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TOKYO: The coronavirus pandemic could
plunge Japan into deep economic stagna-
tion, the country’s central bankers warned at
last week’s emergency monetary policy
meeting with one seeing room for more
stimulus, a summary of their discussion
showed yesterday.

The Bank of Japan expanded monetary
stimulus in an unscheduled policy meeting on
March 16 to ease corporate funding strains
and calm financial markets jolted by the
health crisis. A summary of opinions
expressed at last week’s rate review showed
the deep concern shared among the nine-
member board over the huge blow the virus
outbreak could inflict on an economy, already
reeling from last year’s sales tax hike.

“Japan’s economy may continue to stag-
nate even after overseas economies recover,
as the impact of the virus could be enor-
mous,” one board member was quoted as

saying. “I’m doubtful of the view Japan’s
economy will stage a strong rebound once
the virus is contained,” another opinion in
the summary showed.

One board member said the BOJ can
continue to respond flexibly to risks,
through measures such as another emer-
gency policy meeting or ramping up gov-
ernment bond purchases, as recession fears
heighten, the summary showed. The summa-
ry, typically released about a week after the
BOJ’s policy meeting, does not disclose the
identity of the board member who made the
comments.

The pandemic has become a global
economic crisis with travel restrictions,
event cancellations and supply chain dis-
ruptions raising the chance Japan will slip
into recession, keeping policymakers
under pressure to deploy huge fiscal and
monetary stimulus.

Confirmed coronavirus cases around the
world exceeded 377,000 across 194 coun-
tries and territories as of early Tuesday,
according to a Reuters tally, more than
16,500 of them fatal.

With the March monetary easing intend-
ed as a stop-gap move to address immedi-
ate strains in markets, the BOJ will focus
more on how to address the economic fall-
out from the virus when it next meets for a
rate review on April 27-28. A senior ruling
party lawmaker yesterday called on the
government to compile a record stimulus
that would be bigger than the 57-trillion-
yen ($514 billion) package deployed during
the global financial crisis. The BOJ also
stands ready to expand stimulus again in
April if the pandemic leads to cuts in jobs
and capital expenditure big enough to derail
prospects of an economic recovery, sources
have told Reuters. — Reuters

BOJ sees deeper economic pain, 
even after emergency easing

Some in BOJ say virus pushing economy into stagnation

TOKYO: A pedestrian walks past a quotation board displaying the
share price numbers for early trading on the Tokyo Stock Exchange in
Tokyo yesterday. Tokyo stocks opened higher yesterday supported by
a weak yen, continuing to buck the global downtrend due to the
mounting economic toll from the coronavirus. -AFP

BEIJING/SHANGHAI: Electronics
stores, coffee chains and even local
authorities in China are slashing prices
and handing out millions of dollars’
worth of discount coupons to kick start
an economy battered by gradually eas-
ing, virus-fighting restrictions on move-
ment. GOME Retail Holdings Ltd and
Suning.com Co Ltd plan to hand out
over 620 million yuan ($88 million)
worth of vouchers, while Alibaba Group
Holding Ltd’s Alipay is giving away 10
million discount tokens for 10,000
retailers on its app. JD.com Inc said
from today it will give out 1.5 billion
yuan ($212 million) worth of coupons for
branded goods in categories including
electronics.

Even the railway authority cut ticket
prices yesterday by as much as 45 per-
cent, while local governments such as
those of Hebei, Zhejiang and Guangxi
provinces are giving out vouchers for
tourist attractions, cinemas and shops.
“We’ve launched some discounted set
offers to consumers in recent days, hop-
ing to help consumers getting back to
their normal life,” a Pacific Coffee chain
spokeswoman said, referring to a cof-
fee-and-bun deal priced as low as 20
yuan ($2.83).

The promotions reflect concern
that the outbreak has depressed con-
sumer appetite and could have a lin-
gering impact, even as the number of
new local ly transmitted cases has
dropped.

About 500 cinemas reopened over
the weekend after being shut for almost
two months but took in just 30,000
yuan ($4,245) on Saturday, local media
reported.

Retail sales in the world’s second-
largest economy shrank by a fifth in
January-February from the same period
a year earlier, government data showed,
during which time China began taking
dramatic measures to curb the spread of
the virus, shutting transport links and
asking millions of people to stay home.
The government has loosened restric-
tions in recent weeks which is encour-
aging consumers to venture back into
malls and restaurants, albeit amid con-
cerns over job security and potential
wage cuts brought about by a strug-
gling economy.

