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Copper, quakes, 
inequality: Four 
things about Chile
SANTIAGO: Long considered a Latin American hub
of political stability and economic growth, Chile
holds a referendum yesterday to change the dictator-
ship-era constitution after a year of social unrest.

Some background on the country of nearly 19 mil-
lion people: 

From dictatorship to democracy 
In 1973 General Augusto Pinochet toppled

Socialist President Salvador Allende in a military
coup. Allende committed suicide in the presidential
palace as troops closed in. Pinochet imposed a right-
wing dictatorship that lasted for 17 years, during
which at least 3,200 people were killed or disap-
peared as a result of political repression. Around
38,000 were tortured. In 1988 he lost a plebiscite on
remaining in power and handed over to democratical-
ly elected Patricio Aylwin in 1990, remaining head of
the armed forces until 1998.  Pinochet died in 2006
without standing trial for atrocities under his regime.
In 2006 Socialist Michelle Bachelet, who herself had
been tortured, became Chile’s first female president.
Re-elected in 2013, she was barred constitutionally
from standing again immediately and was appointed
UN human rights commissioner in 2018.

The 2017 elections were won by conservative bil-
lionaire Sebastian Pinera, who had already been
president in 2010-2014.

Model economy 
Pinochet applied neo-liberal free-market methods,

privatizing healthcare, education and pensions. In the
1980s the country became the preferred Latin
American host for foreign investors. Today it is the
world’s biggest copper producer. However, despite
the economic model from the Pinochet era, which is
still largely in place, inequalities within the population
sparked a social crisis in 2019, resulting in yester-
day’s referendum.

Pensioners are cash-strapped and education and
healthcare in the country are expensive. In the sec-
ond quarter of 2020 Chile’s GDP fell by 14.1 percent,
due to the pandemic, which affected all sectors of the
economy apart from mining, which accounts for 10 to
15 percent of GDP and half of Chile’s exports. The
central bank has forecast that GDP will shrink by up
to 7.5 percent in 2020, a 35-year record.

Pedophile priests scandal 
The staunchly Roman Catholic country has been

rocked by allegations of sexual abuse within the
church going back decades. The scandals were high-
lighted by a controversial visit to the country in 2018
by Pope Francis, who has been accused of not doing
enough in response. Some 158 cases of sexual abuse
implicating 219 members of the church are being
investigated. Ultra-conservative Chile allowed
divorce only from 2004 and legalized abortion in cer-
tain cases in 2017.

Super seismic 
Bordered by the Pacific Ocean to the west and

the Andes mountain range to the east, long and nar-
row Chile is one of the world’s most seismic coun-
tries. In 1960 it was hit by the most powerful earth-
quake ever registered, measuring 9.5. More than
5,700 people were killed. In 2010 a 8.8-magnitude
quake unleashed a tsunami that swept away entire
villages in the south and center of the country, leav-
ing around 520 people dead. Chile also has numer-
ous active volcanoes. —AFP

VAZIR, Uzbekistan: In the giant shed of Uzbek
farmer Sanat Kalandarov, a bountiful melon harvest
hangs suspended from wooden beams, promising
profits through a difficult winter ahead. Kalandarov
is practicing a type of storage that is centuries-old-
the shed has been in his own family for three gener-
ations-and he is dismissive of younger farmers who
are turning to refrigerators.

“Melons need fresh air to breathe,” 35-year-old
Kalandarov said, indicating narrow slits for ventila-
tion in the shed walls, which are thick enough to
shield the fruits from the cold of winter and the ear-
ly spring heat. “When the days are frosty, we insu-
late the room. Plus, this method requires no elec-
tricity. It is very economical.”

These thick-skinned varieties of Uzbekistan’s
favorite fruit-some shaped like torpedoes, others
more spherical-are planted in May, two months
after the melons that ripen in summer. 

They are then stored and sold during the winter,
when their value can grow 15-fold on the domestic
market and even more abroad. This year, the melon
growing season has been especially good, and it is
just as well.

The coronavirus pandemic hit Uzbekistan hard,
just when it was on an economic upswing. 

Remittances sent by migrants working abroad
fell by half, according to a report by the United
Nations Development Programme published in July,
straining hundreds of thousands of family budgets
that depended on them. Strict lockdowns triggered
massive layoffs around the landlocked country of 33
million, with small businesses especially affected.
Kalandarov, by contrast, has been able to hire 12
people who would have otherwise been unem-
ployed from his village of Vazir in the arid northwest
of the country.

He is also planning to send his first batch of mel-
ons for export to neighboring Kazakhstan by the

end of October.   “With COVID-19 and all the
unemployment (it has caused), these winter melons
are a lifeline,” he told AFP, noting that he had 50
tons of the crop to sell in the off season.   

