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An end to Australia’s 
apartment binge 
looms over growth
SYDNEY: The hit to Australia’s population growth
from closing its international borders is quickly turn-
ing a long-running housing shortage into a glut,
bringing an end to the apartment building boom
behind much of the country’s recent prosperity.

Since 2000, Australia has added about 6 million
to its population, more than six times the growth
seen in Germany, with most of that coming from
immigration. That fueled huge demand for housing
construction, much of it smaller dwellings in larger,
higher-density urban blocks, not just the bungalows
on sprawling plots for which Australian suburbs are
better known.

With Australia’s borders likely to remain closed
until the coronavirus pandemic is successfully con-
tained, a heavy decline in construction, which
accounts for roughly 10 percent of all jobs and eco-
nomic activity, is set to push unemployment higher
and hurt businesses both up and downstream.
Lindsay Partridge, managing director of
Brickworks, a building materials company, sees the
pipeline for big multi-unit housing developments
drying up as immigration stalls and non-permanent
residents depart.

“We are seeing quite high vacancy rates emerg-
ing,” Partridge told Reuters. “A lot of the people who
were renting apartments are going home.” Sydney,
the biggest city, is experiencing the worst residential
vacancy rate in the country at over 16 percent in
May from between 4 percent and 5 percent late last
year, according to SQM research. Since 2014, higher
density housing has accounted for about 43 percent
of residential construction, more than double the
proportion during the 1980s. Significant demand has
come from the massive influx of foreign students
who make up about 40 percent of Australia’s immi-
gration intake.

In May, the number of higher density homes
approved for construction fell 34.9 percent to a near
eight-year low, data showed last week. Economists
see further declines ahead. BIS Oxford expects con-
struction starts for high rise apartments to fall to just
21,500 in the year to June 2021, down by two-thirds
from five years ago. To head off the expected shock,
the central bank has slashed borrowing rates to
record lows. State and federal governments have
brought forward massive public works spending and
offered grants for home alterations.

There are also hopes that demand for houses in
areas outside the major cities might pick up as
employers increasingly embrace remote working
arrangements. —Reuters

SEOUL: Samsung Electronics forecast a 23-percent
rise in second-quarter operating profit yesterday,
with strong demand for memory chips and displays
overcoming the impact of the coronavirus pandemic
on smartphone sales. The world’s biggest smart-
phone and memory chip maker said in an earnings
estimate that it expected operating profit to be 8.1
trillion won ($6.8 billion) for April-June, up from 6.6
trillion won in the same period last year.

The prediction was far ahead of analyst forecasts
of a single-digit decline. Lockdowns imposed
around the world in the face of the coronavirus
pandemic-especially in Europe and the United
States-have boosted Samsung’s chip business with
data centers moving to stockpile DRAM chips to
meet surging demand for online activities. “The
earnings surprise seems
to have stemmed from
Samsung’s memory chip
sector,” said Park Jin-suk
of market observer
Counterpoint, pointing to
“increased demand for
memory chips for PCs and
a continuing rise in
DRAM chip prices”.

Similarly TV sales,
which have been on a
long-term decline, were
“moving upward as people spend more time at
home”, said James Kang, an analyst at market
observer Euromonitor International Korea.

Samsung attributed the estimated operating
profits rise to a one-off profit generated from its
display division, without offering details.  The com-
pany predicted overall sales in the second quarter
would be down by 7.3 percent from a year earlier.

The firm is the world’s largest smartphone maker,

accounting for 20 percent of global market share in
the first quarter-ahead of China’s Huawei with 17 per-
cent and Apple on 14 percent-according to
Counterpoint. Global smartphone sales slumped more
than 20 percent year-on-year in the first quarter, their
worst performance ever, according to market tracker
Gartner, as the pandemic hit consumer spending and
sparked widespread economic uncertainty.

Border boost 
Looking forward, analysts expect the firm’s

smartphone and television businesses to improve,
with mobile sales growing as restrictions are lifted
in some parts of the world. Smartphone “sales in the
US and Europe showed signs of improvement from
late in second quarter”, said Park.

“Going into the third
quarter, we expect the
sales figure to rise,” he
added, predicting smart-
phone sales in the “low 70
million” for July-
September. A recent mili-
tary brawl between India
and China also could play
in Samsung’s favor, Kang
said, if Indian consumers
choose Samsung devices
over Chinese brands amid

heightened nationalistic sentiment against Beijing. 
Despite the positive forecast, Samsung

Electronics shares closed down 2.9 percent yester-
day, leaving them nearly 15 percent off January’s
record high. LG Electronics, South Korea’s second
largest appliance firm after Samsung, forecast sec-
ond-quarter operating profits would plunge 24.4
percent year on year to 493.1 billion won.   Its shares
closed down 3.8 percent.  Samsung Electronics is

crucial to South Korea’s economic health.  It is the
flagship subsidiary of the giant Samsung group-by
far the largest of the family-controlled conglomer-
ates known as chaebols that dominate business in
the world’s 12th-largest economy.