“Trade, tourism catering and other
services not only help to prop up an
economy’s growth, but also embody a
city’s vitality,” financial magazine Yicai
reported Zhang Jinghua, party secretary
of Nanjing, as saying in early March,
days before the eastern Chinese city
announced it would give away 318 mil-
lion yuan worth of shopping coupons in
a lottery-style scheme.

He stressed the need to grasp the
balance between epidemic prevention
and rehabilitation and to create a safe
and secure consumer environment. The
city later said it believed its move boost
consumption by nearly 10 million yuan
in five days. — Reuters

Chinese consumers asked to
spend amid signs of normalcy

NEW DELHI: Walmart Inc’s Flipkart
has suspended services, a notice on
the Indian e-commerce firm’s website
said yesterday, as India began a 21-
day lockdown to fight the spread of
the coronavirus pandemic.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
ordered the lockdown from Tuesday
midnight, but a federal government
advisory suggested exempting e-com-
merce deliveries of essentials such as
food and medical equipment in addi-
tion to grocery stores and banks.

Flipkart, whose services include
grocery deliveries, did not say how
long the suspension would last.

“Our promise is that we will be
back to serve you, as soon as possi-
ble,” the notice said.

Amazon India’s pantry service that
delivers groceries was also not avail-
able in several cities. It has not said,
however that it is suspending pantry
services, only that it will halt orders
for non-essential products to priori-

tize customers’ critical needs. Modi’s
announcement led to long queues at
grocery stores in cities such as New
Delhi and Mumbai as customers
began panic buying before the ban
came into effect.

Even before Modi’s announcement,
several cities across India had begun
imposing curfews though essential
services were allowed. But different
state orders created confusion and
disrupted online deliveries, including
grocery supplies. Alibaba-backed
online grocer BigBasket said its serv-
ices had been impacted.

“We are working with the local
authorities for the passes and per-
mits that allow movement of person-
nel  and vehicles involved,”
BigBasket said in a statement.

The company also said it was
booked for the next seven days in
almost all the cities it operated in,
highlighting stockpil ing by cus-
tomers. — Reuters

Nike’s China 
sales affected
NEW YORK: Nike’s quarterly profits dropped fol-
lowing a rare sales decline in China due to the coro-
navirus outbreak, a hit offset somewhat by higher
online sales in that market, the company announced
Tuesday. The sporting goods giant, which had gar-
nered double-digit revenue growth in China for 22
straight quarters, suffered a five percent drop in
sales in the country in the quarter ending February
29, falling to $1.5 billion. During the peak of the
COVID-19 crisis in China, 75 percent of Nike-
owned stores were closed in the country, but that hit
was blunted by a 30 percent jump in digital sales,
the company said. With the virus waning in the
country where it first appeared, the company said
nearly 80 percent of its Nike and affiliated stores in
China are currently open. However, on March 16
Nike shuttered all its Nike-owned stores outside
China, Japan and Korea due to coronavirus.  The
company, which has extensive marketing and spon-
sorship ventures in pro sports, also is navigating a
marketing environment in which professional sports
leagues have been suspended and the Tokyo
Olympic Games were postponed for a year. —AFP

EU finance 
ministers split 
on rescue plan
BRUSSELS: EU finance ministers failed to
agree on crisis measures to help European
countries withstand the economic shock of
the coronavirus outbreak Tuesday, leaving
it to leaders to break the logjam at a sum-
mit this week. The COVID-19 outbreak has
brought the European economy to it knees
and Italy, with the backing of France and
Spain, wants a massive response from EU
partners in a historic act of financial soli-
darity.

But northern countries, led by Germany
and the Netherlands, are not in a hurry and
believe a huge stimulus announced by the
European Central Bank, backed by national
spending, is adequate for now.

“We are committed to explore all possi-
bilities necessary to support our economies
to get through these difficult times,” said
Eurogroup chief Mario Centeno, who could
not find a consensus after two hours of talks.
“This discussion has just only started and
more work is needed to get to the finish
line,” added Centeno, who is also Portugal’s
finance minister.

‘Wrong at this time’ 
At the heart of the split is the deep

unease among the northern and wealthier
European nations about the financial disci-
pline of their southern partners, especially
since the dark days of the eurozone debt
crisis. Countries like France, Spain and Italy
have long called for a eurobond, that is in
effect joint borrowing by the 19 members of
the euro single currency, that could serve as
the bedrock of a safer and more unified
European economy.

Italy, backed by France, recently renewed
the call by asking for EU-wide “corona
bonds”, but ahead of Tuesday’s talks
Germany angrily dismissed the idea as the
return of the politically poisonous
“eurobond” under another name. “I can only
recommend that we don’t hold a mock
debate for ideological reasons, in which
everyone digs out their preferred solution
from five or 10 years ago,” German Economy
Minister Peter Altmaier said in Berlin.

