
Iran calls for
tripling oil output
TEHRAN: Iran should almost triple its crude
output as a “priority” to boost its political
clout, its oil minister said yesterday, ahead
of a meeting of major producing nations. As
Iran gears up for presidential elections in
June, Bijan Namdar Zanganeh called on
“any incoming administration to make rais-
ing oil output to 6.5 million barrels (per day)
its first priority”.

Iran produced 2.3 million barrels per day
in March, according to latest data from the
Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC). Zanganeh’s remarks, car-
ried by the ministry’s news agency SHANA,
come a day before a meeting of the OPEC+
bloc made up of cartel members - among
them Iran - and ten other oil exporters. The
meeting could result in an output boost as
demand recovers from a coronavirus-
induced collapse last year.

Zanganeh, who has headed the oil min-
istry for almost 16 years in total, has said he
plans to retire after President Hassan
Rouhani leaves office in August. Iranians are
set to vote on June 18 to choose a successor
to Rouhani, who is constitutionally barred
from running after two consecutive terms.
Iran is also currently engaged in talks with
world powers in Vienna as they try to revive
a nuclear deal torpedoed by former US
president Donald Trump in 2018.

Negotiations have been underway
since April to return Washington to the
agreement and lift sanctions on Tehran,
while also bringing Iran back into compli-
ance with nuclear commitments it
dropped in response to US sanctions.
Sanctions reimposed by Trump deprived
Iran of the economic benefits the deal had
promised, especially by blocking the
Islamic republic’s vital oil export lifeline
and access to its funds abroad. Boosting
Iran’s oil output would amount to increas-
ing the country’s “security and political
power”, Zanganeh said. —AFP

Activists launch 
action against 
‘cookie terror’
VIENNA: A group of online privacy activists
said yesterday it is taking action against
hundreds of websites over their use of pop-
up banners asking users to consent to
“cookies”, the files that track users’ activity.
The Vienna-based NOYB group (an
acronym of “none of your business”) said it
would be presenting more than 500 draft
complaints to companies over what it calls
the “cookie banner terror” which has turned
the internet into “a frustrating experience for
users all over Europe”.

NOYB says many of the consent pop-ups
which have become almost ubiquitous on the
internet do not conform to EU laws, including
the landmark General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR). The group says the pop-

ups in question do not give the user the sim-
ple “yes or no” to data collection that the law
requires. It says the banners are often
designed in a way that make it “extremely
complicated to click anything but the ‘accept’
button”.  The draft complaints are being
lodged with companies in 33 countries,
among them every European Economic Area
(EEA) member state except Malta and
Liechtenstein. NOYB says it will file the com-
plaints to regulatory authorities in a month’s
time if the sites haven’t taken action to make
the cookie banners comply with the require-
ments of privacy laws and rectify what NOYB
calls their “unfair” and “frustrating” design.

The founders of NOYB include Austrian
activists Max Schrems, who has notched up
a series of legal victories over online privacy,
including scuppering major EU-US data
exchange arrangements. “Frustrating people
into clicking ‘okay’ is a clear violation of the
GDPR’s principles,” Schrems said in a state-
ment, adding: “Under the law, companies
must facilitate users to express their choice
and design systems fairly.” —AFP

Indian economy contracts record 7.3%

Climate talks 
resume amid
pressure to act 
PARIS: For the first time since 2019 and follow-
ing a flurry of net-zero pledges from the world’s
largest emitters, UN climate negotiations
resumed yesterday in a virtual format less than
six months before the crunch COP26 summit.
The talks, nominally hosted by the United
Nations climate change program in the German
city of Bonn, will all be online and informal,
meaning that no decisions will be taken during
the three-week discussions.

But with increasingly dire climate warnings
from scientists, the pressure for progress to be
made on a number of thorny issues is high. “We
meet in the shadow of a global crisis, unprece-
dented in scope and scale,” UN climate chief
Patricia Espinosa said in opening remarks via
video link. In 2018, countries agreed to many
elements of the “rulebook” of the landmark
Paris climate agreement signed three years ear-
lier, governing how each nation implements its
goals under the deal.

But several issues remain unresolved, includ-
ing rules about transparency, carbon markets,
and a unified timeframe for all countries to
ratchet up their emissions cuts. At the last UN
climate summit in December 2019, countries
also failed to agree upon a universal system of
reporting on spending on measures to combat
and adapt to climate change. This year alone
several large emitters including the US have
committed to make their economies carbon
neutral by mid-century.

