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A picture shows the closed compound of the Dubai Mall amid the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic on March 23, 2020 in the United Arab Emirates. —AFP
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DUBAI: Dubai is closing its famous malls and halting
all passenger flights, capping a series of shutdowns
on once-thriving sectors that serve as its economic
lifeline but which have been sacrificed to curb coro-
navirus. A few days after barring foreigners, includ-
ing those with residency permits, from entering the
country, the emirate said it would close its airports
to commercial flights, shut shopping centers and re-
strict restaurants to home deliveries. 

Within hours of the announcement, which will be
enforced by today, the city’s vast malls were already
largely deserted, with corridors and concourses
empty and shops devoid of customers. Boasting the
most diversified economy in the Gulf, Dubai derives
94 percent of its public revenues from non-oil
sources which also make up the majority of its gross
domestic product.

The city-state presents itself as a global hub for
tourism, trade and finance, boasting one of the
biggest real estate markets in the region. The glitzy
emirate, which last year welcomed 16.8 million visi-
tors, has now completely shut tourism outlets, di-
rectly impacting hundreds of hotels and countless

dining and entertainment facilities-the backbone of
an economy already stressed by a downturn.

Dubai carrier Emirates Airline, the biggest in the
Middle East, transported some 90 million passengers
last year, while Dubai Airport retained its status as
the biggest for international passengers, serving 89
million travellers. In the wake of the airports an-
nouncement Emirates said it would suspend all pas-
senger flights by March 25, and Abu Dhabi-based
carrier Etihad said it would also temporarily halt all
its flights to and from its home base.

The UAE-which takes in seven emirates including
Dubai-has so far announced a stimulus package
worth $35 billion which includes injections into the
stock market and support for various sectors.

Bad timing 
The UAE on Friday announced its first two deaths

from the COVID-19 disease, having reported more
than 150 cases so far. Capital Economics said that
efforts to contain the coronavirus “look set to hit
tourism sectors across the MENA (Middle East and
North Africa) region hard.”

In several Mideastern countries, including Dubai,
tourism accounts for about 12.5 percent of GDP, the
London-based consultancy said in a report. Dubai is
vulnerable to the hit to the sector, it said, especially
as the shutdown is taking place at Dubai’s peak time
for arrivals, when the climate is cooler and welcom-
ing, ahead of the scorching summer.

“According to Mastercard, tourist spending in the
Emirate was the largest of any city in the world last
year,” it said. If the travel restrictions continue until
the end of the second quarter as currently assumed,
“we estimate that the downturn in tourism sectors
will directly knock at least 2-3 percent off GDP this
year,” Capital Economics said. This comes at a time
when Dubai has been battling a downturn in which
GDP grew by just 1.9 percent and 2.1 percent in the
past two years, the weakest since the 2008 global fi-
nancial crisis.

Expo threatened 
Wholesale and retail trade represents a quarter

of Dubai’s GDP, worth in excess of $25 billion.  The
health ministry and the disaster management author-

ity said in a statement early Monday that the move
to shut malls would come into force within 48 hours
and last “for a renewable period of two weeks”.
Dubai’s vast shopping centers include Mall of the
Emirates, which has its own indoor ski slope, and
Dubai Mall which is one of the world’s largest and is
next to Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest structure. The
coronavirus closures also come at a time when Dubai
prepares for the global trade fair, Expo 2020, sched-
uled to open in October. 

Organizers said on Sunday that they will “re-
assess and adjust” preparations due to the novel
coronavirus outbreak.  Many of Dubai’s economic
forecasts had been based around the event and
any decision to cancel or postpone it will be a
heavy blow. 

The emirate has spent tens of billions of dollars
to develop its infrastructure and services to be
ready to host the six-month fair, with the hope of
attracting around 25 million visitors. Dubai’s bourse
has also been hammered in the crisis, shedding a
third of its value since the start of March. On Mon-
day, it dipped 3.8 percent. — AFP

City’s vast malls largely deserted prior to shutdowns today

Shutdowns to hit Dubai’s economic lifeline 

IMF urges action
to face ‘big drop’
in Mideast growth
DUBAI: The International Monetary Fund
called for urgent action from Middle East gov-
ernments yesterday as the coronavirus pan-
demic threatens a persistent slump in oil
revenues and a “big drop” in growth.  The Inter-
national Monetary Fund said a dozen Middle
East and North African countries had already
approached it for financial support.