Its overall turnover is equivalent to a fifth of the
national gross domestic product. Vice chairman
and de facto leader Lee Jae-yong is currently

being retried over a sprawling corruption scandal
that could see him return to prison. He is not being
held in custody during the proceedings, but a
guilty verdict could deprive the firm of its top
decision-maker.  Samsung withholds net profit
and sector-by-sector business performance data
until it releases its final earnings report, expected
later this month. —AFP

Tech firm reports strong demand for memory chips and displays

Samsung Electronics forecasts 23%
profits jump despite coronavirus

SEOUL: Pedestrians passing a Samsung promotional event outside a store in Seoul. Samsung
Electronics forecast a 23-percent rise in second-quarter operating profit yesterday. —AFP

African innovators 
keep COVID-hit 
economies afloat
ROME/WASHINGTON/HARARE: Ghanaian pilot Eric
Acquah started a drone company in 2017 to spray crops
with pesticides, but when coronavirus hit the West African
country he found a new mission - saving lives. The compa-
ny has used 20 drones to disinfect about 38 open-air mar-
kets in Ghana, spraying a couple of acres in minutes, a job
that would take a dozen people several hours, and there
are now also plans to use them to disinfect classrooms,
said Acquah.

“We targeted the market areas because in Africa they
are open-air and always overpopulated. So we thought if
the virus is going to spread fast it will be from them,” said
Acquah, who was paid by local authorities to spray the
markets. “Just closing the borders and quarantining the
whole country wouldn’t make sense unless there is a mass
disinfection of places where people gather in larger num-
bers,” the founder of AcquahMeyer Drone Tech told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

The markets have since re-opened, with everyone
wearing masks and social distancing, and traders and
buyers said they felt safer, said Acquah, who is lobby-
ing private donors for funds to disinfect other public
areas - at about $15 per acre. Acquah is just one of a
host of African innovators helping poor households
adapt to and survive the pandemic which has so far
infected more than 416,000 people in Africa with
more than 11,300 deaths, according to a Reuters tally

based on government statistics and WHO data. As job
losses mount and incomes plunge due to coronavirus
lockdowns and border closures, many African countries
risk spikes in poverty and hunger, food experts have
warned.

Innovation
In Benin, a dozen entrepreneurs are developing ideas to

tackle the coronavirus pandemic, from masks to 3D-print-
ed protective gear, with financial and technical support
from a government-United Nations taskforce launched in
April. “Because it hasn’t been easy to import goods into
the country, we have to take a hard look at what we can
produce locally,” said Claude Bona, head of Seme City, the
government’s innovation and entrepreneurship center, co-
leading the project.

“I think people are slowly taking measure of what’s
happening here in Africa with innovation, and how it can
be a very powerful tool.” Atingan is one start-up which
received backing from the taskforce to adapt to the crisis,
switching from making eco-friendly stoves to handwashing
stations operated by pedals so users do not have to touch
anything.

They have sold more than 600 units for about $100
each to clients that include the United Nations, said Franck
Zanhoundaho, who founded the company with his brother.
“All of the artisans, all the welders in the country have
started to make them,” he said, adding that the simple
medal frame is easily replicable, and that they have shared
the design to encourage wider production.

The production of handwashing stations has enabled
the small company to survive the crisis, he added.

The Alodo Initiative - a group of fashion designers - is
another project receiving support from the taskforce to
rapidly scale up its work, both to bolster the fight against
COVID-19 and minimize its negative economic impact. It is

producing masks from locally available fabrics, which were
tested in a lab to ensure their effectiveness in preventing
coronavirus transmission. They have sold millions, some of
which the government bought to distribute in schools.

“The textile sector often takes a hit when there is an
economic crisis. And it’s a sector that employs a lot of
workers,” said Charlemagne Amoussou, President of the
Association of Fashion Designers of Benin. “This local pro-
duction breathed life into the textile sector in Benin, and I
think that almost all the tailors, all the designers had work.”

Digital 
With coronavirus cases still rising in Africa, digital net-

works have proven crucial in keeping economic activity
going. As disease-wary customers shun open-air markets,
food sellers using Facebook, Twitter and WhatsApp have
seen a surge in demand, said Rumbidzai Mbambo, 27,
founder of Quickfresh, one of the newest Zimbabwean
online grocery start-ups. —Reuters

A drone is deployed to disinfect an open-air market in
Ghana

US pandemic aid 
program saved 
51.1m jobs
WASHINGTON:  A high-profile pandemic aid program
protected about 51.1 million American jobs, the Trump
administration said on Monday, as it revealed how $521.4
billion in taxpayer cash was injected into small businesses
but also into the pockets of the rich and famous.

