
New Yorkers start 
to return to offices 
in hybrid mode 
NEW YORK: From large corporations calling employees
back to business district skyscrapers to the return of
lunchtime lines at salad bars: signs that workers are
returning to New York’s offices, albeit in “hybrid” mode
for now, are multiplying. Several companies emblematic
of America’s financial capital are preparing for a huge in-
person return of staff after 14 months of widespread
teleworking and a vigorous vaccination campaign.

JP Morgan Chase bank led the way at the end of April
when it announced that it would bring all of its US staff
back to the office on a “rotational” basis starting in early
July. Then last week, fellow New York financial giant
Goldman Sachs sent employees a memo telling them to
prepare to return to the office from June 14. The instruc-
tions came around the same time that New York
Governor Andrew Cuomo announced that most of New
York’s pandemic-era restrictions will be lifted on May 19
as Covid-19 positivity rates, now around two percent,

continue to fall. Local government is also making moves:
City hall brought back 80,000 employees last Monday.
The announcements accelerate a return-to-work move-
ment that was just getting under way in America’s largest
city. New York has taken a cautious approach to reopen-
ing after finding itself the early epicenter of the US’s out-
break in spring 2020.

Just 16 percent of workers had returned to offices at
the end of April, up from 13 percent in January, according
to Kastle Systems, which specializes in building security.
“There’s definitely an upward trend, but it is an incre-
mental trend,” Kastle Systems chairman Mark Ein told
AFP. “It is a slowly building wave.”

New York occupancy rates are below the US average
but some insiders are predicting a sharp increase in the
next two months. “We’ve seen a dramatic shift,” said
Craig Deitelzweig, president of Marx Realty, a company
managing seven buildings in Midtown and Wall Street. Its
occupancy rates passed 30 percent last week, against
less than 20 percent previously. “The tenants who
weren’t back were saying September and now we’re
hearing June or July, some even in May,” he said.

‘Optimism’ 
Potential clients scouting out new offices have also

picked up, he said, with many expressing a demand for

outdoor spaces and windows that open - not always the
case in Manhattan skyscrapers. “Before I would look
through my window at the avenue and there would not
be a single person on the sidewalk,” said Robert Byrnes,
president of the East Midtown Partnership, a business
association. “Now, it is still not packed, but I can see a
few dozen people from my window. There’s definitely a
sense of optimism,” he added. —AFP

Slowest China population growth in decades

G7 must invest 
$10tn for sustainable 
recovery: Report 
PARIS: G7 nations should collectively spend a
trillion dollars a year over the next decade to put
the world on a path to sustainable growth, a
report requested by Britain’s prime minister said
Monday. As rich countries, still reeling from a
pandemic that saw global GDP drop four percent
in 2020, transition from rescue to recovery,
investment must flow in the right direction, said
lead author Nicholas Stern, former chief econo-
mist at the World Bank and author of the land-
mark Stern Review on the Economics of Climate
Change.

The shift from brown to green energy, the pro-
tection and restoration of nature, reducing social
inequality, facilitating the rollout of vaccines in
developing nations - all of these goals must be
pursued at once, the report noted. “The world is
confronting a complex set of interwoven chal-
lenges,” Stern told journalists in a Zoom press call
as the report was released. “Unless you tackle
them together, you are not going to do very well
on any of them.”

“Get it right, and we have a much more attrac-
tive way of growing and developing,” he added.
“Get it wrong, and we have a lost decade for
development, stuttering growth, increased prob-
lems of social cohesion in the richer world, and we
undermine the future of the climate and biodiver-
sity for generations to come.”

A G7 gathering in England starting June 11 is
an opportunity for wealthy nations to take the
lead, he added. Formed in the mid-1970s, the G7
club of major industrialized nations includes the
US, Germany, Britain, Japan, France, Canada and
Italy. A trillion dollars a year spread across these
seven economies would translate to about two
percent of their pre-pandemic GDPs, the report
calculated. The independent report, set in motion
by British Prime Minister Boris Johnson, said G7
nations should not leave the June meeting without
closing the $20 billion funding gap for COVAX,
the UN-led effort to vaccinate the developing
world against COVID.

Symbol of trustworthiness 
The grouping should also double their efforts

so as to cover the shortfall in the long-standing,
rich-nation pledge to provide $100 billion per
year in climate finance by 2020. Exactly how
much has been provided in recent years is sharply
contested, but even the most generous tallies fall
tens of billions short. “One hundred billion dollars
is small in relation to the overall investment
demand,” Stern told AFP in an interview. “But it is
important symbolically because that was a com-
mitment by the rich world to help with the transi-
tion in the poor world. It is a symbol of the trust-
worthiness.”