It urged governments across the region to
swiftly draw up rescue packages to head off a
protracted recession. “The region is likely to see
a big drop in growth this year,” the IMF’s re-
gional director for the Middle East and Central
Asia, Jihad Azour, said in a report.

The IMF had already substantially cut its
growth projections for the region over low oil
prices, civil unrest and US sanctions against Iran.
The coronavirus pandemic has triggered a 50
percent fall in oil prices that has slashed govern-
ment revenues across the region.

“The coronavirus pandemic has become the
largest near-term challenge to the region,”
Azour said.

“The pandemic is causing significant economic
turmoil in the region through simultaneous
shocks-a drop in domestic and external demand,

a reduction in trade, disruption of production, a
fall in consumer confidence, and tightening of fi-
nancial conditions.” The coronavirus shutdown is
hurting sectors that are major sources of employ-
ment like tourism, hospitality and retail, with rising
joblessness and falling wages the likely results, he
said.   IMF chief Kristalina Georgieva said Mon-
day that world economic growth will be negative
this year and could be worse than the 2008 global
financial crisis, further sapping demand for Mid-
dle East oil.

Seeking support
A dozen countries in the Middle East and Cen-

tral Asia have asked the International Monetary
Fund for financial support in dealing with the
coronavirus, and the Kyrgyz Republic is likely to
receive the first emergency disbursement, the
fund said.

Governments should spare no expense to help
their health systems and strengthen social safety
nets, despite already squeezed budgets, Jihad
Azour, director of the fund’s Middle East and
Central Asia Department, wrote in an IMF blog.
“Economic policy responses should be directed
at preventing the pandemic - a temporary health
crisis - from developing into a protracted eco-
nomic recession with lasting welfare losses to the
society through increased unemployment and
bankruptcies.”

He said central banks should be ready to pro-
vide liquidity to banks particularly to support
lending to small and medium-sized enterprises,
while conventional fiscal measures to support the
economy - such as spending on infrastructure -

could be considered once the crisis begins to dis-
sipate. The IMF said it was working to expedite
approval of emergency funding requests from the
region, and a first disbursement since the out-
break would be considered this week for the Kyr-
gyz Republic.

“With three-quarters of the countries report-
ing at least one confirmed case of COVID-19
and some facing a major outbreak, the coron-
avirus pandemic has become the largest near-
term challenge to the region,” Azour said,
referring to the disease associated with the
virus. Fragile and conflict-torn states such as
Iraq, Sudan and Yemen, face an especially
daunting challenge. — Agencies

Oil rallies after Fed
moves to help economy
SINGAPORE: Oil prices rallied at the open in Asia yes-
terday on Federal Reserve measures to boost the coron-
avirus-hit US economy, offsetting concerns about a failure
to approve a rescue package.

US benchmark West Texas Intermediate was up 4.3 per-
cent at $24 a barrel while Brent crude, the international
benchmark, rose 3.8 percent to $28 a barrel. Prices have
fallen to multi-year lows in recent weeks as lockdowns and
travel restrictions to fight the virus hit demand, and top
producers Saudi Arabia and Russia engage in a price war.
The Fed unveiled a batch of additional aggressive measures
to support the economy on Monday, including buying un-
limited amounts of US Treasury debt and new steps to lend
directly to small- and medium-sized companies.

Still, gains on stock and oil markets were capped when
Democrats again blocked a massive rescue package for the
teetering US economy. The bill had proposed funding for
American families, thousands of shuttered or suffering
businesses and the nation’s critically under-equipped hos-
pitals. AxiCorp chief markets strategist Stephen Innes said
optimism over the package has helped dampen the oil mar-
ket sell-off.  But he cautioned: “The problem is, however,
all the money in the world is not going to get people back
on planes so long as the virus is spreading, and travel bans
are in place.” —AFP

In this file photo, IMF Managing Director
Kristalina Georgieva speaks at a press briefing in
Washington. — AFP


