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SOMERSBY, Australia: Beekeepers in
New Zealand are seeking the exclusive
right to use the “manuka” label for their
honey, pitting them against rival Australian
farmers over a prestige product that can
fetch hundreds of dollars per jar. Manuka
honey takes its name from the Maori term
for Leptospermum scoparium, the flower-
ing shrub whose nectar forms its essence,
which is found in both Australia and New
Zealand. 

But Australian production could soon be
dealt a heavy blow, with a group of New
Zealand producers launching proceedings
in multiple countries to register the term
“manuka” and claim its exclusive use. If
they are successful, it would be devastating
for Australian producers like Ana Martin
and Sven Stephan.

Last year they bought land where a
crop of Leptospermum scoparium was
growing in Somersby, about 100 km north
of Sydney, installing around 50 hives on
the side of a hill. The couple have almost
300 hives across several locations along
the coast of New South Wales. “Being a
beekeeper is a seven-day-a-week job,”
Martin told AFP. “And the returns are lim-

ited. With manuka though, the margins
are greater.”

They sell their honey directly at mar-
kets, and increasingly now, over the
Internet. At the end of the first season at
Somersby, they collected 2.5 tons of manu-
ka honey, Martin said. Online, a 250-gm jar
sells for roughly $20-60, depending on its
composition - although some higher end
brands can cost hundreds.

‘Misleading’ 
But the New Zealand producers behind

the move to register the term “manuka”
complain the Australians are misusing the
name. “In the mind of the consumer, manu-
ka represents a badge of origin that it
comes from New Zealand,” John Rawcliffe,
spokesman for the Unique Manuka Factor
Association, told AFP. “Manuka is a Maori
word.”

He said that Australian beekeepers use
the name “manuka” for all varieties of
Leptospermum scoparium, of which there
are 80. “This is misleading and misrepre-
sents the product sold. It’s like calling all
citrus fruits lemons to get a higher market
price,” he continued.  

Protected status by geographical desig-
nation is common in Europe, where prod-
ucts such as champagne and Parma ham
fall under the European Union’s Protected
Food Names scheme - which proponents
say helps maintain high standards for con-
sumers. But Australian producers deny
there is a difference in the quality of their
honey. “Our honey has the same chemical
composition as New Zealand honey,” said
Paul Callander, President of the Australian
Manuka Honey Association. 

He also dismissed the heritage argu-
ment. “It’s proven that Australia has been
producing manuka honey since at least the
1840s,” he said, pointing out that “manuka”
is the common name for Leptospermum
scoparium in Tasmania and Victoria state. 

Huge export value 
Not all producers in New Zealand are

behind the push to register the name.
Comvita, the biggest producer of honey
in the country, has been associated with
the Australian firm Capilano since 2016,
producing and selling manuka honey in
Australia. But for those without a busi-
ness interest across the Tasman Sea, the

stakes are considerable.
An explosion in demand attributed to

the pandemic pushed honey exports to a
new record in 2019-20, of which manuka
honey made up 76 percent. Gwyneth
Paltrow and tennis star Novak Djokovic
are among the celebrities to tout the gold-

en-brown condiment for its supposed
health benefits. Despite volumes ten times
smaller than those exported by China, in
2020 New Zealand became the world’s
largest exporter of honey by value, with
cumulative sales estimated over 300 mil-
lion US dollars. —AFP

Explosion in demand pushed honey exports to new record in 2019-20
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This file picture taken on April 20, 2021 shows beekeeper Sven Stephan explaining
about manuka honey in the New South Wales town of Somersby. —AFP

China factory gate 
prices jump as 
commodities rally
BEIJING: China’s factory gate inflation rose at its
fastest rate in nearly four years last month, data
showed yesterday, as a strong recovery in the
world’s number two economy sees a surge in
demand for key commodities such as iron ore and
copper. The forecast-beating jump in prices comes
as global investors grow increasingly worried that
the blast in economic activity expected to be
caused by the easing of lockdowns and reopening
of economies could force central banks to wind
back their ultra-loose monetary policies.

Having largely contained the coronavirus crisis
early last year, China has enjoyed months of
improvement and was the only major economy to
expand in 2020. The recovery has helped the coun-
try’s manufacturing sector bounce back strongly and
its voracious appetite for commodities return. That
has pushed the price of iron ore and copper, which
are used in a wide variety of goods, to record highs.

The producer price index (PPI), which meas-
ures the cost of goods at the factory gate, rose
6.8 percent on-year in Aprils, the National Bureau
of Statistics said, the highest since October 2017
and well up from the previous month’s 4.4 percent.
Analysts had predicted strong growth owing to
the low corresponding figures for last year, when
much of the country was closed to contain the
coronavirus.