Espinosa welcomed these pledges - which
under Paris should increase in scope every
five years. But she added: “Our current trajec-
tory is not in line with the climate goals of the
Paris agreement,” which aims to limit global
warming to below 2C. “It’s time to get the job
done.” One of the thorniest debates during
recent UN climate talks has been Article 6 of
the Paris agreement, which deals with the
trade of emissions cuts.

A major sticking point remains over rules to
avoid double counting emissions reductions
within both bilateral and international carbon
markets. Some wealthy nations without the nat-
ural resources - forests, for instance - to miti-
gate their contribution to climate change have
spent huge amounts on projects to preserve
those habitats in other countries. 

Currently both the buying and selling nations
may count the project towards their domestic
climate action, opening the door for the same
cut to be counted twice. Teresa Anderson, cli-
mate policy coordinator for ActionAid
International, said it was vital that negotiations
don’t “crank open loopholes that let big pol-
luters carry on business-as-usual”.

COVID-19 forced Britain and the UN to
shelve talks originally scheduled for last year in
the Scottish city of Glasgow until the end of
2021. As the pandemic continues to rage, partic-
ularly among developing nations most vulnera-
ble to the impacts of climate change, negotia-
tors will need to achieve tangible progress dur-
ing the three-week Bonn talks. —AFP
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MUMBAI: India’s economy contracted 7.3 percent
in 2020-21, official data showed yesterday, its
worst recession since independence as coron-
avirus lockdowns put millions out of work. Asia’s
third-largest economy grew by 1.6 percent
between January and March - the fourth fiscal
quarter - after exiting its first “technical reces-
sion” since 1947 following two successive quar-
ters of contraction.

About 230 million Indians fell into poverty due
to the pandemic last year, according to a study by
Bangalore’s Azim Premji University, which defined
the poor as those living on less than 375 rupees
($5) a day. An easing of restrictions towards the
end of 2020 helped propel a tentative recovery in
activity, but this may prove short-lived following
an explosion in COVID-19 cases in April and May.

India’s vicious second wave, which has killed
160,000 people in eight weeks, prompted further
lockdowns and saw 7.3 million people lose their
jobs in April alone, according to the Centre for
Monitoring the Indian Economy. That means more
pain in a country where 90 percent of the work-
force is in the informal sector with no social safety
net, and where millions do not qualify for emer-
gency government rations.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government
has so far refrained from announcing any fresh
major stimulus measures in response. The govern-
ment has faced growing criticism - including from
Nobel prize-winning economists Esther Duflo and
Abhijit Banerjee - for focusing on loans to hard-
hit businesses rather than direct cash handouts to
vulnerable households.

In a recent report, British financial services firm
Barclays pegged the economic cost of India’s sec-
ond wave at $74 billion, or 2.4 percent of GDP.

But helped by output having slumped so much last
year, the headline figures for the current fiscal
year will still appear strong. India’s central bank is
projecting annual growth of 10.5 percent and the
International Monetary Fund 12.5 percent, the
fastest among major economies.

‘Continuous uncertainty’ 
“We expect 10 percent GDP growth in FY22,

with a slight downside bias,” Upasna Bhardwaj,
Senior Economist at Kotak Mahindra Bank, told
AFP. But she warned that analysts would “have to
revisit this expectation much more often, given it
depends on the pace of vaccinations and the pace
of restrictions”. “While the situation this year is
not as bad as the national lockdown last year, the
economy is coming under a lot of stress due to
localized restrictions, which we expect to continue
into the rest of the year.”

India’s economy was in the throes of a pro-
longed slowdown even before COVID-19 struck,
but the pandemic untraveled years of gains. Last
year was expected to see an estimated 50 million
Indians climb out of poverty. But instead it saw
the poorest 20 percent of households lose their
entire income in Apri l  and May as business
ground to a halt.

The stringent months-long nationwide lock-
down put around 100 million people out of work,
according to a report by Azim Premji University,
with around 15 percent unable to find jobs even
by the end of the year. A former sous-chef at a top
Mumbai hotel said he was put on unpaid leave last
June and has yet to resume work. “The lockdowns
are causing continuous uncertainty for all our
jobs,” Prateek, who declined to give his full name,
told AFP. “We were told that we will get called

back to work soon, but the lockdowns keep get-
ting extended.”

