
LONDON: From watering the plants and setting up
tables to arranging bottles on the shelves, Italian
restaurant owner Giuseppe Gullo’s hands are as full
as his customers’ bellies, with Britain’s “pingdemic”
decimating his staff. “In the last month, I’ve been
covering for everyone, from the kitchen to mainte-
nance,” explained the stoically cheerful Gullo, inside
his Lume restaurant in Primrose Hill, an upmarket
London neighborhood.

After the shocks of lockdown and Brexit, the
“pingdemic” is the new scourge of businesses
across Britain. Hundreds of thousands of workers
have been “pinged” by the app that tracks the coun-
try’s coronavirus cases, requiring them to stay at
home and isolate for 10 days. The emergence of the
delta variant, first found in India, has worsened the
situation in recent weeks, with cases-and therefore
close contacts with infected people-spiralling.

The government on Friday had to exempt more
than 10,000 food workers from quarantine-on con-
dition that they test negative daily-amid reports of
empty shelves in supermarkets.

Government ‘confusion’ 
“This is getting out of scale, everybody gets

pinged,” said Gallo, who also criticized the gov-
ernment ’s  “confus ing”  messaging . Bus iness
Secretary Paul Scully said earlier this week that
notifications were only advice and those pinged
should make an “informed decision”. Downing
Street then contradicted him, saying that observ-
ing quarantine was “crucial”.

The economic think-tank CEBR estimates that

the cost to the UK economy of isolating hundreds of
thousands of employees until August 16 will hit £4.6
billion ($6.3 billion, 5.4 billion euros).

From that date, the isolation requirement will be
lifted for fully vaccinated people. Some bosses inter-
viewed by AFP admitted that they had already
encouraged their  employees to come to work
despite receiving the alerts. Gullo said he did not
want to “put people at risk just for economic bene-
fit”. “You want your staff to come to work, feel safe
and be in a healthy environment,” he said.

“We’re facing the public and I want the public to
know that if they come here, we follow every rule
that we need to follow.” 

Brexit plus pandemic 
As a consequence, he is faced with a lack of man-

power, and is considering closing one or more days
a week or limiting services. But the hospitality
industry’s woes are not confined to the pingdemic.

The pandemic combined with Brexit, which has
increased staffing costs and discouraged many for-
eign workers from coming to the UK, has had a dev-
astating effect. All businesses surveyed by three
industry associations, including UKHospitality,
Britain’s leading hospitality trade association, say
they are current ly looking for staff , and that
200,000 more employees are needed to keep
restaurants and pubs running at full capacity.

“The pandemic made people realize they could
change work very eas i ly,”  sa id  Gul lo , who
explained two members of his team of eight had
moved back to Italy. “We are very worried. I have a

very good team, but if they decide to move on if
they get poached, we struggle to fill up those posi-
tions,” he added.

When the restaurant reopened at the end of May,
he immediately sensed there would be problems.

“Everybody in restaurants was calling each other,
looking for cooks and servers.” According to him, all
the CVs he has received in his 15-year career in
London came from mainland Europe, but never from
Britain.  —AFP

Virus ‘pingdemic’ causes 
havoc for UK businesses

LONDON: British supermarkets and suppliers warned of possible food shortages due to staff self-isolat-
ing, as rising coronavirus cases threaten chaos. —AFP
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Frenzied appetite for 
India food delivery 
giant Zomato’s IPO
MUMBAI: Shares of Indian food delivery giant Zomato
soared on its market debut Friday, following a 93.75
billion rupee ($1.3 billion) IPO, the country’s biggest
this year. Around 30 Indian companies have
announced plans to list shares this year, with start-ups
attracting billions of dollars in investment even though
many are yet to make a profit. Zomato, which counts
subsidiaries of Chinese tycoon Jack Ma’s Ant Group
and Uber among its shareholders, dominates India’s
booming app-based food-delivery space alongside
rival Swiggy.

Its shares debuted at 115 rupees on the Bombay
Stock Exchange’s Sensex Index, 51 percent higher than
its issue price after its IPO was subscribed 40.38 times
at the end of last week.

The stock then rocketed up 80 percent in the
opening 10 minutes, taking Zomato’s market capitaliza-
tion across the one trillion rupee mark. India’s econo-
my has taken a battering during the pandemic, record-
ing its worst annual recession since independence in
1947. But its start-up sector has been a rare bright
spot. This year alone, around 20 “unicorns”-firms val-
ued at more than a billion dollars-have been created,
including half a dozen in four days in April.