Melon country 
According to the ministry of agriculture, an aver-

age of 700,000 tons of melons are grown annually
in Uzbekistan on 35,000 hectares of land. Shohruh
Tolibov, an expert from the ministry, said that
exports represent less than 10 percent of that total-
some of the sweetest varieties do not travel well.
But they will more than double this year and have
grown five-fold over the last three years.

Such growth has been triggered by the agricul-
tural reforms of President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, who
broke up monopoly interests that dominated the
export of fruit and vegetables and allowed small-
holders the chance to determine their own clients.

Kazakhstan, Russia, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia and

Ukraine are the top destinations for Uzbek melons,
Tolibov told AFP.  This month, the locally-based
Jahon Exim Group claimed it had overseen the first
exports of Uzbek melons to Britain.

“We hope that Uzbek melons, known for their
taste and health benefits, will be appreciated by
local consumers,” said the company’s director
Jahongir Giyasov in comments to local media.

Uzbekistan grows more than 50 types of melons.
Khorezm, a region in the lower reaches of the Amu
Darya river that benefits from temperate winters,
grows at least 12 and they all share a common char-
acteristic-deliciousness. While other crops fail in
this area, “melons grow sweeter on saline land,” said

Kalandarov, whose employees feasted hungrily on
some of his produce, slicing up the green-skinned
bounty like sticky birthday cakes at the end of a
long, warm, autumn day.

Kalandarov grew up on the melon fields, and has
been growing his own fruit since he was a teenager.
But he is no longer satisfied with this work alone.
Instead, his dream is the same as the avowed policy
of the national government-to move from selling
raw produce to products with value added. “I have
a business plan. I want to create new products-
melon jam, melon conserve, dried melon. There is a
big demand for these products on foreign markets,”
he said. —AFP

700,000 tons of melons are grown annually in Uzbekistan

Bumper melon harvest sweetens 
Uzbekistan’s pandemic problems

VAZIR: A woman prepares melons to be hanged for storage in an adobe shed in the village of Vazir in
the northwest of Uzbekistan. —AFP photos

Frankfurt cancels 
Christmas market 
over virus spike
FRANKFURT: The German city of Frankfurt has
become the latest to cancel its traditional
Christmas market as the nation struggles to halt
an alarming rise in coronavirus infections.

“Frankfurt is pulling the corona emergency
brake,” the bestselling Bild daily wrote after city
officials made the decision in emergency talks
late Saturday. The Frankfurt “Weihnachtsmarkt”
is one of Germany’s most popular Christmas mar-
kets and usually attracts more than two million
visitors who come to sip mulled wine, nibble on
roasted chestnuts and shop for seasonal trinkets
among a cluster of wooden chalets. “Our goal
remains to avoid another lockdown,” Frankfurt
mayor Peter Feldmann said in a statement.

The worsening pandemic has already forced a
slew of other German cities, including Berlin,

Duesseldorf and Cologne, to announce they are
scrapping or severely curtailing their Christmas
markets, although major ones are still going
ahead in Munich and Nuremberg. Germany is
home to some 2,500 Christmas markets each
year that kick off the festive season in late
November and are much loved by locals and
tourists alike. They draw about 160 million
domestic and international visitors annually who
bring in revenues of three to five billion euros,
according to the BSM stallkeepers’ industry
association.

Although Germany coped relatively well with
the first wave of coronavirus, case numbers
have risen rapidly in recent weeks, as they have
across Europe. The country yesterday reported
more than 11,000 new cases over the past 24
hours, bringing the total number since the start
of the pandemic to 429,181. Sunday marked that
fourth day in a row that new cases crossed the
10,000 mark.

Germany has recorded 10,032 coronavirus
deaths to date, according to the Robert Koch
Institute for disease control. Chancellor Angela
Merkel has urged Germans to drastically cut

back on socializing to curb the spread of the
virus and authorities have introduced stricter
rules on private and public gatherings. Berlin
police tweeted that they had to break up a “fetish
party” of some 600 people on Saturday evening
because the venue was too small for the crowd to
social distance.  —AFP

The famous Christmas market at Gendarmenmarkt
normally attracts thousands each year.

Melons hang from wooden beams in the village of
Vazir in the northwest of Uzbekistan. 

HK brokers ready 
war chest for Ant’s 
IPO bidding frenzy 
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s brokerages are
readying billions of margin-lending dollars to tap
an expected surge in retail demand for China’s
fintec giant Ant Group’s likely $35 billion dual-
listing in Hong Kong and Shanghai in the next few
weeks, industry officials said.

Margin lending, or the amount brokers can lend
to individual investors to purchase shares, has
been a big business in Hong Kong in recent years
with a large number of equity floats luring retail
buyers.

