
Swatch sales 
nearly halved 
due to virus 
ZURICH: Swatch, the world’s top
watch company, said yesterday its
sales were nearly halved in the first
half of the year due to coronavirus
lockdowns, but that it has already
returned to profitable operations.

The Swiss-based group whose
brands also include Omega, Longines
and Tissot, said sales plunged by 46.1
percent in the first half of 2020 from
the same period last year to 2.2 billion
Swiss francs ($2.3 billion, 2.1 billion
euros). It registered a net loss of 308
million francs for the period, against a
profit of 415 million for the first six
months of 2019.

The sales figures were just below
the analyst consensus established by
Swiss financial news agency AWP,
while the loss far exceeded the 250
million francs expected by experts.

The company said state-imposed
lockdowns to slow the spread of the
novel coronavirus had at times shut
up to 80 percent of its sales channels,
but by June its operations had already
returned to profit.

“The Group’s management is con-
vinced that the sales and profit situa-
tion will improve quickly in the com-
ing months, parallel to the further eas-
ing of Covid-19 measures” in coun-
tries, it said in an earnings statement.

“A positive operating result is
expected for the full year,” it added.

Swatch said launches of new prod-
ucts as well as lower costs should help
it overcome the first half loss, and
pointed to a strong rebound in areas
where lockdowns have been lifted,

including double-digit sales growth in
mainland China in May and June com-
pared to the same period last year.

The company shuttered definitively

some 260 sales points during the first
half of the year and it shed 6.5 per-
cent of staff over the period to around
33,700 employees. — AFP

CARACAS: Long queues at gas stations around the
country underscore Venezuela’s continuing fuel
shortages, despite Iran stepping in to help its Latin
American ally with a major fuel shipment last month.
“Iranian petrol is an illusion that has lasted a month,”
driver Nestor Hernandez told AFP in Maracaibo, the
country’s second-largest city.

He said he still had to queue for hours at petrol
stations in the city that once was Venezuela’s boom-
ing oil capital, where long lines, sleepless nights and
anxiety have now become the norm for those seek-
ing fuel. Despite enormous reserves, oil-producing
Venezuela is experiencing a
serious fuel shortage, exacer-
bated by the economic effects
of the coronavirus pandemic.

“The gasoline never
arrived,” says Pedro Perales, a
resident of Puerto Ordaz in the
eastern state of Bolivar, which
borders Brazil. He said he
spent two days straight,
including the night, in his car
waiting his turn to fill up with gas. Even then, he
could only get half a tank, the quota per vehicle.

Up until 2018, Venezuela was sending 500,000
barrels per day to the United States alone, and
received in return 120,000 bpd of light oil, diluents
and fuel-producing supplies. Sanctions, however,
have forced Venezuela-which used to refine enough
oil for its own needs-to turn to allies such as Iran to
alleviate a desperate gasoline shortage.

Tehran duly sent five tankers in May, laden with
1.5 million barrels of fuel, additives, spare parts and

other materials. The situation improved initially at
gas stations with dollarized prices in several regions,
but it did not take long for kilometer-long (half a
mile-long) queues to form again.

The exception is Caracas: service stations in the
capital are functioning normally again after running
dry in March, during the first weeks of the coron-
avirus lockdown.

Price hike 
The socialist government of President Nicolas

Maduro increased fuel prices on June 1. In a country
where fuel has been practical-
ly free, a liter of high-octane
gasoline rose to 50 cents,
though subsidies have been
maintained within strict con-
sumption and registration lim-
its. The country is almost
entirely dependent on oil
exports for revenues, but pro-
duction has fallen to roughly a
quarter of its 2008 level as

Venezuela enters its sixth year in recession.
Maduro’s government blames the loss in pro-

duction on US sanctions, including those levied
against the state oil company PDVSA, but many
analysts say the regime has failed to invest in or
maintain infrastructure. Venezuela’s oil production,
which reached 3.2 million barrels a day 12 years
ago, is collapsing.

Analysts expect the monthly report of the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) today to reflect a further drop after

Venezuelan output fell below 600,000 bpd last
month. Its refining system has disintegrated along
with production. With capacity to process 1.3 mpd,
it was barely ticking over at 12 percent of its
potential in the first quarter of 2020, according to
industry sources. 