Many are struggling to recruit qualified employees,
with some reportedly offering incentives such as free
motorbikes and tickets to cricket matches to lure tal-
ent. This year is set to be India’s best for IPOs. Others
set to list include digital payments firm Paytm, backed
by Japan’s SoftBank and Ma. Many of the start-ups,
though, are loss-making. Zomato for instance, which
operates in 525 Indian cities, is yet to turn profitable
and reported a loss of 8.16 billion rupees in the finan-
cial year ending March 2021.

“We are going to relentlessly focus on 10 years out
and beyond, and are not going to alter our course for
short-term profits at the cost of long-term success of
the company,” Zomato’s chief executive Deepinder
Goyal said Friday. —AFP 

Business
Govt sends out confusing signals amid reports of empty shelves in supermarkets

‘Nothing left’ for 
famine-struck in
southern Madagascar
ANOSY, Madagascar: “Look at my child-please
help us!” cries the woman. She hurriedly undresses
the five-year-old girl, uncovering gaunt arms and
ribs that are painfully visible under the skin. The
child allows herself to be pulled around before
starting to shake.

The mother and her daughter live in the famine-
stricken region of Anosy in the Madagascar’s far
south. Penniless, they have another 10 kilometers
(six miles) to walk from the village of Fenoaivo to
the nearest health center. Further along the road, a
family holds a silent vigil outside the hut where their
father has lain since dying of hunger four days ago.

“We can’t bury him because we don’t have a
zebu (cow). We won’t have a meal to serve, which is
the most important thing for us,” says the dead
man’s daughter Rahovatae by the low-burning fire.
The family has been digging for roots, the only food
available while waiting for help to arrive.

“There’s nothing left here where we’ve been dig-
ging,” says mother of nine Rahovatae, a spade in her
hand in the small wood outside the village. She tears
off a piece of one of the cactuses they have been
eating for want of anything better. “I chop off the
spines with a knife. It’s horrible, it’s bitter and it
sticks to the roof of your mouth. Even when you
cook it, it doesn’t taste of anything. It’s making us
weaker,” she complains. The deserted hamlet where
the family lives is one of those known to aid workers
as “zombie villages”-home only to small numbers of
wasted people who seem to be waiting for death.

‘Horror film’ 
Rahovatae and her family are among over a million

Madagascans in need of food in a vast area spread
over 110,000 square kilometers (42,000 square
miles) — around the size of Virginia or New Zealand’s
North Island. Years with little rain have made farming
impossible, while sandstorms have turned huge
stretches of arable land barren-effects the UN has
linked to climate change.

“We planted but there was no rain. Everything
that’s planted dies. We don’t have anything left. Some
of what we owned we sold, the rest was stolen by
bandits,” says Sinazy, a mother of eight in Mahaly. Her
17-year-old son Havanay is breaking wild nuts inside
their little earth-and-straw hut. “We eat the insides,
this white kernel,” he says.

“I break these from morning until dusk. But the fat
can make you ill. I shake after I’ve eaten it,” Havanay
says. World Food Programme (WFP) chief David
Beasley has compared the plight of the starving in
Madagascar to a “horror film”, saying it was “enough
to bring even the most hardened humanitarian to
tears.” Around 14,000 people have already reached a
stage the WFP defines as level five, a “catastrophe
when people have absolutely nothing left to eat,” says
the organization’s Madagascar chief Moumini
Ouedraogo. The UN estimates it will need $78.6 mil-
lion to provide vital food aid in the next lean season
starting in October.

Leather scraps 
Several aid groups have been handing out hun-

dreds of tons of food and nutritional supplements for
months with government help. But this isn’t nearly
enough. In Ambovombe, the main town in hard-hit
Androy region, hundreds have been surviving without
help for months. They beg and eat food scraps from
the market-even leather offcuts given to them by san-
dal makers.

Boiled with a little salt to soften it or grilled, the
leather “tears up our stomachs, but it’s because we
have nothing. We’re suffering badly,” says Clarisse.
President Andry Rajoelina has launched “several
actions” since his 2019 election aimed at “a true
transformation in the south,” his chief of staff Lova
Hasinirina Ranoromaro said, adding that there is
“strong political will”.

The president himself has announced via Twitter
that “140 major projects” will be launched in agricul-
ture, water supply, public works and health.
Madagascar has gone through 16 recorded food
crises since 1896. Researcher Paubert Mahatante says
that as well as climate change, other factors including
“the population explosion combined with exhaustion
of natural resources,” are to blame.

