
WASHINGTON: The United States added far
fewer jobs than expected in August as businesses
grappled with the Delta wave of COVID-19, a
major disappointment and yet another complica-
tion for President Joe Biden’s plans to remake the
world’s largest economy. Employment rose by just
235,000 jobs last month, according to Labor
Department data released Friday, and while the
unemployment rate fell to a pandemic low of 5.2
percent, the report was nowhere near the job
gains seen in recent months, which have topped
one million.

In some ways, the lackluster hiring told a famil-
iar tale, with the world’s largest COVID-19 out-
break once again hurting the labor market and
underscoring that it is unlikely to make much
improvement if infections remain high. Biden, who
is negotiating passage of two massive spending
bills through a Congress where even his ostensible
allies have shown a willingness to defy him, said
he had pulled the country from “economic free
fall.” “What we’re seeing is an economic recovery
that is durable and strong,” he said in a speech
from the White House.

But he acknowledged the job numbers fell short
of expectations and added a somber message:
“We have a lot more work to do.” The president is
urging Congress to enact both a $1.2 trillion infra-
structure overhaul and a $3.5 trillion social wel-
fare package. But on Thursday a moderate senator
urged fellow Democrats to delay voting on the
latter bill, which cannot pass without his support.

The Federal Reserve is also paying close atten-
tion to the data, as it could impact when it begins
slowing its massive purchases of bonds meant to
help the economy weather the pandemic.

Chair Jerome Powell has signaled that could
start by year’s end.

No good news 
The August payroll increase was sharply lower

than the upwardly revised 1.1 million positions
added in July, and considerably below the 750,000
new jobs expected by analysts. The weak hiring
comes as states and businesses impose mask-wear-
ing requirements and other restrictions to fend off
the fast-spreading Delta variant. COVID-19 vac-
cines have allowed for strong rehiring in recent
months after more than 20 million people lost their
jobs when the pandemic began last year, but as of
August 5.3 million positions still haven’t been recov-
ered, according to the Labor Department report.

The number of people reporting they could not
work because their employer lost business or
closed due to the virus rose to 5.6 million from 5.2
million in July. “September likely will be weak too,
and we’re becoming nervous about the prospects
for a decent revival in October, given that behavior
lags cases, and cases are yet to peak,” Ian
Shepherdson of Pantheon Macroeconomics said.

Big wage jump 
In an interview with CNBC, National Economic

Council Director Brian Deese said, “even with the
headwinds of Delta... we have an economy that’s
able to continue generating durable job growth,”
pointing to employment gains since Biden took
office in January. Industries that did add jobs last
month include professional and business services,
which rose by 74,000, transportation and ware-
housing, which gained 53,000, and private educa-
tion, which added 40,000, though state government
education and local government education saw
declines.

A positive surprise was seen in wages, where
average hourly earnings rose 0.6 percent to $30.73
after four straight months of increases. 

Service sector hit
The massive US service sector continued

expanding in August but businesses remained
worried about high prices and shortages of mate-
rials and labor, although there were signs that sit-
uation could be improving, an industry survey
released Friday said. The Institute for Supply
Management (ISM) reported its services index
was at 61.7 percent in August, just under what
was expected and below the all-time high of 64.1
percent in July.

The index was nonetheless well above the

50-percent threshold indicating expansion and
in its 15th straight month of growth after the
sector plunged last year when the COVID-19
pandemic began.

“There was a pullback in the rate of expansion in
the month of August; however, growth remains
strong for the services sector,” the survey’s chair
Anthony Nieves said. Positive trends were seen in
shortening supplier delivery times, a sign the supply
chain snarls of recent months could be untangling.
Prices remained high but fell 6.9 percentage points,
and order backlogs also declined. —AFP
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Alibaba shares slide 
after $15 billion 
‘prosperity’ pledge
BEIJING: Shares in Alibaba slumped Friday upon
the Chinese e-commerce giant’s announcement it
would invest 100 billion yuan ($15.5 billion) in
charitable causes, after President Xi Jinping
called for the rich to do more to tackle inequality.
Xi last month urged China’s wealthiest companies
and entrepreneurs to strengthen philanthropy
efforts and “give back to society”, in order to
redistribute wealth as part of his “common pros-
perity” initiative.

