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TOKYO: Retail sales in Japan tumbled at a double-
digit pace for the second straight month in May as the 
coronavirus pandemic and lockdown measures deliv-
ered a heavy blow to consumer confidence and eco-
nomic recovery prospects. The sustained downturn in 
demand raises risks that the world’s third-
largest  economy could remain mired in recession 
longer than expected and a revival may be more slug-
gish. Retail sales fell 12.3 percent in May from a year 
earlier, pulled down by a slump in spending on big 
ticket items such as cars as well as clothing and gener-
al merchandise, trade ministry data showed yesterday. 

The decline followed a 13.9 percent drop in April, 
which was the biggest fall since March 1998, and was 
worse than a 11.6 percent fall forecast by economists 
in a Reuters poll. Policymakers are hoping a rebound 
in private spending, which accounts for more than half 
of the economy, will help support growth as uncertain-
ty over the global demand outlook threatens to delay a 
recovery. 

Compared to a month earlier, retail sales in May 
saw their first rise in three months, increasing a sea-

sonally adjusted 2.1 percent following a 9.9 percent 
drop in April. “Although consumption has picked up a 
little, there was a strong sense of caution towards the 
infection and customers were slow to come back,” said 
Takumi Tsunoda, senior economist at Shinkin Central 
Bank Research. 

Some analysts say cash payouts of 100,000 yen 
($933) per citizen in response to the pandemic could 
fuel a bout of “revenge spending” following the lifting 
of a state of emergency in May and as more people 
get used to social distancing measures, which remain 

in place in crowded areas. Midori, a 29-year-old work-
er at an electric instrument maker who declined to give 
her last name, said only one of her friends has received 
the government payout so far. 

“I think consumption will decline compared to 
before the coronavirus outbreak,” she said on 
Saturday while going shopping in Yokohama, adding 
that she plans to invest part of the cash handout and 
spend the rest on daily life essentials. Shinkin’s 
Tsunoda worries that a weakening  economy  and 
“strong sense of uncertainty about the future” could 
lead to cuts in year-end bonus payouts and employ-
ment adjustments by firms. 

The economy  is forecast to contract by more than 
20 percent on an annualized basis this quarter, mark-
ing the third straight quarter of decline, with business 
activity hit by lockdown measures from April through 
late May.   

 
Nikkei falls 2% 

Meanwhile, Tokyo’s benchmark Nikkei index lost 
more than two percent yesterday following a rout on 

US markets as fears grow over a resurgence of coron-
avirus infections. 

The Nikkei 225 dropped 2.30 percent, or 517.04 
points, to end at 21,995.04 — its first close below the 
22,000 level since June 15th. The broader Topix index 
fell 1.78 percent, or 28.15 points, to 1,549.22. “The 
Nikkei index fell following sharp losses on US shares 
over fears of the spread of new coronavirus infections,” 
Yoshihiro Ito, chief strategist at Okasan Online 
Securities, said in a commentary. 

In Tokyo trading, SoftBank Group dropped 2.76 
percent to 5,380 yen after it announced estimates it 
will gain 600 billion yen ($5.6 billion) from the initial 
sale of T-mobile shares. Last week, the investment giant 
said it will sell the US firm shares worth over $21 billion 
as it sheds assets to shore up its financial health. 

Uniqlo casual wear operator Fast Retailing fell 2.35 
percent to 60,640 yen while Sony shed 2.73 percent to 
7,313 yen. Nissan tumbled 3.40 percent to 394.7 yen 
and Toyota 1.58 percent to 6,759 yen. 

The dollar fetched 107.13 yen in Asian trade, against 
107.22 yen in New York. – Agencies 

Japan’s retail sales extend slump  
Coronavirus curbs keep shoppers away
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Australian economy 
faces long road  
to recovery 
 
SYDNEY: Coronavirus has done to Australia what 
even the global financial crisis couldn’t: abruptly end a 
record growth run and help trigger a deep recession 
from which the country will take time to recover. 