Experts say the second wave, which has bur-
rowed into India’s ill-equipped villages, could
spark a fresh crisis among an impoverished popu-
lation already reeling from last year’s shutdown.
“This time, unlike the last time, income destruction
has been universal - both rural and urban India

has been affected,” Arvind Singhal, Chairman of
Technopak Advisors, told AFP. “The 200 million
poorest families should be given cash directly.
And that needs to be given right now, not later.”
India has recorded 28 million coronavirus cases
so far and distributed 213 million doses of the
COVID-19 jab, with its massive vaccination pro-
gram facing delays and shortages.  ˆAFP

China factory activity 
nudges down on 
slower demand
BEIJING: Factory activity in China nudged down
slightly in May on slower demand and higher raw
material prices, while the services industry
boomed over the Labor Day break, official data
showed yesterday. The Purchasing Managers’
Index (PMI), a key gauge of China’s manufacturing
activity, was 51.0 - slightly down from 51.1 in April
but above the mark separating growth from con-
traction, said the National Bureau of Statistics.

But there are risks ahead, analysts warned,
including shortages of parts - especially semicon-
ductors - and rising commodity prices. Although
factory production has been “rising steadily”, with
overall activity exceeding the same periods in the
past two years, demand growth has slowed, said
NBS senior statistician Zhao Qinghe. The new

export order index fell, he said, “reflecting the
decrease in foreign orders”. 

Capital Economics said in a recent note that
there are “few signs” of easing, with freight rates
still going up. Meanwhile, the purchasing prices of
major raw materials remains high, said the NBS.
On top of that, a fresh wave of COVID-19 in Asian
countries and the resurgence in China’s
Guangdong province will also “hurt some small
exporters in the region”, said Betty Wang, senior
China economist at ANZ Research.

Yesterday, the southern province reported 20
new local virus cases, most of them in the provin-
cial capital of the manufacturing hub. Wang also
said there is a need to keep an eye on the currency
situation. Last week, the yuan hit a three-year high
against the dollar. And Iris Pang, chief economist
for Greater China at ING, said the risks include
chip shortages.

In May, China’s non-manufacturing PMI rose to
55.2, with a Labor Day holiday consumer boom
supported by long-distance domestic travel and
accommodation. “The consumer market is showing

a positive recovery momentum,” said Zhao from the
NBS, adding that construction activity - another
key factor - also went up. China’s economy has
largely rebounded from the coronavirus lockdowns
last year, although the consumer recovery has been
lagging behind that of industrial activity. —AFP

Central bank projecting annual growth of 10.5% l 230 million Indians fell into poverty

MUMBAI: Laborers work at a construction site yesterday. —AFP

NANTONG, China: This photo taken on May 26, 2021 shows a
worker producing manufacturing machine at a factory in
China’s eastern Jiangsu province. —AFP

Sri Lanka questions 
burning ship crew 
after marine disaster
NEGOMBO, Sri Lanka: Sri Lankan criminal investi-
gators began questioning the crew of a burning car-
go ship yesterday, as the Singapore-registered carri-
er smoldered for a 12th straight day in one of the
island’s worst-ever marine ecological disasters. A fire
broke out aboard the MV X-Press Pearl, which was
carrying 25 tons of nitric acid and a huge amount of
plastic raw materials, as it was about to enter
Colombo harbor on May 20.

There were no visible flames aboard the vessel
mid-yesterday, but smoke was rising from the rear
section, its operator and officials said. Firefighters
were still working at the site, they said, adding that
the stricken ship was still too hot to be boarded.
Detectives interviewed the vessel’s skipper and chief
engineer - both Russians - and its chief officer, an

Indian, at a hotel where they have been quarantined,
police said.

“We have questioned three members of the crew
so far and the investigations are ongoing,” a police
spokesman added. “Select seafarers have today been
helping local police with their enquiries into the fire
and are cooperating with investigators,” the vessel’s
operators, X-Press Feeders, added in a statement.
“We will respect this process and not publicly dis-
cuss operational details until the investigation has
been completed.”

The intense flames destroyed much of the cargo,
some of which fell into the Indian Ocean. Tons of
microplastic granules from its cargo of nearly 1,500
containers have inundated Sri Lanka’s famed beach-
es, forcing a fishing ban and sparking fears of eco-
logical  devastation. The Marine Environment
Protection Authority (MEPA) chief Dharshani
Lahandapura said they were still assessing the eco-
logical damage, but believed it was the “worst ever in
my lifetime”.

MEPA said the captain of the vessel had known
about a nitric acid leak on May 11, long before the
vessel entered Sri Lankan waters. Authorities are

moving to sue the owners of the vessel and its crew
and claim damages from insurers. The three-month-
old ship was heading to Colombo from Gujarat, India.
It had previously visited Qatar and Dubai and was
due to go to Malaysia and Singapore after calling at
Colombo.  —AFP

COLOMBO: Members of the Sri Lankan navy remove debris
washed ashore from the Singapore-registered container
ship MV X-Press Pearl on a beach yesterday. —AFP


