
LAGOS: Nigerian haulage operator
Waheed Ibikunle and his family used to
eat boiled eggs every day as part of
their breakfast. With the price of a
crate of eggs almost doubling since
January to 1,500 naira ($4), the family
has had to cut them from their daily
diet. “I had no choice than to instruct
my wife to adjust. The children are not
happy because they are used to eating
eggs,” the father of three told AFP at
his modest bungalow in the downtown
Agbado area of Lagos. “In Nigeria of
today, virtually the price of everything
has gone up.”

Africa’s largest economy was already
struggling with a fall in the price of oil,
Nigeria’s major export, and a weak local
naira currency, before the global pan-
demic struck. Now Nigeria’s inflation
has soared to a four-year high of more
than 18 percent in March, with food
prices up 22.9 percent, according to the
National Bureau of Statistics.

Ibikunle, who is also involved in the
import and export trade, blames “poor
infrastructure, coupled with falling val-
ue of the naira for pushing up prices”.
At the popular food markets in Ile-Epo
and Agege on Lagos mainland, traders
and customers painted a similar grim
picture of prices. “This tuber of yam
was between 700 and 800 naira a few

months ago but it now goes for 1,300
naira,” said seller Ajoke Salau, pointing
to a barn of yams inside her shop.

Virus, oil prices 
As she spoke, one customer picked

three tubers and after haggling for a
few minutes, she pulled out wads of
notes and handed them over. “The cost
of living is becoming too high,” the
customer, who gave her name as Alice,
told AFP. 

The COVID-19 pandemic and oil
price crash have hammered Nigeria’s
economy, which gets 90 percent of for-
eign exchange earnings from crude
exports, pushing it  into its second
recession in four years. Nigeria narrow-
ly exited the recession in the fourth
quarter of 2020, but the drop in oil rev-
enues led to a balance of payments
deficit of $14 billion last year and has
depleted its foreign reserves.

It is not just the naira exchange that
is  helping push up prices. Poultry
farmer Lukman Busari said high costs
of feed, a lack of facilities and insecu-
rity are also adding to costs. “In my
farm, we spend almost a triple of what
we used to spend on feed and diesel.
We provide water, electricity and even
had to grade the road leading to our
farm. These costs are passed on to the

consumers,” he said.
As well as inflation, a rise in jobless-

ness has left a third of Nigeria’s work-
force unemployed at the end of 2020,
according to the statistics office. The
World Poverty Clock reports that at the
latest count, Nigeria had 43 percent of
its population or about 90 million peo-
ple living below the poverty line of less
than $1.90 per day.

‘Escalating incidents of banditry’ 
Business leaders and financial ana-

lysts said curbing inflation is key to
rebooting the economy. “To curtail
inflationary pressure, the key drivers
must be identified,” said Muda Yusuf,
the director-general of Lagos Chamber
of Commerce and Industry. Problems
that need tackling include high trans-
portation costs, rising cost of energy
and logistics, the naira exchange rate
depreciation, foreign exchange liquidity
shortages as well as the impact of the
climate change and worsening insecuri-
ty on farming communities.

Yusuf said the government should
ease the constraints to production and
productivity in the economy, including
dealing with Nigeria’s worsening inse-
curity. “Escalating incidents of banditry,
kidnapping, terrorism, armed robbery
are taking a huge toll on economic

activities, especially agricultural pro-
duction,” he said.

Broker Sola Oni of Sofunix
Investment and Communication said
rising inflation is tied with the naira
devaluation which has its roots in the
“external shocks in the international oil
market”. Oni said government should
tame inflation by diversifying the econ-
omy to ease over-dependence on oil

income, such as investing in agriculture
and small businesses.

But for many like Lagos civil servant
Gafar Adesina, change can’t  come
quick enough. “The situation is very
terrible. We are really suffering in this
country. The prices of  things are
beyond the reach of Nigerians,” he
said. “Our salary is not increased yet
prices are going up daily.” —AFP
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Nigerians feel squeeze as prices soar

MOWE, Nigeria: Vendors display food for sale at a market in Ogun State on April 19,
2021. —AFP

Millions of Americans 
are jobless, yet firms 
struggle to hire
WASHINGTON: More than a year into the
COVID-19 pandemic, mi l l ions of  American
remain  job less , but  even as  the  economy
reopens some employers are finding hiring an
unexpected chal lenge. From fears of  being
infected with the coronavirus to trouble finding
childcare to the lure of generous unemployment
benefits, some jobless Americans are holding off
on re-entering the workforce.