“In April, domestic industrial production recov-
ered steadily, the prices of international commodi-
ties such as iron ore... rose, and prices in the pro-
duction sector continued to rise,” said senior NBS
statistician Dong Lijuan. The key driver remains the
rally in global commodity prices, said Capital
Economics in a note, adding that supply shortages
may persist for a while longer - keeping producer

prices elevated in the near-term.
China’s economy has bounced back since

authorities brought the coronavirus crisis largely
under control through strict lockdowns and border
restrictions, and Beijing set a 2021 growth target of
above six percent for the year with a mass vaccina-
tion campaign under way. Official data on Tuesday
also showed China’s consumer price index (CPI)
rose to 0.9 percent on-year in April - slightly lower
than expected. Dong said the increase came as
“domestic consumption continued to recover and
prices were generally stable”.

As domestic tourism continued to increase, the
prices of air tickets and hotels increased, she said.
China’s CPI, a key gauge of retail inflation, had in
recent years been driven up by pork prices after an
African swine fever outbreak ravaged stocks. This
has since stabilized with officials working to boost
supplies of the country’s meat staple. 

ING chief economist for Greater China Iris Pang,
however, cautioned that the ongoing semiconduc-
tor chip shortage globally may soon bring “price
increases in many parts and goods such as home
appliances, cars, and computers” as well. “We
believe that the chip price increase has already
pushed up prices of fridges, washing machines,
TVs, laptops and car prices in April,” Pang added,
noting that rising costs could also squeeze produc-
ers’ profits.

But analysts believe policy rates are expected to
remain stable this year, with ANZ Research noting
policymakers had made employment and financial
risks top priorities. Capital Economics analysts
added that industrial metal prices were likely to fall
later in the year with a tighter policy stance weigh-
ing on construction activity. “We don’t think infla-
tion will rise to the point where it triggers a major
policy shift by the (central bank),” they said. —AFP

This file photo taken on May 8, 2021 shows workers checking rolls of sheet aluminium at a factory in
Wuhan, in China's central Hubei province. —AFP

Germany halts 
Facebook sharing 
WhatsApp data
BERLIN: A German regulator yesterday slapped a
three-month ban on Facebook collecting user data
from WhatsApp accounts and referred the case to
an EU watchdog, citing concerns about election
integrity. The Hamburg Commissioner for Data
Protection and Freedom of Information, which has
jurisdiction because Facebook’s German branch is
based in the city, sent the order to the social net-
work which owns the popular messaging service.

The tech giant informed WhatsApp users earlier
this year that they must consent to a new data use
policy to continue using the service. The German
authority said in an emergency decision that the

terms of that agreement were now null and void in
Europe’s top economy for three months. It will hand
the case over to the European Data Protection
Board, an independent EU body that enforces rules
throughout the 27-nation bloc.  

The head of the German regulator, Johannes
Caspar, said past Facebook data protection breaches
as well as Germany’s general election in September
showed the “dangers” of “mass building of user pro-
files” that could be exploited. “This ruling is intended
to protect the rights and freedoms of the many mil-
lions of user across Germany who give their permis-
sion to the new use and privacy policy,” he said.

“That includes not only the private sphere but
also the possibility of using profiles to influence
voter choices and manipulate democratic deci-
sions.” Caspar noted that with nearly 60 million
users in Germany WhatsApp was “by far” the coun-
try’s most popular social media app. WhatsApp on
Friday stepped back from its plan to require users
to accept the new terms which critics said could

expand data collection from its two billion users
around the world. The service, which was set to
enforce its new data-sharing policy on May 15 - fol-
lowing a delay in response to a user outcry - said
on its website that it would not immediately cut off
users who don’t accept the new terms, although it
would send reminders to those who don’t opt in.
The update will allow additional sharing of informa-
tion from WhatsApp with Facebook and its other
applications such as Instagram and Messenger, such
as contacts and profile data, but not the content of
messages which remain encrypted. 

A WhatsApp spokesman said the German order
“is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the
purpose and effect of WhatsApp’s update and
therefore has no legitimate basis”. He said the
update actually “provides further transparency
about how we collect and use data”. 

As the Hamburg authority’s “claims are wrong,
the order will not impact the continued roll-out of
the update,” he added. —AFP

Meituan tumbles 
after CEO’s poetic 
swipe at officials
SHANGHAI: Shares of Chinese online giant Meituan
plummeted for a second straight day yesterday amid
a run of bad headlines that included the CEO posting
an ancient poem viewed as a veiled criticism of
China’s government. Meituan’s Hong Kong-listed
shares closed more than five percent lower yesterday
- and down around 12 percent since last week - as
investors bet it would become the next big Chinese
tech company humbled by government regulators.

Beijing has moved aggressively to loosen Big
Tech’s hold on the daily finances of consumers and -
analysts believe - to curb the sector’s growing influ-
ence on society by using anti-monopoly probes.
Regulators hit e-commerce titan Alibaba, co-found-

ed by billionaire entrepreneur Jack Ma, with a
record $2.78 billion fine last month for abusing its
market dominance with anti-competitive practices.

Two weeks ago regulators said they had also
launched a similar probe of Meituan, a consumer
lifestyle super-app through which users order con-
sumer goods and book entertainment, health and
leisure services. Resulting pressure on Meituan
shares turned into a rout after CEO Wang Xing last
Thursday posted on social media a classic ancient
poem about the tyrannical rule of China’s first emper-
or, which was widely viewed as a swipe at authorities.

