
SINGAPORE: At Lazada, the Southeast Asian arm of
Alibaba Group Holding, staff are furious over
demands they submit health reports daily and other
coronavirus-prevention steps seen as too invasive,
highlighting a long-running culture clash with man-
agement from China.

Since February, Singapore-based Lazada has
asked all employees to answer detailed questions
seven days a week about their health and where they
have been lately, according to five people with direct
knowledge of the matter. While the e-commerce firm
describes the health reports as not mandatory,
employees receive frequent calls from human
resources, even on weekends, to make sure reports
are submitted, the people said.

Lazada has also asked Singapore employees to
wear masks at work, contrary to guidance from
authorities, and has also considered urging employ-
ees to refrain from attending religious gatherings,
they said. The five employees, who said staff anger
was widespread, detailed the measures to Reuters on
condition of anonymity because they fear retribution.
Three showed Reuters a copy of a health report they
had submitted. Such measures are not unusual in
China, which has imposed draconian rules to contain
the virus. But they are seen as a huge invasion of pri-
vacy by many Lazada staff in countries that include
Indonesia, the Philippines and Thailand.

The conflict illustrates how Alibaba’s business
practices have sometimes played poorly abroad and
hindered its overseas ambitions. It also shows how
tensions can emerge within global companies as they
struggle with the virus crisis. “How does the company
use the information gathered daily? Nobody is able
to explain,” said one of the employees, expressing
concern that Lazada might pass on the information to
governments. Magnus Ekbom, Lazada Group Chief
Strategy Officer, denied there were issues with staff
unhappiness over the measures in a statement to
Reuters. “Lazada has a clear top priority to safeguard
the well-being of our team and the community
around us,” the statement said. “Our approach is in
line with the recommendations made by the various
governments in nations we operate in.”

Sources also say this is just the latest chapter in
Alibaba’s struggles to manage Lazada, a company it
owns 90% of after investing $3 billion since 2016 and
where morale has been rapidly declining.

Once the top e-commerce firm in Southeast Asia
when Alibaba first invested, Lazada has now fallen
behind rivals in a fast-growing market of 650 million
Southeast Asia consumers across six countries,
according to market researchers. Underlining man-
agement woes have been the quick departures of
Alibaba executives dispatched to Lazada, with the
latest co-president of the unit leaving in January after
less than 18 months. “Some Alibaba executives sent to
Lazada have the natural tendency of pushing things
the Alibaba way because it proved right in China,”
said Jianggan Li, the founder of Singapore-based tech
investment firm Momentum Works. “Many tend not to
have enough respect for the market, and patience to
understand the market deeply,” he said, adding that
Alibaba’s international efforts were still in their early
days and the tech giant probably had the determina-
tion to learn from mistakes. Alibaba declined to com-
ment on issues at Lazada for this article.

Pushback
The sources told Reuters many employees had

raised their concerns to managers via meetings,
emails and messages on DingTalk, an app developed
by Alibaba that enables managers to keep constant
tabs on staff. The request that employees at
Singapore headquarters wear masks resulted in many
queries as it runs counter to guidance from
Singapore authorities who recommend masks only if
feeling unwell. “People are confused. If they think
working in the office is that dangerous, they
should’ve asked us to work from home,” one employ-
ee told Reuters. There were also suggestions from
Chinese managers about asking employees to reduce
social activities, including religious gatherings,
though those steps were not implemented in the face
of employee resistance, the sources said.

The pushback has resulted in some changes, as
some countries where Lazada operates, such as the
Philippines, have stricter privacy laws than China. On

March 10, Lazada added a paragraph on privacy pro-
tection to the terms of its health check-in program.
“All personal data collected from the daily health
check-in program shall be processed in accordance
with the local data privacy laws,” said an updated
version reviewed by Reuters.

Clashes and departures
According to sources, senior Lazada executives

from China have often been quick to impose what has
worked for the mainland Chinese market with little
regard to local needs or sensitivities in Southeast
Asia’s fragmented markets. Some failed strategies
include temporary halts to free shipping in some mar-
kets which drove merchants to other sites, and
attempts to promote bulk buying, the sources said.
They added that these mistakes and a tendency for
China executives to have key discussions without
local input have taken their toll on Lazada’s business
performance and on morale.

At job search website Glassdoor, anonymous

employee reviews are mostly very critical. Among
those that were positive, several said they were writ-
ing at the explicit request of Lazada CEO Pierre
Poignant who asked employees in a townhall to write
glowing reviews. Lazada did not address a Reuters
query about the reviews in its statement. E-com-
merce in the region was worth $38 billion last year
and is expected to grow rapidly, according to a study
by Google, Temasek and Bain & Company.