In response Alibaba-which has already fallen
foul of Beijing’s sharp scrutiny this year-said it
would put money into areas including tech inno-
vation, small and medium-sized businesses, the
welfare of gig-economy workers and healthcare
equality. Daniel Zhang, Alibaba chairman, said the
group was “eager to do our part to support the
realization of common prosperity”.

Shares in Alibaba slumped as much as 4 per-
cent on the news in Hong Kong trading on Friday,
as traders worried about the potential impact on
the company’s bottom line. “The donation doesn’t
guarantee that there will not be more regulations
to target at Alibaba,” Castor Pang, head of
research at Core Pacific Yamaichi International
HK Ltd, told Bloomberg News.

“It’s more or less affecting the whole tech sec-
tor sentiment today.” Chinese authorities have
enforced a sweeping regulatory crackdown on
the nation’s tech sector after years of runaway
growth. Alibaba was fined a record $2.75 billion
in April and a bumper IPO of its fintech arm was
scrapped at the last minute.

The crackdown has also widened to include
online gaming, entertainment and education
tech in recent months. Many major tech firms
have faced scrutiny over their treatment of gig-
economy workers such as ride-hail ing and
delivery drivers, who often work long hours
without protections such as social and medical
insurance. —AFP

Business
High prices, shortages plagued US service sector in August: Survey

Small businesses 
struggle to survive 
in Afghanistan
KABUL: For 10 years Fahad made a good living
selling wedding gowns at his bridal shop in the
Afghan capital, but since the Taleban rolled into
town on August 15 he hasn’t sold a single dress. At
a nearby tailor for men, Tanveer tells a similar tale-
he has sold just one traditional shalwar kameez
suit in over two weeks. Abdul Hassan, meanwhile,
hasn’t moved a single appliance in his electronics
store in 20 days, and has turned off the lights and
air conditioner to save money.

But Fawzi, whose family runs a swish general
merchandise store in Parwan-e-Seh neighborhood,
is doing better after branching out with a new
line-burqas and hijabs. Small-business owners and
merchants are struggling to make ends meet since
the Taleban’s return to power last month, with
many already talking of closing shop and trying
their luck outside the country.

“Nobody has any money,” Fahad told AFP at his
bridal shop-a fact borne out by huge daily queues

outside city banks. The authorities have limited
withdrawals to the equivalent of $200 a time.

And Fahad is already changing the way he does
business in order not to attract the attention of the
Taleban. He plans to remove the heads from the
mannequins modeling his glitzy gowns.

“We can’t show pictures or faces of people, so I
will take off the heads,” he said. Like all the busi-
nessmen AFP spoke to for this article, Fahad asked
not to be fully identified-or for his store to be
named-for fear of reprisal. “At the moment we
don’t know what we can do and what we mustn’t
do,” Fahad said. “So I am trying to operate like the
Taleban were last time.”

‘Softer Taleban’ 
That “last time”-from 1996-2001 — Fahad was

an early teen and mostly oblivious to the repres-
sive rule of the hardline Islamists. Women were
largely barred from public l ife, television and
music were banned, photographing people was
considered idolatry and men were ordered not to
shave  and  to  wear  on ly  na t iona l  d ress . The
Taleban have promised a softer rule this time
around, but in the absence of a government and
formal dictates, ordinary Afghans are wondering
what they can and can’t get away with. Tailor
Tanveer says he doesn’t expect to sell another

Western-style suit “for a long time”.
“I used to wear suits in my shop because I am

selling them. We make a good profit,” he said.
“But  now I  am wear ing  sha lwar  kameez .

