
HONG KONG: Hong Kong’s f inance chief
unveiled a HK$761 billion ($97 billion) budget on
Wednesday, plunging into the coffers to pay for
the recession-hit city’s post-COVID recovery.
Hoping to kickstart the finance centre’s economy,
Finance Secretary Paul Chan announced tax cuts
and more consumer spending vouchers. Hong
Kong’s leaders are keen to resuscitate its fortunes
after posting recessions in three of the past four
years-a tumultuous period that saw the economy
battered by protests, virus controls and Beijing’s
authoritarian crackdown.

While rival financial hubs reopened to the world
long ago, Hong Kong only fully emerged from pan-
demic isolation earlier this month when it restored its
border with mainland China, its main economic
pipeline. “Our economy is at the early recovery stage,
and members of the public as well as a large number
of enterprises are still weighed down by tremendous
pressure and require support,” Chan told legislators
while announcing his 2023/24 budget.

The latest blueprint for reversing the downturn
allocates HK$5,000 (US$637) handouts for more
than six million people, half last year’s amount as
Chan is under pressure to rein in fiscal spending.

Other measures include salary tax breaks, wel-
fare allowances and a “Happy Hong Kong” cam-
paign aimed at making the city more enjoyable with
food fairs. The budget will push the city’s books into
the red for a second consecutive year, but by less
than some forecasters initially feared, with an esti-
mated deficit of HK$54.4 billion. Over the past three
years, Hong Kong splashed out more than HK$600
billion on pandemic relief efforts.

The upcoming expenditures would bring one of
the world’s largest fiscal reserves down to around
HK$763 billion ($97 billion), about half of what it
was before the pandemic.

Betting on a rebound 
On its path to recovery, Hong Kong has made

restoring its business-friendly reputation and
reversing an exodus of both expatriate and local
workers top priorities. In three years, the city’s
workforce has lost more than 200,000 people.
Andy Kwan, of the ACE Centre for Business and
Economic Research, warned that Hong Kong
might spiral into a structural deficit if it fails to
correct course. “Medium- to long-term govern-
ment revenue will be affected because both the
economic growth and salaries tax will be under-
mined when quantity and quality of young labor
worsens,” Kwan told AFP.

To pull in more talent, Chan announced a capital
investment scheme and reiterated measures first
proposed by city leader John Lee in his maiden pol-
icy address last year, including relaxed visa rules for
high-earners and elite university graduates.
Desperate for crowds to return and inject cash into
the moribund economy, Chan unveiled a new loan
pool of HK$2.7 billion for passenger transport oper-
ators and licensed travel agents.

The move builds on a charm offensive launched
this month, with the government offering half a
million free flights and ramping up publicity. Hong
Kong welcomed about 600,000 visitors last year
as it rolled back quarantine restrictions, com-
pared with 56 million arrivals in 2019. The econo-

my shrank by 3.5 percent last year as the city
reeled under its worst-ever coronavirus outbreak,
with GDP dropping in every quarter. But Chan

appeared confident of a rebound. “I believe that
Hong Kong’s economy will visibly recover this
year,” he said. —AFP

KEPS holds its 
regular annual 
general meeting
By Majd Othman 

KUWAIT: Kuwait Environment Protection
Society (KEPS) held its regular general assem-
bly meeting to consider the items of the 45th
annual report of the board of directors and the
financial statements for the year ending on Dec
31, 2021. The meeting also considered the audi-
tor’s report and the draft estimate of the budget
for 2022, in addition to the selection of the audi-
tor and determining their remuneration. The
meeting also called for suggestions and opinions
from members of the general assembly.

KEPS Chairperson Wejdan Al-Oqab said in
a press statement the meeting witnessed the
active participation of general assembly mem-
bers who were keen on enthusiastically engag-
ing themselves in discussions and asking
queries about the terms of the society’s con-
tract. The meeting was characterized by trans-
parency in presenting the items by announcing
the numerical vote on each of them separately.

Oqab said the meeting ended with the
approval of the items, noting the voting process
was smooth through an organizational proce-
dure provided by the society. She praised the
keenness of the members of the general assem-
bly to attend the session in a friendly atmos-
phere, reflecting the exemplary national duty to
enhance the social responsibility of the society
and support values of volunteer work.

Applauding the leaders of the ministry of
social affairs and the officials of the depart-
ment of NGOs that formed a specialized com-
mittee of cadres to supervise the management
of the general assembly, Oqab said the efforts
of the representatives of the ministry in coop-
eration with the society helped the society
conduct the general assembly in an honorable
manner. She also lauded the efforts of the
members of the committee headed by legal
researcher Prof Nawal Al-Rashidi and mem-
bers Prof Bodour Bonachi, Prof Abdul Hadi Al-
Hajri and Prof Hadi Al-Ajmi.
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KUWAIT: Kuwait Environment Protection Society
holds general assembly meeting.

Thai farmers tap 
into sustainable 
rubber industry
SURAT THANI, Thailand: By the light of a head
torch, Wanida Hityim deftly strips bark from a rub-
ber tree, collecting the milky latex as she explains
why she’s among a small number of Thai farmers
trying to work more sustainably. As the world’s
largest producer of natural rubber-supplying more
than a third of global stocks in 2021 — Thailand’s
policies have stimulated massive deforestation,
plummeting biodiversity and soaring soil erosion.

The vast majority of the kingdom’s plantations
are still worked conventionally, but a few farmers
like Wanida are abandoning pesticides to try and
lessen their impact on the environment.