“It’s a paradox for the COVID crisis,” said
Gregory Daco, chief US economist at Oxford
Economics. “We have, and risk having over the
coming months , an imbalance between job
openings and demand.” The US economy has
begun to recover as COVID-19 vaccines allow
businesses to return to normal, and companies
are starting to recruit to meet growing demand.

But not all unemployed workers are ready to
return to their jobs, analysts say. “The main
issue is we still have a pandemic, and there is
huge concern among job seekers about work-
place health and safety,” said Julia Pollak, an
economist for job search website ZipRecruiter.
A quarter of the US population is fully vaccinat-
ed, well ahead of Europe and many other major
economies, but three-quarters of the country
nonetheless  remains at  r isk of  contract ing
COVID-19.  

And childcare is another challenge for work-
ing parents, since only a little more than half of
the nation’s schools are back to full-time classes
after the pandemic forced them to close or
modify operations, according to FutureEd, a
think tank at Georgetown University.

Search for ‘better conditions’ 
The COVID-19 pandemic destroyed 22 million

jobs in the world’s largest economy, of which more
than half, 14 million, have been restored. However,
nearly 17 million people are still receiving govern-
ment unemployment aid, including self-employed
workers, and many are working part-time because
they cannot find full-time work.

But Daco said worker shortages are being seen
across multiple sectors, including some of those
hardest hit by the waves of layoffs, like retail, food
service, hospitality and entertainment. In a survey
of US businesses conducted between late
February and early April, the Federal Reserve not-
ed “hiring remained a widespread challenge, par-
ticularly for low-wage or hourly workers, restrain-
ing job growth in some cases.”

A hotelier surveyed by the Federal Reserve
bank in Richmond, Virginia reported that “they
were able to hire some front desk workers but had
unfilled cleaning staff positions and little interest
from workers in those jobs.” The central bank’s
Chicago branch reported a number of factors
keeping unemployed workers at home, including
“financial support from the government,” like the
extra $300 weekly benefit jobless employees will
receive through August.

The Chicago Fed cited other complications in
the hiring process including finding childcare,
concerns about the virus, difficulty obtaining pub-
lic transportation and “job search fatigue”.
ZipRecruiter’s Pollak said some workers also are
fearful that if they take a job, they will simply be
let go again. 

“Many people experienced getting laid off as a
really hard blow,” she said, comparing the situa-
tion to people “who got divorced now being
scared to go back into the dating market and get
married again. They’re not in a rush to put them-
selves back in a vulnerable position, especially
since the extended and expanded benefits are
giving them a little bit of time,” Pollak said. —AFP

Graveyard: China’s 
failed share-cycle 
scheme from above
BEIJING: Handlebars tight in snaking rows of col-
or, thousands of abandoned bicycles line an open
field outside the city of Shenyang, relics of a
shared bike mania that has overwhelmed China’s
cities. The turquoise, blue and yellow bicycles,
arranged in long lines, some piled on top of each
other, bear the logos of the companies that domi-
nate China’s bike-sharing sector - Hellobike, Didi
and Meituan.

Low cost-shared bikes, which users can unlock
using apps and park virtually anywhere, burst onto
Chinese streets in the middle of the last decade
with investors rushing to fund bike startups like
the now-defunct Ofo and Mobike. But the two-
wheelers soon took over pavements and spilled
over into bike lanes and streets, parked haphaz-
ardly by users who sometimes simply tossed the
bikes into shrubbery, creating a headache for
urban authorities and pedestrians.

Many bikes suffered damage or were stolen,
while some were even repurposed into makeshift
barricades when COVID-19 broke out last year.
The problem is a familiar one to cities around the
world battling to round up stray bikes, from metro
stations in Washington DC to the bottom of
Melbourne’s river.

Aerial photographs from the suburbs of
Shenyang, Liaoning province, show a bicycle grave-

yard, one of many which began appearing as early
as 2018 as tech start-up darling Ofo imploded,
defaulting on debts as its users claimed back rental
deposits. Mountains of damaged bikes belonging to
other companies have also been discarded rather
than repaired, in contrast to the “green” image usu-
ally associated with urban cycling.