The current broad tech clampdown gained pace
only after Ma publicly criticized regulators in
October, so Wang’s post sparked fears of similar
retribution against Meituan. Compounding
Meituan’s troubles, an influential Shanghai consumer
advocacy group on Monday accused the platform of
problems with refunds and misleading content on its
mobile app. 

“Using such a cryptic poem at such a sensitive
time, investors will shiver in fright,” said a posting

on Gelonghui, a popular stock-discussion account
on China’s Twitter-like Weibo. Wang quickly deleted
the post and has said it was mistakenly interpreted.
Shares of Meituan, which is backed by Chinese tech
giant Tencent, had surged since it listed in Hong
Kong in 2018, vaulting it into the ranks of China’s
most valuable tech companies.

Meituan has vowed to present authorities with a
“rectification” plan to address what China’s national
market watchdog has called “suspected monopolis-
tic behaviors”. Financial regulators summoned 13
internet companies in late April to order them to
make changes to their fintech operations, after 34
major companies were earlier told to respect anti-
competition guidelines.

Aside from the huge fine on Alibaba, its financial
arm Ant Group was forced to scuttle a planned
record-shattering $35 billion Hong Kong-Shanghai
IPO late last year. Ant has pledged to comply with
government demands to bring its fast-growing
online lending, credit and wealth management busi-
nesses in line with banking regulations. —AFP

News in brief

Philippines economy shrinks 

MANILA: The Philippine economy shrank in the first
three months of the year as coronavirus restrictions
suppressed activity. Gross domestic product contracted
4.2 percent from a year ago, the statistics authority said,
marking the fifth straight quarter of decline as efforts to
combat COVID-19 deepened the country’s economic
pain. The number of infections has surpassed a million
in the Philippines, where authorities have used crippling
lockdowns to ease pressure on overstretched hospitals.
But the measures have thrown millions out of work,
forced businesses to scale back operations and smoth-
ered consumer spending. —AFP 

Moscow rejects US attack claims

MOSCOW: Russia yesterday rejected US accusations
that a Russia-based group was behind a ransomware
attack that forced the shutdown of the largest oil
pipeline in the eastern United States. On Monday, US
President Joe Biden said there was no evidence of
Russian government involvement in the cyberattack on
the US fuel pipeline but said there were indications the
ransomware was “in Russia”. The FBI identified the
group behind the hack of Colonial Pipeline as DarkSide,
a shadowy operation that surfaced last year and
attempts to lock up corporate computer systems and
force companies to pay to unfreeze them. —AFP 

Renewable energy powers ahead 

PARIS: Renewable energy grew at its fastest rate in two
decades, driven primarily by gains in China and wind
power, the International Energy Agency said in a report
yesterday. Around 280 gigawatts (GW) of electricity
production capacity was added last year, a 45-percent
increase from the amount added in 2019, according to
the IEA. That was the biggest gain since 1999. Renewable
energy accounted for 90 percent of new electricity gen-
eration installed last year. New wind turbine installation
nearly doubled last year to 114 GW. Installation of new
photovoltaic solar panels should also continue to break
records, hitting 160 GW by 2022.  —AFP 

Norway taps oil wealth 

OSLO: Norway will spend billions of dollars more than
planned from its oil revenues to mitigate the impact of
the pandemic, the government announced yesterday, as
tough elections loom in September. In an amended draft
finance bill, the rightwing government said it plans to
spend a record 402.6 billion Norwegian kroner ($49
billion) of its oil revenues, which normally goes into its
sovereign wealth fund the largest in the world. Having
put away most of the country’s oil revenues for several
decades, Norway has the world’s largest sovereign
wealth fund, now worth more than €1.1 trillion. —AFP 

US states oppose kids’ Instagram

SAN FRANCISCO: Officials representing most US
states on Monday called on Facebook chief Mark
Zuckerberg to nix plans to launch a version of
Instagram for children. In a letter to the founder and
chief of the leading social network, 44 state attorneys
general argued that such a service would be “harmful
for myriad reasons”. Concerns expressed by attorneys
general included cyberbullying, predatory adults, men-
tal well-being, and Facebook’s missteps on data protec-
tion and privacy, according to a statement released by
New York Attorney General Letitia James. —AFP 

German investor confidence jumps 

BERLIN: German investor sentiment jumped to its
highest level in two decades in May on hopes that con-
sumers will send growth soaring once Europe’s biggest
economy finally reopens shops, bars and restaurants.
The ZEW institute’s monthly barometer measuring eco-
nomic expectations rose 13.7 points in May to 84.4, its
highest reading since 2000 and by far the highest since
the beginning of the pandemic, data showed yesterday.
ZEW’s assessment of the current economic situation in
Germany jumped by 8.7 points to minus 40.1 - a marked
improvement on the previous month but still deep in
negative territory. —AFP