And while money is her bottom line, Wanida also
sees the small-scale benefits of turning to greener
methods. “This place even has worms in the soil,”
she said of her 1.5-hectare (3.7-acre) plot in the
southern province of Surat Thani, home to about
500 trees. “Plantations that use pesticides wouldn’t
have nature like this because the chemicals they use
would just ruin the soil,” the 41-year-old told AFP.

Wanida is one of a few Thai farmers to have
received the international non-profit Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC) certificate, which
encourages the sustainable use of forests. FSC is
not without its critics. Grant Rosoman, a senior
advisor to Greenpeace International, warned it is
vulnerable to industry pressure and manipulation.
“All certification schemes have problems with audi-
tors which are paid by clients, the companies,”
Rosoman told AFP. “There is a financial conflict of
interest between who is paying and the auditor.”

‘Right time, right message’ 
Adopting more sustainable methods has enabled

Wanida to sell her rubber at a higher price, earning
her around $650 a month instead of $550. Thailand
exported nearly $6 billion of rubber in 2021, the
vast majority of it produced by small-scale farmers
who sell to middlemen-so financial incentives are
key to changing methods. “When I talk about sus-
tainable development for the first time, people look
at me with a smile and a big question mark on their
face,” said Maiprae Loyen, co-founder of Agriac, a
rubber intermediary set up in 2019 to promote
good practices among farmers in southern Thailand.

The firm works with roughly 1,000 small farmers
— 60 percent of them women-many of whom pre-
viously thought environmentally friendly methods
were a “burden”, said Maiprae. But they were con-

vinced by both the financial returns-Agriac offers a
three baht ($0.09) bonus per FSC-approved kilo-
gram (2.2 pounds) sold-and also the ecological ben-
efits, she said. Later she pointed to the cracked soil
of another rubber plantation in Surat Thani, the
result of unsustainable “chemical products”.

“It’s time that people start to understand that the
value of things is not defined by price tag,” she said.
“It’s the right time, the right message.”

China drag 
But Agriac farmers are just a few leaves in the

forest of Thailand’s rubber industry: only two per-
cent of the nation’s roughly 3.2 million hectares of
plantations are worked under FSC guidelines. In
December the European Union agreed to ban the
import of rubber deemed to contribute to defor-
estation, a move hailed as a milestone by green
groups. But the impact of this change on Thailand
will be limited, said Krungsri Bank analyst Chaiwat
Sowcharoensuk, because China-which accounts for
almost half of the kingdom’s market-does not prior-
itize sustainability. While medium and large firms do
cater to Western consumers, he said, the shift was
yet to trickle down to smallholders.

“But if one day China announces a plan about
sustainable rubber, then local farmers would pay
attention,” he said. “If they can’t sell their rubber,
then they would take action.”

Rosoman of Greenpeace said that with question

marks hanging over certification schemes such as
FSC, tougher regulation like that imposed by the EU
will be key to sustainability.

The future of natural rubber should be “very
bright” he said, as the alternative-synthetic rubber
produced from oil-is highly polluting. For Wanida,
out tapping her trees at 3:00 am with her faithful
dogs yapping at her heels, rubber is in her blood.

Passed down from her grandfather to her father,
the plantation might be taking a new direction
under her care. But, she says, “I’m still a rubber
farmer through and through”.  —AFP

HONG KONG: This photo taken on February 21, 2023 shows shops having a sale in Central district of Hong
Kong. Hong Kong’s finance chief unveiled a HK$761 billion ($97 billion) budget on February 22, plunging into
the coffers to foot the bill for the recession-hit city’s post-COVID recovery. —AFP

City-state plunges into coffers to pay for post-COVID recovery

Hong Kong unveils $97bn budget

SURAT THANI, Thailand: In this file photo taken on January 16, 2023 workers cut down rubber trees at a plan-
tation in Thailand’s southern Surat Thani province. Thailand is the world’s largest producer of natural rubber
— supplying almost 40 percent of global stocks in 2021. —AFP photos

Lebanon inflation 
soared 124% in 
January: Data 
BEIRUT: Inflation in Lebanon hit an annual rate
of about 124 percent in January as the country’s
worst economic and financial crises in decades
continued amid a political deadlock that has
blocked the formation of a new government and
the enactment of reforms required to unlock bil-
lions of dollars in aid. 

Hyperinflation continued for the 31st consecu-
tive month, led by the soaring communication,
education, health, restaurant and hotel prices, as
well as rising food, water and energy costs, the
Central Administration of Statistics’ Consumer
Price Index showed.

The CPI increased by about 8.43 percent from
December 2022. “Lebanon’s persistent economic
and financial crises have kept price growth in triple
digits since mid-2020 and, with the Lebanese
pound still losing value both on the parallel market
and on the official exchange rate since a 90 per-
cent devaluation at the start of February, inflation is
likely to remain elevated for some time,” Emirates
NBD said in a research note on Wednesday.

After hitting 155 percent in 2021, inflation in the
country surged to 171.2 percent in 2022, the high-
est in about four decades. Communication costs
soared 331 percent in January from the same
month in 2022, while education, health and restau-
rant and hotel prices rose leapt 191 percent, 176
percent and 174 percent, respectively.

The costs of water, electricity, gas and other
fuels increased 163 percent annually, while the
prices of clothing and footwear, and food and
alcoholic beverages rose 161 percent and 138 per-
cent, respectively. Compared with December
2022, the costs of miscellaneous goods and serv-
ices increased 20 percent while restaurant and
hotel prices climbed 18 percent. — Agencies

TRANG, Thailand: Factory workers sort and pack natu-
ral rubber sheets at the Klongpan rubber cooperative
in Thailand’s southern Trang province. 