Alibaba does not break out Lazada’s financial per-
formance or disclose market share, but market
researchers say Lazada now lags Singapore-based
Shopee, which is backed by Alibaba arch-rival
Tencent Holdings Ltd. Shopee was the most down-
loaded e-commerce app and the most used in the
region as of end-2019, knocking Lazada to second
place, according to research firm iPrice. Shopee’s
website also attracts more visitors than Lazada’s,
iPrice said. In Indonesia, the region’s biggest econo-
my, Lazada trails Shopee and homegrown market-
place Tokopedia, analysts add. —AFP
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Instacart to 
add 300,000 
‘shoppers’
SAN FRANCISCO:  Grocery delivery service
Instacart on Monday announced plans to dou-
ble the ranks of “shoppers” who fill orders in
North America as people hunker down to
reduce coronavirus risk.

The San Francisco based firm said it wants
to add another 300,000 “full-service shop-
pers” during the coming three months to
meet soaring demand for grocery delivery or
pick-up.

“The last few weeks have been the busiest
in Instacart’s history and our teams are work-
ing around the clock to reliably and safely
serve all members of our community,” chief
executive Apoorva Mehta said in a release.
“Instacart shoppers have stepped up as house-
hold heroes for families, grandparents, and
people in need coast-to-coast,”

Instacart is part of the “gig economy” and
serves as a platform connecting people seek-
ing grocery deliveries with those willing to
handle the task for a fee.

The company has seen order volume in
North America surge by more than 150 percent
compared to this time last year, with customers
placing larger orders than was typical before
people began avoiding shopping excursions
due to the coronavirus, according to Instacart.

The move fol lows announcements by
Amazon and Walmart last week on hiring mas-
sive numbers of temporary workers to handle
increased demand by those turning to the
retail giants’ food and supplies during the cri-
sis. The search for workers comes as many in
the US see their jobs vanish as people spend
less money on travel, restaurants, hotels, and
non-essential goods.

“As more people look for immediate, flexible
earnings opportunities during this time, we
hope that Instacart can be an additional source
of income for those looking to earn while also
delivering for the communities in which they
live,” Mehta said.

Although Instacart shoppers lack many of
the advantages of regular employees, the com-
pany last year launched a program offering
some benefits including accident insurance and
access to health plans. —AFP

Company denies issues with staff over coronavirus steps

At Alibaba’s Lazada, virus measures 
become the latest culture conflict

Australia CB 
pumps in 
more liquidity 
SYDNEY: Australia’s central bank
injected A$6.9 billion ($4.1 billion) into
the financial system yesterday and
bought A$4 billion in bonds as econo-
mists predicted a spike in unemploy-
ment and the worst recession in the
country’s history due to the coron-
avirus. The Reserve Bank of Australia
(RBA) has flooded the system with
nearly A$65 billion cash since March 12
when a liquidity crunch sent global mar-
kets into a tailspin. It has also purchased
A$13 billion in government bonds since
launching its “unlimited” quantitative
easing program on March 20.

The RBA has so far been successful
in flattening the yield curve as it aims to
keep short-term yields around the cash
rate of 0.25 percent. A recession - the
country’s first in nearly three decades -
is still inevitable. Westpac economist Bill
Evans expects the unemployment rate to
surge to 11.1 percent in the June quarter,
up from his last week’s estimate of 7
percent and February’s official reading

of 5.1 percent. He sees an economic
contraction of 3.5 percent in that period.
Citibank economist Josh Williamson
predicted the A$2 trillion economy
would shrink 1.2 percent in the current
quarter and 5.7 percent next quarter,
which would be the largest on record.

Worryingly, the effects of the virus
are likely to linger. “We forecast a U-
shaped, rather than a V-shaped recov-
ery in economic activity,” Williamson
added. “Most importantly, we don’t see
the economy producing quarterly out-
put in dollar terms equal to the pre-
coronavirus period until Q4 2021.” The
total number of coronavirus cases in
Australia skyrocketed to almost 2,000
yesterday after the most populous state
of New South Wales recorded its
biggest daily leap. Secondary data yes-
terday showed a sharp deterioration in
services sector activity in March,
underlining the hit from the coronavirus.

