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BEIJING: Shi Xiaomin, who used to export
suits and blazers by the thousands to South
Korea, the Netherlands and the United
States, was luckier than many other Chinese
factory owners.

When his factory in the eastern city of
Wenzhou reopened last month after an ex-
tended shutdown due to the coronavirus out-
break, the local government sent a bus to a
nearby province to
ferry back more than
20 of his stranded
workers. Staff with cars
volunteered to fetch
colleagues. Shi’s opti-
mism was short-lived.

In the past week, re-
quests to cancel orders
or delay shipments from
his European and US
clients have flooded in. Early in the outbreak,
China imposed tough travel restrictions and
factory suspensions to curb the spread of the
virus, squeezing labor supplies and sending ex-
porters scrambling to fulfil orders.

Now, the reverse is happening - overseas
orders are being scrapped as the pandemic
ravages the economies of China’s trading part-
ners. “The unprecedented shutdown of normal

economic activity across Europe, the US and a
growing number of emerging markets is certain
to cause a dramatic contraction in Chinese ex-
ports, probably in the range of a 20-45 percent
year-on-year drop in the second quarter,” said
Thomas Gatley, senior analyst at research firm
Gavekal Dragonomics.

Shi said his fabric supplier in hard-hit Italy
suspended operations on Sunday, meaning no

fresh raw materials from
May. His stockpile of
fabric will last until the
end of April.

Shi said he would
slow production and
might suspend all output
soon if business does
not improve.

He also told the 50-
odd workers who have

yet to return from Hubei province, the epicenter
of the outbreak in China, to find jobs elsewhere.
“We know this year is bad and next year would
be better, but the question is how many facto-
ries can make it to next year?” Shi said.

Slumping exports 
Economists had initially anticipated a V-

shaped recovery for China’s economy, similar

to that seen after SARS epidemic in 2003.
But analysts have since slashed their fore-
casts to levels not seen since the Cultural
Revolution ended in 1976. China’s net exports
accounted for 11 percent of economic growth
last year.

“The last overseas orders we received were

for April,” said Zhu Hongping, chairman of
Hangzhou Hongli Food, a supplier of precooked
food to restaurants in Japan, South Korea, Aus-
tralia and New Zealand. Normally, at this time
of the year, orders can stretch to June and July,
Zhu said, adding he may have to suspend pro-
duction in three months. —Reuters

China’s factories reopen, only to fire 
workers as virus shreds global trade

Millions in China forecast to lose jobs, get pay cuts

WUHAN: An employee working on an air conditioner production line at a Midea factory in Wuhan in China’s
central Hubei province on Wednesday. —AFP

US must refrain 
from export curbs:
Commerce body
WASHINGTON: The US Chamber of Commerce on Wednesday
urged the United States to refrain from adopting export controls
or other measures that could impede the movement of medicines
and other essential goods needed to combat the coronavirus
pandemic. The chamber said it welcomed a joint pledge issued
Wednesday by Australia, Canada and other countries to keep
supply chains open and avoid export controls, and urged Wash-
ington to follow suit.

“To date, the US has laudably refrained from imposing ex-
port controls on these goods, and we urge the United States
to continue to avoid such measures, which would immediately
undermine US-based production of medical supplies,”
Chamber Executive Vice President Myron Brilliant said in a
statement.

There are growing concerns about protectionist measures
being discussed or adopted as countries scramble to respond
to the virus. The Group of Seven advanced economies on Tues-
day raised concerns about potential global supply chain dis-
ruptions, and the issue will be addressed by leaders of the
Group of 20 largest economies when they hold a virtual summit
yesterday. —Reuters

Airbus unions in 
Spain against 
production restart
MADIRD: Unions representing Airbus workers in Spain on
Wednesday condemned its decision to resume production de-
spite the coronavirus pandemic, saying it endangered the
health of employees, with 138 of them already infected. GCT,
the minority union, called for Airbus workers to begin an in-
definite strike on March 30 to protest the restart of production
on Monday in Spain, where the company builds part of the tail
section of its aircraft and assembles A400M military planes.

“The company must understand that the occupational
health of its workers is not a game,” the union said in a tweet.
The aerospace sector is not an “essential and strategic” indus-
try that must remain open during a health emergency, the
union had already argued in a statement on Monday.

Spain’s coronavirus death toll on Wednesday overtook that
of China, where the virus originated late last year, rising to
3,434. Only Italy now has a higher death toll. Spain declared a
state of emergency on March 14 to try to curb the spread of
the virus, which bans people from leaving home except for es-
sential outings. Airbus’s majority union in Spain, the CCOO,
has so far not joined the strike call, but it also demanded that
production stop at the company’s eight plants across the
country which employ around 13,000 people.

“Management wants production to return to normal gradu-
ally... we feel that during a state of emergency, that can’t happen

because it is not possible to adopt all the safety measures
needed to protect the health of workers,” the CCOO delegate
who represents Airbus workers, Francisco San Jose, told AFP.
According to a tally provided by Airbus management to unions
on Tuesday, a total of 138 employees of the firm are infected
with the virus and another 820 are in isolation as a precaution.

Fear 
“We don’t understand how there could be normal activity

in certain areas, especially in the Madrid region” which has
been the hardest hit by the outbreak, San Jose said.

Many Airbus workers were taking holidays this week be-
cause they were afraid to come in to work, he added. If the
Airbus plants are used to make ventilators or face masks
needed to fight the virus, the company “can count on us and
we will work as much as possible,” San Jose said.

The two unions called for members to donate their indus-
trial masks and other protective gear which they use on the
assembly line to hospitals at a time when such medical supplies
are lacking for health care workers in Spain. Contacted by AFP,
Airbus confirmed in a statement that “several” of its employees
in Spain were infected but declined to confirm the figure given
by the unions because it said the situation “changes quickly”.

The company said new strict health and safety measures
were adopted when its plants were closed and production
was re-organized so employees can remain at least one
metre (yard) away from each other. Spanish work inspec-
tors visited three of its plants in the Madrid region either
“in person or virtually” and found no reason for them to be
closed, Airbus added. In neighboring France, workers also
greeted the company’s decision to resume production with
reluctance.—AFP

Factories face 
prospect of

plunging 
overseas orders


