
to see how crowded a mall or park is, and a tracker
to show if she was near someone infected with the
coronavirus. For the roughly 5.6 million people in
Singapore, these actions are routine as the govern-
ment eases restrictions placed to contain the spread
of the disease.

“The apps are quite convenient and easy to use,
and I feel a little safer knowing that everyone else is
also using them,” Sng, a videographer, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. “It has become very
natural to click on the apps while going somewhere,
just like wearing a mask,” she said.

Singapore, along with Taiwan, South Korea and
China, was quick to
embrace technology to
map the coronavirus out-
break early on with contact
tracing, robots and drones.

Now, countries and
businesses are mandating
technologies as people
return to work and begin to
travel, with apps, scanners,
check-in systems, and so-
called immunity passports.
These are particularly
needed in big cities that tend to be more densely pop-
ulated, with more points of contact for the population,
ranging from public transit to bars and restaurants.

“As Singapore restarts its economy, data-driven
tech solutions will play a crucial role in helping the
nation safely and successfully get back on its feet,”
Singapore’s Government Technology Agency said in a
statement last week.

Harm’s way
COVID-19, the illness caused by the new coron-

avirus, has infected more than 10 million people world-
wide and killed over 500,000, pushing governments
and companies to innovate quickly on everything from
quarantines to ventilators. Many have turned to tech-

nologies based on big data, such as facial recognition
software, that have raised fears of surveillance and pri-
vacy risks, but which authorities say are needed to
track the disease and keep people safe.

China’s health code app was among the first off the
block, showing whether a user is symptom-free in
order to take the subway or check into a hotel.

In India, authorities have made the contact-tracing
mobile app Aarogya Setu mandatory for everything
from taking public transit and boarding flights to going
to work. But these tools exclude vulnerable and mar-
ginalized populations, including those without smart-
phones, said Malavika Jayaram, executive director of
the Digital Asia Hub think tank.

“When tools that are supposedly enabling
exclude those without the right devices, the same

technology that opens
doors for some, closes
them for others, and can
serve as a barrier, not a
leveller,” she said. “This
raises the risk of the digital
divide turning into a new
sort of ‘privacy divide’,”
she said. “Those with new
smartphones can stay safe,
remain social and return to
a semblance of normal life.
Those with feature phones

will be barred from spaces and activities, or be
unduly surveilled in order to participate in society.”
In some cases, lives are at stake.

Dozens of people are stranded between warring
groups in eastern Ukraine because the government
requires them to download a coronavirus tracking
app, and is denying entry to anyone who doesn’t have
a smartphone, according to Human Rights Watch.
“People have had to camp out, in some cases
overnight, in the middle of an active military conflict,
just because they didn’t have a smartphone to down-
load an app,” said Laura Mills, a researcher at the
advocacy group.

“This highly invasive app is clearly putting people ...
further in harm’s way,” she said.

Not fair
The debate around fairness and equity is set to

intensify, with growing concerns that as workplaces
open and international travel resumes, workers and
travellers may be required to provide proof of
immunity as a condition of entry. One of the options
being considered is an immunity passport, which
collects testing data and enables people to share
their immunity status with an employer or airline.

Estonia has started to test one of the world’s first
digital immunity passports, with countries including
Chile, Germany, Italy, Britain and the United States
also said to be exploring the option.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has been

quick to discredit immunity passports and the notion
that the presence of antibodies in a previously
infected person makes them immune. “There is not
enough evidence about the effectiveness of anti-
body-mediated immunity to guarantee the accuracy
of an immunity passport or risk-free certificate,” it
said in April.

But that has not stopped firms from diving in: UK-
based tech firm VST Enterprises said it has started
shipping its digital health passport, Covi-Pass, to
companies and governments in more than 15 coun-
tries including France, Canada and India. IDnow, a
German technology firm, has said it is in talks with the
UK government for immunity passports. —Reuters

For 5.6 million people in Singapore, these actions are routine

Back to work? But not without a 
check-in app, immunity passport

SINGAPORE: A file photo of Singapore’s contact-tracing smartphone app TraceTogether. Countries and
businesses are mandating technologies as people return to work and begin to travel, with apps,
scanners, check-in systems, and so-called immunity passports. —AFP

Argentina sweetens 
debt revamp offer, 
sets Aug 4 deadline

BUENOS AIRES:  Argentina’s government unveiled
an amended debt restructuring proposal on Sunday
and set a deadline of Aug. 4 for creditors to accept
it, adding some key sweeteners as it looks to defuse
recent tensions with bondholders and strike a deal.

The new proposal  which comes after talks to
revamp around $65 billion in foreign debt stalled
last month, would reduce principal haircuts,
increase coupons and include a bond to account
for accrued interest, the government said in a
statement that described the amendments as the
“final effort”.

It said the move to sweeten the deal showed
the country’s “good faith and will ingness to
remain engaged with the international financial
community”, which it added was key to helping
Argentina dig out of a deep economic recession.
Argentina’s  center-left  President Alberto
Fernandez said in the statement the offer was the
“maximum effort we can make”.

“It is an enormous effort that we have made to

fulfill our word,” he added.
Argentina is racing to revamp the foreign bonds

after tumbling into its ninth sovereign default in
May. A deal is key to avoiding a messy and pro-
tracted legal standoff that would lock the country
out of international credit markets. The debt talks
had progressed well, helping lift local bond prices,
until hitting turbulence in mid-June. Two key bond-
holder groups have since criticized a lack of
engagement with the government and pushed for
stronger legal protection in any deal.