The data on the small business Paycheck Protection
Program (PPP) seemed to confirm worries among
Democrats and watchdog groups that in addition to
mom-and-pop shops, the funds went to well-heeled and
politically-connected companies, some of which were
approved for between $5 million and $10 million. Those
include several firms that lobby on public policy, such as
Wiley Rein LLP and APCO Worldwide, as well as promi-
nent law firms like Kasowitz Benson Torres LLP, which
has represented President Donald Trump, and Boies
Schiller Flexner LLP.

Kasowitz Benson Torres said the funding helped the
law firm preserve hundreds of jobs at full salary at a time
when federal courts and its offices were shut down.

The gallery of well-connected names extended deeply
into the world of America’s privileged and super famous.
Sidwell Friends School, an exclusive private school which
educated former President Barack Obama’s daughters,
was approved for between $5 million and $10 million, as
was Saint Ann’s School in Brooklyn, which - with tuition
exceeding $50,000 per year - is attended by the children
of hedge fund managers and celebrities. Newsmax Media
Inc, the media company run by Trump donor Christopher
Ruddy, got the nod for between $2 million and $5 million.
So did billionaire rapper Kanye West’s Yeezy LLC cloth-
ing company. Newsmax said in a statement it was eligible
for the program and did receive a loan, but declined to
elaborate. Aside from Kasowitz Benson Torres and
Newsmax, the other companies and schools did not

immediately respond to a request for comment. “The ini-
tial data is revealing many recipients that are appropriate-
ly raising eyebrows, which was one of the many reasons
we wanted it public,” said Danielle Brian, executive direc-
tor of the Project on Government Oversight.

Detailed picture 
The colossal data set released by the US Treasury

Department and Small Business Administration (SBA), after
initial resistance, gives Americans their first full look at who
got cash from the first-come-first-served PPP that has
been dogged by technology, paperwork and fairness
issues. To date, the SBA has released geographical distri-
bution figures but the new data paints a much more
detailed picture of which communities and sub-sectors
received support. Senior administration officials hailed the
program as a “wild success,” with the data showing it sup-
ported about 84 percent of all small business employees.

The data includes information on 660,000 loans of
$150,000 or more, including recipient name, address,
lender, business type, jobs retained, and some demo-
graphic information. That accounts for roughly 73 percent
of the dollars granted, but only 14 percent of the 4.9 mil-
lion loans, according to a summary of data the agencies
released on Monday.

While the data does not say exactly how much money
each borrower received, they are placed in one of five
bands: $150,000-350,000; $350,000-1 million; $1-2 mil-
lion; $2-5 million; and $5-10 million. More than 4,800
loans were issued in the top band, while the overall aver-
age loan size was $107,000, the data shows. Among those
in the mix: the Americans for Tax Reform Foundation,
whose stated mission is to curb government spending. It
was approved for a loan of between $150,000 and
$350,000. Despite some eyebrow-raising recipients, the
funds reached a wide swath of businesses - more than
$67 billion for the healthcare and social assistance sector,
$64 billion-plus for construction businesses, $54 billion
for manufacturing and, at the smaller end, more than $7
billion for religious organizations, the data showed.

Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin had initially
refused to name any recipients, saying it could expose

borrowers’ proprietary business information. But under
pressure from lawmakers, he agreed to shine a light on
large borrowers. Launched in April, the unprecedented
program - which has been extended until Aug. 8 - allows
small businesses hurt by the pandemic to apply for a for-
givable government-backed loan from a lender.

More than 5,000 U.S. lenders participated in the pro-
gram, with JPMorgan accounting for $29 billion in loans.
JPMorgan, Bank of America, Truist Bank, PNC Bank and
Wells Fargo originated 17 percent of total PPP loans,
according to the data. In the scramble to distribute funds,
the program was beset by technology glitches, documen-
tation snags and revelations that some lenders prioritized
their most profitable clients. Some investment firms, for
example, were also on the list. That included Advent
Capital Management LLC, a New York-based debt
investor with $9 billion in assets; Metacapital Management
LP, a New York-based fixed income investor with more
than $1 billion in assets; and Semper Capital Management
LP, which invests nearly $4 billion in mortgage-backed
securities. Deepak Narula, the head of Metacapital, said
his company decided it did not want the money and
returned it “pretty quickly.” —Reuters

NEW YORK: A woman runs past the Charging Bull
sculpture in the Financial District in the Manhattan
borough of New York. —Reuters

SYDNEY: The hit to Australia’s population growth
from closing its international borders is quickly
turning a long-running housing shortage into a
glut, bringing an end to the apartment building
boom behind much of the country’s recent pros-
perity. —Reuters

TV sales grow
as people

spend more 
time at home