The CBA Services PMI fell to a
record low of 39.8 as restaurants, cafes
and tourism were hit hard by travel
bans and cancellations of events and
concerts. A separate analysis of card
spending data by Commonwealth Bank
of Australia showed shopping outside
of grocery, alcohol and healthcare was
bleak. And a weekly gauge of consumer
confidence by ANZ-Roy Morgan

plunged to a 30-year low of 72.2
points. The government has responded
to the crisis, with a stimulus package of
A$66.1 billion on top of A$17.6 billion
in support announced earlier this
month though economists said a third
package might be needed.

“Given the enormity of the current
crisis, what we once would have called

economic ‘stimulus’ will instead have to
be large and permanent support for
jobs, work and incomes, not temporary
and targeted relief,” think tank the
Australian Institute said. “Australia’s
economic response will need to take
the form of a war effort: a public-led
mobilization of resources on a scale not
witnessed in our lifetimes.” —Reuters

Qantas probed 
over using crisis 
to try to sink rival
SYDNEY: Australia’s consumer watch-
dog said yesterday it was investigating
Qantas for alleged anti-competitive
behavior, after its CEO appeared to
call for rival Virgin Australia to be cut
out of a massive government bailout.
Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission (ACCC) chair Rod Sims
told AFP he had received a letter from
Virgin Australia chief executive Paul
Scurrah alleging Qantas had engaged
in anti-competitive behavior by “trying
to send a message that Virgin was in
trouble and would not survive” the
coronavirus crisis.

Qantas CEO Alan Joyce told Sky
News last week that Australia’s gov-
ernment should “not look after the
badly managed companies which have

been badly managed for 10 years”
and should not nationalize Virgin if it
falters.

Joyce also told a news conference
the global coronavirus outbreak had
plunged airlines into a “survival of the
fittest” and Qantas was “making sure
we are last man standing”, comments
Sims said he found “very unhelpful and
inconsistent with the time of crisis that
we’re in”. Qantas and Virgin have sus-
pended all international routes and
slashed domestic flights after Australia
shut its borders to limit the spread of
COVID-19.

The aviation sector has received a
Aus$715 mil l ion (US$420 mil l ion)
bailout from the Australian taxpayer.
“Australia went into this crisis with two
full  service air l ines and it ’s real ly
important that we come out the other
end with two full service airlines,”
insisted Sims.

“We don’t want to damage the
structure of the economy, so that when
the health crisis is over, we can rise up

and be ready to go. So we don’t want
the sort of structural change that might
be being suggested by Mr Joyce.” Sims
said that if the ACCC found substance
to the allegations Qantas could find
itself in court, potentially facing hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in penalties.

“So the ramifications would be quite

serious, but I don’t want to get ahead
of ourselves, we’re at an early stage of
an investigation,” he said. The next step
in the ACCC probe would be to contact
Qantas, which Sims expected would
occur “very soon”. Qantas and Virgin
did not immediately respond to
requests for comment. —AFP

SYDNEY: A Qantas Airways plane takes off at Sydney Airport in Sydney.
Australia’s biggest airline Qantas said it would halt all international flights
and suspend 20,000 staff in response to the coronavirus pandemic, days after
the island nation’s other main carrier Virgin shut its overseas routes. —AFP

Twitter lowers
earnings outlook
SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter on Monday dialed
back its earnings expectations for the current
quarter amid a massive disruption in online
advertising stemming from the coronavirus pan-
demic, even though the service has become a hub

of conversation about the crisis.
The San Francisco company is among numer-

ous firms expected to take a hit from the crisis,
which has already altered many consumer and
online habits. Twitter said  it is “withdrawing” its
earlier forecast for the first quarter of 2020 and
now expects an operating loss along with declin-
ing revenues.

Online advertising is expected to be impacted
by the pandemic as many marketing campaigns

are cut back, and ad targeting is thrown into
chaos. Chief financial officer Ned Segal said the
downturn has hit the tech platform after starting
the year on a promising note.

“The COVID-19 impact began in Asia, and as
it unfolded into a global pandemic, it has impact-
ed Twitter’s advertising revenue globally more
significantly in the last few weeks.”

Chief executive Jack Dorsey said Twitter
remains committed “to serve the public conversa-

tion,” during the crisis. “We’re seeing a meaning-
ful increase in people using Twitter, and our teams
are demonstrating incredible resilience adapting
to this unprecedented environment,” he said.

The number of people using Twitter daily
has climbed 23 percent to 164 million from the
first quarter last year, with the coronavirus
pandemic a main topic of conversation at the
one-to-many messaging platform, according to
the company. —AFP

SYDNEY: A man walks past the Reserve Bank of Australia in the central
Business District of Sydney. —AFP