While Australia  has had great success so far in 
heading off the pandemic, with just over 100 deaths, 
the cure of shutting out the rest of the world means 
massive hits to three key growth drivers - tourism, 
education and immigration. Fiona Gulin was 18 when 
the last recession hit Australia in the early 1990s. Back 
then, she managed to keep a part-time job at a music 
publication, before moving on to full-time work and a 
lucrative career in the entertainment industry. 

This time, she hasn’t been so lucky. 
“I have been hit hard in this recession,” said Gulin, 

who was laid off in April as the marketing director of 
the ANZ Stadium in Sydney, prompting her to ditch 
her rented house in the city and move back to her 
home in Melbourne. Gulin is among the hundreds of 
thousands who have lost their livelihoods overnight to 
the COVID-19 pandemic as Australia  suffers its first 
recession in 30 years and its unemployment rate hits a 
19-year high of 7.1 percent. 

Even though Australia’s economy was among the 
first to reopen after lockdowns worldwide and earlier 
than the government expected, it contracted 0.3 per-
cent in the first quarter and a new wave of coronavirus 
cases could put a recovery at risk. 

Women have been particularly hard hit. The unem-

ployment rate for females looking for full-time work 
surged to 8.3 percent in May from 5.4 percent in 
February before coronavirus-driven shutdowns kicked 
in. That compares with 7 percent for men from 4.8 per-
cent in February. 

“Australia  is known as the lucky country but I am 
not very lucky at the moment,” Gulin, who is receiving 
government welfare payments, told Reuters. “I have 
been talking to a few people about some opportunities 
but nothing has come up yet.” 

Vulnerable services 
During the unprecedented run of 

growth,  Australia  transformed into an open, services-
driven economy, feeding China’s rise with its mineral 
and commodity wealth and shedding much of its man-
ufacturing capability. The services sector accounts for 
almost two-thirds of Australia’s A$2 trillion ($1.4 tril-
lion) annual economic output - but is now particularly 
vulnerable to the closure of national borders and social 
distancing measures to tame coronavirus. “The 

tourism-dependent economies are the ones we worry 
about the most,” said Citi’s global chief economist, 
Catherine Mann. Mann sees a V-shaped rebound for 
manufacturing generally but for the services or con-
sumer discretionary sector, “it is absolutely an L-
shaped recovery,” she said, meaning it could take a 
while for growth to fully recover. “What was lost in the 
early part of this year will never be recovered from the 
standpoint of revenues for a company.” 

 
Virus shadow 

Policymakers, too, are worried about the long road 
back to economic health. The Reserve Bank 
of  Australia  has pledged to keep its benchmark cash 
rate at a record low 0.25 percent until there is 
progress in achieving its employment and inflation 
goals. “We’re going to have low interest rates for a 
long period of time,” central bank Governor Philip 
Lowe said last week, adding that there would be “a 
shadow from the virus for quite a few years.” 

“People will be more risk averse, they won’t want to 
borrow. In Australia, we’re going to have lower popula-
tion dynamics,” Lowe said, referring to the idea that 
fewer foreigners entering the country would lead to 
lower consumer demand and a tighter labor market. 
Puja Basnet, an international student from Nepal, is 
reconsidering her options in Australia after losing her 
part-time job as a waitress. “I was at home for two 
months without work and I have almost run out of my 
savings. As a non-Australian I don’t even have access to 
Centrelink,” she said, referring to government welfare 
payments. For Basnet, the future is even more challeng-
ing as more people are now jostling for each job. An L-
shaped recovery also means the unemployment rate 
will stay higher for longer. “I am really worried about 
the future. I have been applying for 30-40 jobs a week 
but there has been zero responses.” – Reuters 

TOKYO: Pedestrians walk on a zebra crossing during a rainy morning outside Shinjuku station in Tokyo. Retail sales in Japan tumbled at a double-digit pace for the sec-
ond straight month in May. — AFP 

SYDNEY: People are seen on the nearly deserted steps of the Sydney Opera House, in 
the wake of New South Wales implementing measures shutting down non-essential 
businesses. – Reuters 