Neither the government nor the WFP publicly
tracks the number who have died of starvation, but
AFP has tallied at least 340 deaths from local authori-
ty figures in recent months. —AFP

42-year-old Vitasoa has six children. She’s brought four of
them to the Médecins Sans Frontiéres mobile clinic. All the
children are included in the nutrition program launched at
the end of March to respond to the food and nutrition emer-
gency in southern Madagascar.

Hacked US tech 
firm secures tool 
to restore services
WASHINGTON: A US tech firm hit by a massive
ransomware attack said it had obtained a decryp-
tion tool that allows it to unlock networks for the
approximately 1,500 businesses affected. Miami-
based Kaseya shut down its servers after the July 2
attack that affected businesses from pharmacies to
gas stations in at least 17 countries and forced most
of Sweden’s 800 Coop supermarkets to lock their
doors for days.

“We can confirm that Kaseya obtained the tool

from a third party and have teams actively helping
customers affected by the ransomware to restore
their environments,” Kaseya said in a statement
released Thursday. The firm did not disclose the
third party used to obtain the decryptor or say
whether it had paid the hackers, who demanded
$70 million in bitcoin in exchange for data stolen
during the attack.

“Kaseya is working with Emsisoft to support our
customer engagement efforts, and Emsisoft has
confirmed the key is effective at unlocking victims,”
the company added.

An increasingly lucrative form of digital hostage-
taking, ransomware attacks typically see hackers
encrypting victims’ data and then demanding mon-
ey for restored access.

Experts believe this could be the biggest ran-
somware attack on record. Russia-based hackers

REvil, who released private data of companies
whose computers they took over on their “Happy
Blog” to pressure them to pay a ransom, are widely
believed to be behind the ransomware scam.

US President Joe Biden issued warnings to his
Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin about harboring
cybercriminals and suggested Washington could
take action in the face of growing online attacks.

REvil went offline soon after the warnings, giving
rise to speculation about whether their disappear-
ance was the result of government-led action. While
Kaseya is little known to the public, analysts say it
was a ripe target as its software is used by around
40,000 businesses, allowing the hackers to paralyze
many companies with a single blow.

The firm offers cybersecurity and IT services to
smaller companies, allowing the hackers to invade
Kaseya’s clients and affiliates.  —AFP

US stocks end 
volatile week 
at records 
NEW YORK: US and European stocks
enjoyed a banner Friday to close out a
volatile week, helped by the eurozone’s
economic recovery and anticipation of
more blowout US earnings next week
after this week’s positive round of

results. All  three major US indices
closed at record highs, with the Dow
Jones Industrial Average surging 0.7
percent to finish above 35,000 points
for the first time.

The records marked a sharp reversal
from the sentiment at the start of the
week, when the Dow suffered its worst
session of 2021 amid worries over rising
infections of the Delta variant of the
coronavirus. “It’s been quite the tumul-
tuous week,” noted Russ Mould, invest-
ment director at AJ Bell.

“Investors who panicked when global

markets took a dive on Monday may
now be regretting their decisions to
dump holdings.” Maris Ogg of Tower
Bridge Advisors said many of the com-
panies that reported this week were
upbeat about the outlook and not overly
worried about the Delta variant.

“It’s encouraging that we are making
new highs in the middle of the earnings
season,” Ogg said, adding that the
underlying demand growth in a reopen-
ing economy remains strong.

Earlier, European bourses also
enjoyed handsome gains following a sur-

vey that showed business activity in the
eurozone at its fastest rate in 21 years in
July. The eurozone PMI composite index
from economic data group IHS Markit
said activity rose from 59.5 in June to a
strong 60.6 in July, well above the 50-
point level that indicates growth.

But the survey also showed that the
coronavirus’s dominant Delta variant was
starting to chip away at business confi-
dence, with concern growing that new
measures could again sow chaos in busi-
ness activity. Mould said attention would
turn to next week’s Federal Reserve poli-

cy meeting, as traders search for clues as
to when central banks might raise inter-
est rates to tame inflation.

The European Central Bank on
Thursday said that while the eurozone
was bouncing back strongly, it would
maintain favorable monetary policies until
at least the end of March 2022, or until
officials feel “the coronavirus crisis phase
is over.” Besides the Fed, next week’s US
calendar also includes a heavy schedule of
earnings, including reports from Apple,
Amazon and other tech giants, as well as
from Boeing and ExxonMobil.— AFP