Nobody has told me, but I  worry in case the
Taleban come and check.” Abdul Hassan, mean-
while, fears another ban on watching TV-what
will he do with the dozens of top-of-the-range
flat screens displayed at his shop? “Usually I will
have them turned on to show YouTube music.
People can see the qual i ty and they can buy
them,” he said.—AFP

NEW YORK: People walk past a ‘We’re hiring!’ sign posted at a store in New York City. New applications for
US unemployment benefits increased marginally last week, the government said. —AFP

KABUL: Small-business owners and merchants are strug-
gling to make ends meet since the Taleban’s return to pow-
er last month, with many already talking of closing shop
and trying their luck outside the country.

Sri Lanka imposes 
price controls to 
tackle food crisis
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka imposed price controls on
key foods Friday as the government stepped up the
use of emergency powers to counter shortages.
Queues formed outside state-run supermarkets
even before they opened to sell sugar seized from
private dealers at less than half the price being
charged on the open market 24 hours earlier.

“There is no sugar available elsewhere,” com-
plained K Perumal, 62, at the Sathosa store in
Colombo’s Maligawatte area where he waited for
his two kilogram (2.2 pound) quota. “There are small
children in my family, we need about six kilos of

sugar a month,” he told AFP. “I have not been able
to find milk at all.”

Another shopper, N Wijeratne said two kilos
was not enough but added: “Rationing is good
because it will let others also a chance to get some
supplies.” The government, which declared a state
of emergency this week, imposed a maximum price
of 125 rupees (62 US cents) for a kilo of sugar and
95 rupees for a kilo of white rice. Authorities said
that more than 32,000 tons of sugar were found in
raids on private warehouses carried out on
Wednesday and Thursday. But there have also
been sharp price rises for onions and potatoes,
while milk powder, kerosene oil and cooking gas
are also in short supply. Only government stores
have been opening because of a nationwide coron-
avirus lockdown that the government on Friday
extended for one week. Experts have blamed the
food crisis on a shortage of foreign exchange to
import and maintain stocks. —AFP

COLOMBO: A woman carrying food bags walks pasts people
standing in queue outside a state-run supermarket to buy
essential food items in Colombo Friday as Sri Lanka began
imposing price controls on essential food from September 3
after using a state of emergency to seize allegedly hoarded
stocks of sugar and rice. —AFP

Drought squeezes 
electricity supply,
crops in Brazil
RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil ’s worst drought in
almost a century is threatening electricity supply
and critical crops, pushing up energy and food
prices at a time the country was hoping to start
recovering from the economic fallout of the coro-
navirus pandemic. The country of 213 million peo-
ple relies on hydropower for two-thirds of its
electricity, but crucial dams are at near-record
lows of less than a quarter full.

Last week, President Jair Bolsonaro urged
Brazilians to “turn off a light at home” to conserve
power, and on Tuesday the government hiked elec-
tricity prices by an average of seven percent, partly
to cover new power plants and energy imports.
“We are the limit of the limit,” said Bolsonaro, who
is gearing up to seek reelection in 2022 amid
record low popularity ratings, widespread disap-
proval of his handling of the COVID-19 crisis, and
now also confronting extreme climate conditions
that show little sign of abating. Brazil’s water levels
will likely continue to deteriorate in September,
according to electric grid operator ONS.

And the National Water and Sanitation Agency
(ANA) has declared a “critical shortage of water
resources,” effective until November, for the Parana
river basin at the heart of Brazil’s hydroelectric

capacity. In a bid to stay ahead of demand and
avoid outages, Brazil this week added one new bio-
mass power station, three photovoltaic generators,
and four wind farms to its power grid.

But much of the cost has fallen on consumers
already contending with high unemployment and
surging inflation in the country with the world’s
second-highest pandemic death toll.

“I was forced to cut down a lot of things at
home, some types of food. I cut down on the
times my children could use the phone, to save
money,” consumer Marisa das Dores told AFP at
her home in Mateus Leme, in eastern Brazil. And
price hikes are further fueling inflation, which
reached 8.99 percent year-on-year in July-almost
three times the limit targeted by the central bank
for 2021. —AFP RIO DE JANEIRO: Brazil’s worst drought in almost a century

is threatening electricity supply and critical crops. —AFP