‘A death foretold’ 
Ezio Angelini, head of the Maracaibo Chamber of

Commerce, said what’s happening at the gas stations
in his city “is the chronicle of a death foretold.” “We
are going back to the queues,” said Angelini. “We
knew this would happen, because Venezuela is not
producing gasoline or is producing very little.” The
United States-which maintains sanctions against
Venezuela and its oil in an attempt to displace
Maduro-has challenged Iran’s shipments, but Caracas
and Tehran have said that they will continue. — AFP
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Venezuela’s fuel shortages 
persist despite Iran deliveries 

Country continues to witness long queues at gas stations

OPEC report
may reflect

output drop
MARACAIBO: Drivers queue to refill the tanks of their cars at a gas station in Maracaibo, Zulia State,
Venezuela. — AFP

S Korea to spend 
$95 billion on 
green projects 
SEOUL: South Korea outlined a plan yesterday
to spend 114.1 trillion won ($94.6 billion) on a
“New Deal” to create jobs and help the econo-
my recover from the coronavirus fallout,
anchored in part by “green” investment in elec-
tric vehicles and hydrogen cars.

The six-year plan will build digital infrastruc-
ture and a stronger safety net for job seekers,
but its “Green New Deal” aspects have drawn
attention as they aim to cut heavy reliance on
fossil fuels in Asia’s fourth-largest economy.

“The coronavirus pandemic once again reaf-
firmed the urgency of responses to climate
change,” President Moon Jae-in said in a
speech, adding that the new projects were
expected to create about 1.9 million jobs
through 2025.

The plan envisages investment in smart grids
to manage electricity use more efficiently, pro-
motion of remote medical services, a work-
from-home policy for businesses and online
schools based on fifth-generation (5G) wireless
networks, and tax breaks for telecoms providers
who install the systems. First proposed by
Moon’s ruling party ahead of the parliamentary
election in April, the plan set ambitious goals of
net-zero emissions by 2050, an end to funding
of overseas coal plants, and introduction of a
carbon tax.

But environmental groups criticized the ini-
tiatives as light on measures to rein in emissions.
“This plan is a half-baked deal that lacks the
goal of curbing carbon emissions to net zero by
2050 and a roadmap to reach that,”
Greenpeace Korea said in a statement.

Electric and hydrogen-powered cars
A lawmaker helping to draft the legislation,

Lee So-young, defended the lack of a nation-
wide timeline to phase out vehicles with internal
combustion engines, saying it could be chal-
lenging for major auto exporters such as South
Korea to adopt one. “It’s easier for auto-import
oriented countries like the United Kingdom to
set a timeline,” she said. South Korea aims to
have 1.13 million electric vehicles (EVs) and
200,000 hydrogen cars on the roads by 2025,
up from 91,000 and 5,000 each by the end of
2019, Moon said, while the government would
add more charging stations for the vehicles.

Hyundai Motor Group leader Euisun Chung
said flagship Hyundai Motor and sibling Kia
Motors aim to sell 1 million EVs in 2025, togeth-
er targeting more than a tenth of global market
share. Hyundai Motor plans to launch a next-
generation electric vehicle with a range of 450
kilometers (280 miles) for every charge, which
will take 20 minutes or less, Chung said in a tel-
evised message. It aims to export 1,600 hydro-
gen-powered trucks to Europe by 2025, and
develop a new system that doubles battery life
at half the price, he said.

That system will also suit ships, trains, air-
craft, buildings, power plants, and military pur-
poses, he added. —Reuters

Last week Seoul said it would invest 2.6 tril-
lion won on its own version of the Green New
Deal, and set a 2035 deadline to stop registra-
tion of vehicles with internal combustion
engines. It vowed to convert 4,000 of the capi-
tal’s fleet of 7,396 public buses to electric or
hydrogen power by 2025, and promised more
conversion incentives for new taxis. —Reuters

LONDON: Britain’s economy took a
first step on the long road to recovery
from the COVID-19 crisis in May, as
activity began to pick up after lock-
down restrictions began to ease, but
there was less of a rebound than
economists had forecast. Gross
domestic product rose by 1.8 in May
after slumping by a record 20.3 in
April, Britain’s first full month of lock-
down, the Office for National
Statistics said, below all forecasts in a
Reuters poll of economists.

Over the three months to May, the
economy shrank by 19.1 and com-
pared with a year ago it is 24.0 small-
er. “The pick-up in output in May is
more likely to reflect the partial
release of pent-up demand as restric-
tions began to loosen, rather than evi-

dence of a genuine recovery,” said
Suren Thiru, head of economics at the
British Chambers of Commerce.