The report calls for structural policies that
leave no doubt about where things are headed.
These include the rapid phase-out of fossil fuel
subsidies totaling hundreds of billions per year;
ramping up the price companies pay for carbon
pollution; and building climate resilience and
environmental protection into all development
policies.

The disclosure by corporations of exposure to
climate risk - currently done on a voluntary basis -
should become mandatory, the report said. A recent
report from CDP, a non-profit that tracks corporate
environmental policy, found that half of financial
institutions have failed to assess the impact of their
portfolios on climate change. —AFP
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BEIJING: China’s population has grown at its slowest
pace in decades, reaching 1.41 billion, census results
showed yesterday, highlighting fears of a looming crisis
over an ageing society. The growth of 5.4 percent over
the past decade was the slowest since the 1960s, and
comes alongside a sharp drop in the number of work-
ing-age people. China remains the world’s most popu-
lous nation - but its neighbor India is catching up with
around 1.38 billion people, and its youthful population is
expected to overtake China in the near future.

After nearly 40 years of a controversial “one-child”
policy, Beijing in 2016 allowed families to have two
children as fears grew about China’s shrinking work-
force. China imposed the policy in the late 1970s,
forcing couples to have only one baby in a dramatic
effort to slow population growth. But the relaxation of
the rule is yet to produce the expected baby boom to
help stall a demographic slump in a country which is
getting old fast.

“The census not only confirmed rapid population
ageing, but also sustained low fertility,” said Wang Feng,
professor of sociology at the University of California,
Irvine. “At that low a level, the population cannot sustain
itself.” The changing society has significant economic
and political implications for the world’s second biggest
economy. 

The number of people aged between 15 and 59
dropped nearly seven percentage points, while those
over 60 was up more than five percentage points.
The surging number of elderly would challenge
Beijing to spend more on healthcare and pensions,

said Wang, and “justify its legitimacy by providing
the basic social benefits.”

Falling marriage rates have played out in slower birth
rates, as have rising costs of living and increasingly
empowered and educated women delaying or avoiding
childbirth. Ning Jizhe from China’s statistics bureau said
China’s fertility policy had achieved “positive results”
but conceded the ageing population “imposed contin-
ued pressure” on development.

China’s gender balance has also been skewed by the
one-child policy and a centuries-old social preference
for boys which prompted a generation of sex-selective
abortions and abandoned baby girls. The latest census
data showed the country still has 34.9 million more men
than women, making up just over 51.24 percent of the
population. 

In the near term, Ning said the coronavirus pandemic
had also discouraged couples from having children.
COVID-19 “increased the uncertainty of everyday life
and increased worries around hospitalized childbirth,”
he added. There were around 12 million births in 2020,
he told reporters - the lowest number since 1961. The
average size of a family is now 2.62 people, census data
showed, down from 3.10 people 10 years ago.

Urban and mobile 
In a stark sign of changing society, the urban pop-

ulation grew by 236.4 million. More than 63 percent of
Chinese people now live in urban areas. However,
nearly 500 million now work in places other than their
official household registration, known as the hukou,

which can make it harder for families to access
schools or healthcare.

Yun Jiang, editor of China Neican at the Australian
Centre on China in the World, said Beijing has already
“moved to a more ‘pro-birth’ direction” because it

needs a large population to sustain its international
influence. China is trying to remove barriers against
having children and promote conservative social atti-
tudes “such as shaming single women and penalizing
working women”, she said. —AFP

Kakao to buy Radish
app for $440m
ASEOUL: Online fiction app Radish is being
bought for $440 million by South Korean Internet
conglomerate Kakao, the two firms said yesterday,
making a multi-millionaire of its 30-year-old
founder only five years after he set it up. The deal
is one of two acquisitions Kakao announced yes-
terday totaling nearly $1 billion as it seeks to
expand in English-language markets.

Pay-to-read platform Radish presents serialized
storytelling in bite-sized instalments optimized for
smartphones, with readers paying around 20 to 30
US cents to access the next episode immediately,
or wait for an hour to read it for free. Likened to a
Netflix for novels, Radish recruited in-house soap-

opera scriptwriters including several Emmy Award
winners to “present the newest and brightest in
entertaining, diverse serial fiction to readers”, the
company says.