The bikes now jostle for space on Chinese

streets with hordes of shared electronic scooters,
which have also made their appearance elsewhere
in the world including Paris and California. Chinese
cities have vowed to curb the chaotic fleets of
bikes, with Beijing saying it will remove 44,000
bikes from the city center this year in order to cap
bike numbers at under 800,000, according to
state media. —AFP

Netflix shares 
tumble as 
growth cools
SAN FRANCISCO: Netflix shares plunged
Tuesday after the leading streaming service report-
ed cooling growth in paid subscriptions that had
caught fire during the pandemic. While revenue
jumped 24 percent in the first quarter of this year
when compared to the same period in 2020, paid
memberships grew less than expected to 208 mil-
lion, Netflix said in its quarterly earnings release.

New subscriber additions were some two million
below Netflix’s forecast. “We believe paid member-
ship growth slowed due to the big COVID-19 pull
forward in 2020 and a lighter content slate in the
first half of this year, due to COVID-19 production
delays,” executives said in the release. Netflix
reported profit was up to a stunning $1.7 billion on
revenue of $7.2 billion, as subscribers weathered
price increases. The Silicon Valley-based company
said it expected subscriber growth to accelerate
anew later this year as it releases sequels to hit
shows. “We had those ten years where we were
growing smooth as silk,” Netflix chief executive
Reed Hastings said on a streamed earnings call. “It
is just a little wobbly right now.”

Netflix executives had cautioned in past quar-
ters that the pandemic fueled a surge in subscrip-
tions, with people who would have eventually
signed up jumping on board sooner than they might
have. “We continue to anticipate a strong second
half with the return of new seasons of some of our
biggest hits and an exciting film lineup,” Netflix said
in an earnings letter.

A shift from traditional television to streamed
services such as Netflix remains a clear trend,
according to the company. However, competi-
tion is also ramping up from Disney, Amazon
and other titans. “More and more new streaming
services are launching, reinforcing our vision
that linear TV will slowly give way to streaming
entertainment,” Netflix said. “We’re working as
hard as ever to continually improve our service
so that we are the best entertainment option
available.”

But the sharp deceleration suggested slower
growth ahead from Netflix, sending shares down
some 11 percent in after-hours trade. Hastings said
that competition in the streaming television market
has been consistently fierce, with Amazon Prime
and Hulu as rivals for more than a decade. The cool-
ing is a “sign that the world is coming back to more
normal at the expense of Netflix,” tweeted Gene
Munster of the investment firm Loup Ventures. “We
think the long-term growth is flattish.”

Shows in the wings 
Productions delays caused by the pandemic

have resulted in the release of many original
Netflix shows being delayed until the second half
of this year, according to the company. “While the
roll out of vaccines is very uneven across the
world, we are back up and producing safely in
every major market, with the exception of Brazil
and India,” Netflix said.

The streaming television service expected to
spend more than $17 billion on a wide range of
content, much of it original. New seasons of hit
shows set for release later this year included Sex
Education, The Witcher, La Casa de Papel
(Money Heist), and You. —AFP

Internet, the thorn 
in the side of Cuba’s 
one party state
HAVANA: Cuba’s communist leadership has
always viewed the Internet with suspicion
while trying desperately to control it. Raul
Castro, the former president and leader of
the Communist Party, who officially retired
on Monday, has blasted the medium for
“lies,” “manipulation” and “subversion”. But
for Cuba’s 11.2 million people who have long
been amongst the least connected people on
the planet, the internet has become a favorite
tool of the outlawed opposition.

The arrival of 3G in 2018 was a boon.
There are now 4.2 million Cubans using 3G.
President Miguel Diaz-Canel was originally
a fan and encouraged the “informatization
of society,” but he’s quickly become disillu-
sioned with the internet, faced with its
enthusiastic use to criticize authorities. On
Monday, while 300 delegates met for the
Communist Party congress in Havana, an
amateur video went viral on social media.

It showed dissident artist Luis Manuel
Otero Alcantara being arrested in a poor
neighborhood of the capital . Dozens of
act iv is ts , independent  journa l i s ts  and
artists have complained on Twitter that
police are preventing them from leaving
their homes - a favorite ploy by authorities
to prevent mass gatherings that could lead
to anti-government protests. Others com-
plained of their internet and telephone lines
being shut down. —AFP

Established 1961 

THURSDAY, APRIL 22, 2021 Business

SHENYANG, China: This aerial photo taken on April 19, 2021 shows abandoned public shared bicycles at a lot
in northeastern Liaoning province. —AFP