The weak rebound was driven by
just 0.9 growth in Britain’s large serv-
ices sector, with weakness in profes-
sional services, commercial property
and computer programming. More
than 44,000 people in Britain have
died from the disease, the highest
death toll in Europe. Britain’s govern-
ment closed non-essential shops and
other businesses to the public on
March 23, shortly after ordering the
closure of bars, restaurants and cine-
mas.  In May, there was a limited
relaxation of lockdown rules, and
more businesses became used to
operating under the new restrictions.
Private sector data has shown some

signs of recovery in May and June, as
lockdown measures eased, but the
Bank of England has warned that a

big rise in unemployment is likely later
this year as temporary job support
measures end. — Reuters

LONDON: In this file photo, shoppers walk past signs asking people to adhere to
the British government’s current social distancing guidelines and stay two meters
(2M) apart, as they pass re-opened shops in Covent Garden in London. — AFP

BASEL: The Swiss-based group Swatch whose brands also include Omega, Longines
and Tissot, said sales plunged by 46.1 percent in the first half of 2020 from the same
period last year to 2.2 billion Swiss francs ($2.3 billion, 2.1 billion euros). — AFP

UK economy begins tepid recovery
in May after record slump

Libya small businesses
struggle to rebuild
after waves of unrest 
TRIPOLI: Libyan businessman Mahmud Al-
Sharkassi surveyed the ruins of his factory on the
outskirts of war-scarred capital Tripoli, disheartened
but determined to get back to work. “This used to be
the heart of my project. Everything started here,” he
said, looking over destroyed buildings where he used
to store kitchen fittings before they were distributed
to showrooms. 

The Ain Zara district on the southern edges of
Tripoli, where the factory lies, became a battleground
in April last year as the forces of eastern-based
strongman Khalifa Haftar tried to seize the capital
from the UN-recognized administration. His rivals
launched a searing fightback and repelled his forces
earlier this year. But the violence had devastated
industrial zones and residential suburbs in Tripoli’s
hinterland. The battle was the latest blow to small
businesses in Libya, which plunged into violence
after the 2011 NATO-backed uprising that toppled
and killed veteran dictator Muammar Gaddafi.

After Gaddafi took power in a 1969 coup he had
practically scrapped the private sector, sweeping
away schools, factories, businesses, libraries and

hotels and replacing them with state-run enterprises.
That saddled the oil-dependent country with a bloat-
ed public sector-two million civil servants out of a
population of 6.6 million, their salaries representing
59 percent of the state’s budget, according to the
central bank.

Gaddafi’s fall triggered the emergence of young
and vibrant entrepreneurs, who have carried on
despite the mammoth challenges facing the North
African country. Sharkassi believes small and medium
enterprises (SMES) can be a vector for develop-
ment-providing the state commits to diversifying the
economy away from oil income and encouraging pri-
vate enterprise.  “There are opportunities,” he said. 

‘Too many obstacles’ 
Nessrine Gaddah, from the French state’s interna-

tional technical cooperation agency Expertise France,
agrees. “The mindset of young people has changed.
Now many realize that the future is in the private
sector, not in the public sector anymore,” she told
AFP. But the challenges are complex.

“A lot needs to be done,” said Gaddah. There are
“too many obstacles that have made most of Libya’s
SMEs too fragile and sometimes not even sustain-
able, (including) access to finance.” 

Even the process of registering a company is
“long, painful and expensive”, she said. Marwan
Boueshi, an ironworker whose workshop was partly
destroyed in the battle for Tripoli, urged the govern-
ment to introduce structural reforms, restore stability
and show it is capable of fighting graft.

“Corruption has become alarmingly common-
place,” the 47-year-old said.

“If you’re not corrupt, you’re seen as not clever
enough to do business.”  Five years ago, deadly bat-
tles between rival militias prompted Walid Fathi to
close his Tripoli-based printing and advertising com-
pany and leave the country.  “From one war to the
next our company did not survive,” the 45-year-old
said. His family set up the company in 2006 and it
was successful, he said, but not worth risking their
security and that of a dozen employees. — AFP

TRIPOLI: Small businesses have taken a heavy blow in
Libya after the country plunged into chaos and violence
following the 2011 NATO-backed uprising that toppled
and killed veteran dictator Muammar Gaddafi. — AFP