There are currently more than 50 such original
series, and the category accounted for more than
90 percent of the company’s revenue of $20 million
last year, it said. It also acts as a platform for inde-
pendent writers, and says on its website that some
make nearly $40,000 every three months. Founder
and CEO Lee Seung-yoon set up the company
after graduating from Oxford in 2016 and attracted
funding from investors including SoftBank Group’s
venture arm and Lowercase Capital.

The unit buying his firm, Kakao Entertainment,
already produces original content of its own from
web novels to TV series, movies and music, he
said, adding the acquisition would realize his
vision “on a much larger scale and in a fascinating
way”. Kakao said it had also separately acquired

webtoons mobile platform Tapas, which presents
bite-sized comics on the go and has published
over 90,000 stories, for $510 million. 

Founded in 2012 by South Korean entrepreneur
Chang Kim, the San Francisco-based company has
become a “magnet for webtoon fans and content
creators”, Kakao said in a press release. Some
South Korean internet firms have struggled to
expand their operations overseas and Kakao said
the deals would help it to “expand its original con-
tent business in North America and other English-
speaking regions.” 

While at university, Radish CEO Lee became
president of the Oxford Union debating society,
a post which has previously been held by politi-
cal leaders including British Prime Minister
Boris Johnson and late Pakistani leader Benazir
Bhutto. Asked whether he was interested in
going into politics one day, Lee told AFP: “No I
am not.” —AFP  

NEW YORK: Rob Byrnes, President at East Midtown
Partnership, works in his office in midtown Manhattan on
May 7, 2021.—AFP

Changing society has significant economic and political implications 

‘Ripple effects’: 
Botswana-Zambia 
bridge a boon 
KAZUNGULA, Zambia: A road and rail bridge linking
Botswana and Zambia was inaugurated on Monday,
marking the completion of a multi-million-dollar project
aimed at easing congestion at border crossings through-
out the southern African region. The curved Kazungula
bridge, which stretches for 923 m over the Zambezi River,
provides a long-needed alternative route for hauliers.

“This will lower the cost of doing business,” Zambia’s
President Edgar Lungu said at the ribbon-cutting cere-
mony, anticipating “an increase in trade and competitive-

ness, job creation, tourism and other positive ripple
effects”. Construction of the $259 million project began
in Dec 2014, co-funded by the African Development
Bank (AfDB), the Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA), regional governments and other grants.
Namibia and Zimbabwe joined the consortium in 2018.

The bridge will facilitate intra-regional freight trans-
port by allowing trucks to bypass the notorious
Beitbridge border post between Zimbabwe and South
Africa, which is perennially congested, with vehicles
spending hours and sometimes days queueing to cross.
At Monday’s ceremony, Botswana’s President
Mokgweetsi Masisi said the bridge would “open avenues
for improved trade”.

And Zimbabwe’s leader Emmerson Mnangagwa
hailed what he called a “milestone achievement” for the
region. The current leader of the African Union and pres-
ident of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Felix
Tshisekedi, also attended the event. —AFP

DANZHAI, China: A medical staff member takes care of a newborn baby at a hospital in China’s south-
western Guizhou province yesterday. —AFP

KAZUNGULA, Botswana: An aerial view of the newly built
Kazungula bridge over the Zambezi river on Monday. —AFP

E-waste recycling 
matter of national 
security: Report
PARIS: Recovering precious elements from e-waste is a
security imperative for Europe that should be written into
law, according to a report Monday that said it was “crucial”
to ensure industry competitiveness and sustain tech-

dependent lifestyles in the region. Circuit boards, magnets
in disk drives and electric vehicles, batteries and fluores-
cent lamps are among items containing critical raw materi-
als - including gold, silver and cobalt - that could be recy-
cled and reused, the research found.

This would safeguard supplies for consumer electronics
and even the defense industry, said the consortium behind
the European Union funded CEWASTE report, which said
the fate of these materials was a “societal challenge”.
Despite these essential materials being vulnerable to geo-
political upheavals, it said, Europe remains too reliant on
foreign supply, with recycling rates “close to zero”.

“We’ve been recycling for centuries, it’s one of the old-

est professions,” said Pascal Leroy, from the WEEE Forum,
one of the authors of the report. “What makes this era dif-
ferent from previous eras is that we need the critical raw
materials to make products that sustain our high tech
lifestyle,” he said.

With these elements needed for wind turbines and elec-
tric cars, they also play a crucial role in meeting climate
goals and manufacturing competitiveness. But Leroy said
Europe’s supply chain had become “too vulnerable”. He
told AFP the defense industry was particularly exposed,
with everything from computer systems to drones reliant
on external supplies such as rare earth elements, which
almost exclusively come from China. —AFP