Hong Kong had 851,157 margin lending
accounts with total loan volume of HK$161.8 bil-
lion ($21 billion) in the first half of 2020, according
to the city’s Securities and Futures Commission
(SFC), up sharply from 601,842 at the same time
last year. The expected surge in demand for mar-
gin financing for the Hong Kong tranche of Ant’s
initial public offering (IPO), poised to be the
world’s largest ever, underscores robust retail
interest in the deal due to be launched next week.

Ant, which operates China’s biggest mobile
payments platform Alipay, is backed by Chinese e-
commerce group Alibaba Group Holding. Bright

Smart Securities, one of the city’s largest broker-
ages, said it would lend up to HK$50 billion - one
of the firm’s largest offerings - for the Ant IPO
despite looming markets uncertainty due to the
approaching U.S. election.

“We will make sure our interest rate will be the
lowest among our peers,” chief executive Edward
Hui told Reuters, adding retail investors would
only have to put up 5 percent as a deposit to take
on a margin loan to buy Ant shares. Another Hong
Kong brokerage UOB Kay Hian has earmarked
HK$20 billion for Ant IPO margin financing, a
spokeswoman said.

Retail investors in Hong Kong - from taxi driv-
ers to junior professionals - borrow heavily as
larger bids boost the chances of IPO share alloca-
tion, and they look to benefit from a first-day pop.

The lending could be for 6-7 days and is lucra-
tive for the brokerages as they earn commission
on executing trades as well as interest income
from margin financing. “We see in Hong Kong that
retail investors are always keen to buy into IPOs,
it’s almost a form of gambling and there is a strong
trend for them to only hold on to them for a day or
two,” the Hong Kong Institute of Investors’ chair-
man Ricky Tam said.

Pressure on rates 
Retail brokers said the margin interest rates

would be set closer to the IPO’s launch date. The
strong demand could raise the short-term Hong
Kong Interbank Offered Rate (HIBOR). The two-

week Hong Kong Interbank Offered Rate rose for
a fourth straight session on Thursday to its highest
in more than seven weeks.

The retail bidding frenzy poses some risks for
the brokerages and their clients, especially on any
heightened market volati l i ty in an economy
already badly hit by the pandemic as well as last
year’s anti-governments protests. “The risk for
subscribers is that they are paying a lot in com-
missions to try and get allocations, they are pay-
ing interest and it’s likely the shares will be priced
at the top of the range,” GEO Securities chief
executive Francis Lun said. “That could leave very
little room for profit.” —Reuters

SHANGHAI: Ant Group logo is pictured at the Shanghai
office of Alipay, owned by Ant Group which is an affili-
ate of Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba.

Nigeria’s megacity 
Lagos reopens as 
curfew relaxed 
LAGOS:  Workers began a cleanup of the streets of
Lagos on Saturday after the relaxation of a round-the-
clock curfew after days of unrest sparked by the shoot-
ing of protesters demonstrating against police brutality
in Nigeria. Groups of men armed with knives and sticks
blocked major roads and burned buildings and street
signs in recent days as the city became the main flash-
point of the worst street violence since Nigeria’s return
to civilian rule in 1999 and the most serious political

crisis confronting President Muhammadu Buhari.
Violence in the sprawling commercial hub of Africa’s

largest economy, a city of 20 million, escalated after
protesters in the Lekki district on Tuesday night were
shot by what witnesses said were soldiers, hours after
the curfew was announced. Amnesty International said
soldiers and police killed at least 12 protesters on
Tuesday in Lekki and Alausa, two Lagos districts. The
army has denied soldiers were at the site of the shoot-
ing. Lagos state said on Friday the restrictions on
movement would be eased from Saturday, with the cur-
few in place from 6 pm to 8 am. Workers took to streets
to sweep away broken glass. Meanwhile, cars filled the
roads. “We need to sweep it so that the road can be
free for the cars and motors to be going so that they
cannot have accidents,” said cleaner Ajala Eyiwunmi.

Disruption has not been limited to Lagos. Several

states in southern Nigeria have imposed curfews after
two weeks of confrontations between security services
and protesters.

On a call between Buhari and former Nigerian presi-
dents, including his immediate predecessor Goodluck
Jonathan, the head of state said 51 civilian fatalities and
37 injuries had been recorded as a result of “hooligan-
ism” in recent weeks. Many businesses, already hit hard
by restrictions due to the coronavirus pandemic, had
been affected by the protests.

The Lagos Chamber of Commerce said Nigeria’s
economy had suffered an estimated loss of 700 bil-
lion naira ($1.84 billion) due to lockdowns, before
the violence.

“I thank God that today Lagos is good. We are hap-
py at least I can go for my business now,” said shop-
keeper James Odudo. —Reuters