“It’s not about a fundamental change of
strategy for ideological reasons. That would
be wrong at this time and we won’t go along
with it,” he added.

Given the acrimony, governments will
spend the next days working towards
agreeing on a more surgical approach that
would tap into the eurozone’s massive
bailout war chest to help countries in need,
especially Italy. 

‘Driving through the mist’ 
Controlled by the 19 finance ministers

from the euro single currency bloc, the
European Stability Mechanism (ESM) has
over 400 billion euros ($430 billion) in fire-
power and could raise more. 

But the Netherlands said it was too early
to burn cash from a fund that is one of the
EU’s most significant financial weapons after
the ECB. “We have to be honest here. We are
driving through the mist. We are unsure what
is exactly ahead of us,” said Dutch Finance
Minister Wopke Hoekstra. 

The ESM “is one of the most substantial
things in our arsenal and it is invariable that
we keep it for what it is designed for,” he
added. Designed in the debt crisis, the fund
has the main purpose of rescuing countries
that are shut out of the markets-which is not
the case now.

But the ESM can also offer loan guaran-
tees for countries that ask for it, though Italy,
already under a pile of debt, is reluctant to
do so, afraid of signalling to the markets that
it has money problems.

ESM programs also come with demands
to enact painful reforms, which Italy is reluc-
tant to accept when what it actually wants is
an act of friendship in a desperate moment.

A eurozone source said credit lines would
likely be agreed in the end, but even that
would be difficult. EU leaders are to meet
today by videoconference. — AFP

PARIS/BRUSSELS: European airlines
crippled by the coronavirus have
demanded lasting relief from environmen-
tal taxes - in a move that pits their imme-
diate survival against longer-term emis-
sions goals. The looming tax tussle under-
scores shifting environmental battle lines
and a broader question for governments
injecting billions into their afflicted
economies: Should bailouts come before
climate objectives or rather be used to
advance them?

The airline sector has been fighting a
losing battle against tax in Europe.
Governments have imposed new levies to
slow growth in traffic and emissions, while
the European Union plans to begin taxing
jet fuel. “This industry is going to have
more taxes, not less taxes, and I think you
all know it,” top EU transport official
Henrik Hololei told airline CEOs in
Brussels this month.

“So you can indulge yourselves with a
study of what it would be like if there
were no taxes - but the reality is unfortu-
nately much harsher.” That reality is being
put to the test.

Within days of the meeting, the pan-
demic had dramatically worsened, forcing
airlines to suspend most flights, lay off

thousands of staff and seek government
aid to avert collapse.

Besides public cash, airlines are push-
ing to defer or waive a swath of European
taxes and duties. “After the crisis we hope
governments will understand that the
fragility of this industry is due to low
margins and heavy cost of capital,” the
head of the International Air Transport
Association (IATA) said.

“And that it is not economically and
financially wise to increase taxation on a
sector that is structurally fragile and
financially weak,” Alexandre de Juniac
told reporters.

Bailout conditions
With airlines at the front of bailout

queues, green advocates fear climate
action may lose momentum, just as it did
after the 2008 financial crisis. Collapsed
oil prices also work against pricier avia-
tion biofuels. Some are calling for aid to
depend on emissions cuts.

“Public money should support the
technologies of the future and not rein-
force the mistakes of the past,” said
Andrew Murphy of Transport &
Environment. The campaign group wants
airlines to be forced to use more low-car-

bon fuel and pay tax on kerosene and
international ticket sales, in return for
bailouts. “Airlines calling for public sup-
port in bad times should accept they need
to start paying taxes in good times,” he
said. US Democratic lawmakers have also
proposed requiring airlines to cut emis-
sions by 25 percent within 15 years and
50 percent by 2050 in return for $40 bil-
lion in grants.

In Australia, any Qantas rescue would
likely require faster progress on carbon,
sources with knowledge of the matter
told Reuters. The coronavirus shutdown is
likely to result in a full-year decline in
emissions from aviation and other indus-
tries. Some experts say that could dilute
public support for climate action.

IATA said on Tuesday it now expects
2020 air traffic to fall by 38 percent
before embarking on a recovery later this
year. That could cut carbon dioxide emis-
sions by several hundred million tonnes,
based on earlier forecasts and data. Any
“short-term blip” in emissions should not
prevent governments from using coron-
avirus stimulus to achieve longer-term
reductions, Fatih Birol, head of the
International Energy Agency, said in a
recent commentary.—Reuters

Flipkart suspends services;
India’s online services hit

STRASBOURG: Flags of European Union member states fly in front of the
European Parliament building in Strasbourg.— Reuters

COVID-19 redraws battle lines on airline emissions