Argentina’s government addressed this concern,
saying holders of eligible bonds issued under a 2005
indenture would now be able to exchange for new
bonds issued under the same indenture, which give
creditors greater protection. It also said the new pro-
posal would include minimum participation thresh-
olds, which had been sought by another of the three
major creditor committees involved in the talks.

“We hope that our creditors understand the
restrictions we have, and appreciate our willing-
ness to reach an agreement that works for all par-
ties,” Economy Minister Martin Guzman said.
Argentina will formally present the proposal to
the US Securities and Exchange Commission
(SEC), the government said in a separate state-
ment. Argentina’s debt restructuring process has
been buffeted by the novel coronavirus pandemic,
which is pushing the country deeper into reces-

sion and driving up poverty. The South American
country’s economy is expected to contract around
12 percent this year.

The grains producing stronghold is also looking
to strike a new deal with major backer the
International Monetary Fund, to help replace a $57
billion credit facility agreed in 2018. The govern-
ment also said on Sunday it will send a bill to
Congress in the next few days to restructure its
local-law foreign currency debt under “equitable
conditions” to the foreign debt revamp. —Reuters

BUENOS AIRES: A woman passes by a store for rent in
Buenos Aires. —AFP

Homebuilder 
Barratt’s 
volumes drop 
LONDON: Barratt Developments said yesterday
its deliveries had fallen by a third as the coron-
avirus crisis halted construction activity, though
the British homebuilder added that it was starting
the new financial year with “cautious optimism”.
While completion volumes slipped to 12,604
homes for the period ended March 22 from 17,856
homes a year earlier, the UK company’s forward
order book carried a value of 3.25 billion pounds
($4.06 billion) as at June 30 versus 2.60 billion
pounds in 2019.

“Since the removal of government restrictions
on housing market activity on 13 May 2020 there

has been a welcome recovery in internet activity,
site visitors and net reservations across both the
industry and our business,” Barratt said. However,
Britain’s largest housebuilder warned that the
prospects for the wider UK economy and the sub-
sequent impact of the pandemic on the housing
market remains uncertain. Although the govern-
ment relaxed restrictions on the housing market in
mid-May, data published by the Bank of England
last week pointed to the lowest number of mort-
gage approvals on record during the month.

Barratt acknowledged that the availability of
higher loan-to-value (LTV) mortgages was at a
reduced level, but said demand from first-time buy-
ers looking to use the government’s help to buy has
been significant since the market reopened. Shares
were indicated to open 3 percent higher as per
traders, following a Times report that finance minis-
ter Rishi Sunak has drawn up plans to exempt most
homebuyers from paying any stamp duty to kick-
start the country’s economic recovery. —Reuters

LONDON: Barratt Developments said yesterday its
deliveries had fallen by a third as the coronavirus cri-
sis halted construction activity.
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UK must be wary 
of debt servicing 
costs: Advisors
LONDON: The British government should be wary of
assuming its mammoth debt pile will always be so
cheap to service or that inflation is dead and so must
ensure fiscal security by pushing ahead with a digital
tax, six former government advisers said yesterday. The
United Kingdom is facing its steepest economic decline
in three centuries of modern British history and is bor-
rowing vast amounts from the bond markets to inject
money into the hemorrhaging economy.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s government should
beware of rising debt costs and the surprise of an infla-

tionary bubble, former advisers to prime ministers
Theresa May and David Cameron said in a report for
the Onward think tank. “The volatile history of interest
rates should make us wary of thinking low real interest
rates are here forever,” said the advisers including Mats
Persson, former adviser to Cameron, and Raoul
Ruparel, a former adviser to May.

“The possibility of surprise inflation still exists,” they
said. “In the 1970s, inflation peaked at over 25% in the
UK, a level few had predicted only a few years earlier.”

The advisers, including May advisers Neil O’Brien
and Will Tanner, said reform of the UK’s tax system was
essential, including a digital tax. “This should be priori-
tized regardless of concerns from partners such as the
US over a digital services tax,” they said. The US has
threatened trade retaliation against European countries
that create their own digital taxes as a way to raise rev-
enue from the local operations of big tech companies
such as Alphabet Inc’s Google and Facebook Inc.

Meanwhile, Britain’s finance minister urged people
Saturday to “eat out to help out” the economy claw its
way from a historic decline sparked by the coronavirus
crisis. The comments by Chancellor Rishi Sunak were
published on the day England finally reopened its
beloved pubs and the rest of the hospitality sector after
more than three months of lockdown.

Britain’s shutdown has been one of Europe’s longest
because of an official toll — 44,131 — that only trails
those of the United States and Brazil. Sunak said the
closures have been especially painful for Britain
because consumption makes up about two-third of its
gross domestic product.

“That’s more than most of our peers,” he told The
Times newspaper. “So we’ve got a situation like this,
with social distancing we’re obviously going to be par-
ticularly impacted by that.”

Sunak said he “worried about a generation that is
scarred by coronavirus”-especially younger people

who see the hospitality sector as their way into the job
market. “For me this is really about social justice,” he
said. “People act responsibly, but ultimately if we eat
out to help out we can protect those jobs. It’s not
abstract.” The true scale of Britain’s unemployment
problem will only be revealed once the government
starts winding down its jobs furlough scheme in August.

The state currently supports 80 percent of most peo-
ple’s wages. But jobless claims still surged 126 percent to
2.8 million in the three months to May. Sunak will make
an economic statement to parliament next week that will
be watched closely for signs of how much support the
government intends to give businesses in the future. The
government is running up debts but interests rates are
low and borrowing costs remain at a historic low. The
Bank of England’s chief economist Andy Haldane created
waves this week by predicting a “V-shaped” recovery
that will see old levels of performance return soon.
Sunak was less certain. —Agencies


