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A virus that started on the 
other side of the world has 
become a deadly pandemic 

with tragic consequences also 
here in Europe 

 
 

President European 
Commission

Ursula von der Leyen

China’s weekly export container 
shipping index edges up

Adopt declaration on fight against 

coronavirus: Russia to UN

BEIJING

China’s index of export container transport edged up in the 
past week, according to the Shanghai Shipping Exchange. 
The average China Containerized Freight Index (CCFI) stood 
at 897.69, up 0.4 percent from a week earlier, according to 
the exchange. The sub-reading for the Republic of Korea 
service led the increase with a week-on-week growth of 5 
percent, followed by those for west coast America and east 
coast America routes, which rose 2.7 percent and 1.7 per-
cent, respectively, from last week.The sub-index for South 
Africa service led the decline by a 6.9-percent fall from 
the previous week, while that for South America service 
dropped 3.8 percent. The CCFI tracks spot and contractual 
freight rates from Chinese container ports for 12 shipping 
routes across the globe, based on data from 22 international 
carriers. The index was set at 1,000 on Jan. 1, 1998.The 
China Ningbo Containerized Freight Index (NCFI) reported 
a significant rise in freight index for the Australia and New 
Zealand routes. The NCFI, reflecting freight rate changes 
of 21 routes departing from the Ningbo-Zhoushan port, 
stood at 759.0 points Friday, down 1.7 percent compared 
with last week.The sub-index for the routes to Australia and 
New Zealand stood at 1,342.1 points, up 16.8 percent com-
pared with last week.  According to the Ningbo Shipping 
Exchange, liner companies have stepped up control over 
existing shipping capacity to improve the relation between 
supply and demand, pushing up freight rates in early April. 
Reported every Friday (except Chinese holidays), the NCFI 
was first published in September 2013.

UNITED NATIONS
 

Russia has submitted an initiative to the United 
Nations General Assembly that a declaration on global 
cooperation in the fight against the coronavirus be 
adopted, the Russian mission to the UN said in a state-
ment on its website. “On 26 March 2020 the Russian 
Federation submitted to the UN General Assembly 
an initiative to adopt a UNGA Declaration on solidar-
ity in countering the coronavirus,” the statement 
reads.“The project is based on the principle of the 
UN Charter on cooperation of states that is ref lected 
in the UN Declaration on Principles of International 
Law of 1970. The initiated Declaration, in particular, 
suggests recognizing the leading role of the WHO in 
combating the pandemic; envisages consent of states 
to cooperate with each other and with the WHO, i.a. 
in order to develop methods that should stop the 
spread and ensure treatment of the COVID-19 disease; 
provide assistance to the most vulnerable states, es-
pecially developing countries; abandon trade wars 
and unilateral sanctions adopted in circumvention 
of the UN Security Council; prevent discrimination 
of states, peoples and individuals with regard to the 
pandemic; counter financial speculations in basic 
necessity items; recognize the need to spread only 
reliable and science-based information about the pan-
demic,” the Russian mission specified. “The Russian 
Federation has commenced collection of comments 
on the initiative,” the statement added.

Most airlines in danger of succumbing to pandemic

The Asian Telegraph
                                                Rawalpindi 
Pakistan Army is assisting civil administration 

across the country in fight against coronavirus, 
said Inter Services Public Relations (ISPR), a 
media wing of the armed forces. Detailing the 
army efforts in a statement issued today, the 
ISPR said that the armed forces and other law 
enforcement authorities are monitoring the 
entry and exits points of the country along with 
performing their duties at 182 quarantine cen-
tres.The military is deployed in Kotli, Bhimber, 
Mirpur, Bagh, Rawalakot, Muzaffarabad and 
other areas in Azad Jammu and Kashmir while 
the forces are also deployed in nine districts 
of Balochistan province. A 600-bed quarantine 
facility is established at Taftan while another 
isolation facility comprising 805 camps is setup 
in Chaman area, the ISPR said adding that a 
container-based quarantine was built in Faizu 
Kili village of Chaman.It said that 10 quarantine 
camps have been established in Gilgit Baltistan 
while army helicopters have also shifted medi-
cal supplies including five ventilators, masks 
and coronavirus testing kits from Pak-China 
border in Khunjerab. The media wing said 
that the armed forces were also deployed in 
26 districts of the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa prov-
ince, along with conducting strict monitoring 
of movement at terminals of international 
borders.A quarantine facility is being estab-
lished at Landi Kotal for 1500 people, the ISPR 
said adding that the armed forces also carried 
out tracking of 4000 suspected coronavirus 
patients.

World running out of places to store crude oil
TOKYO/SINGAPORE/LONDON

Industry consultancy says producers may be forced 
to cut output by June as demand drops. The world will 
run out of places to store oil in as little as three months, 
according to an industry consultancy. IHS Markit said 
current rates of supply and demand mean inventories 
will increase by 1.8 billion barrels over the first half of 
this year. With only an estimated 1.6 billion barrels of 
storage capacity still available, producers will be forced 
to cut output, because by June there will be no place 
left to put the unwanted crude, it said.The oil market 
has been hammered by falling demand as a result of the 
coronavirus pandemic, and as Saudi Arabia vows to flood 
the market with crude at deep discounts, following the 
collapse of the coalition of the Organisation of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (Opec) and allies including Russia.
Pakistan banned imports of crude and fuels because its 
storage sites were full. Vitol Group and Gunvor Group, 
two of the world’s top merchants, say there is heavy 
interest in storing while several traders have booked 
supertankers to hoard barrels at sea. Supply may exceed 
demand by 12.4 million barrels a day in the second quar-
ter, with traders, banks and consultants also forecasting 
bumper surpluses, IHS said. Vitol said on Wednesday 
that demand has fallen by as much as 20 million bar-
rels a day from last year.“Production is going to have 
to be reduced or even shut in,” said Mr Jim Burkhard, 

head of oil markets at IHS. “It is now a matter of where 
and by how much.” There are already signs, in prices, 
of a potential scarcity of storage space. In the United 
States, the so-called West Texas Intermediate cash roll 
traded down at the lowest level since December 2008 
on expectations that inventories at the delivery point 
for US futures would balloon in the coming weeks and 
months.Brent futures are trading deep in a contango 
structure where spot prices are at discount to those in 
later months as the market tries to create the neces-
sary financial incentives to store by pressuring near-
term prices. Measures of the physical market for actual 
barrels of crude are also pointing to weakness globally.
Of the world’s three largest oil producers, Russia has the 
least amount of available storage capacity, at about eight 
days, IHS said. Those figures are based on the amount 
of production that could be stored if exports dried up. 

EASTERN, WESTERN BORDERS CLOSED FOR 15 DAYS

PM okays mechanism for 
Coronavirus Relief Tiger Force

 ISLAMABAD 
Prime Minister Imran Khan on Saturday approved 
the mechanism for for ‘Coronavirus Relief Tiger 
Force’- a volunteer program aimed at carrying 
out activities at the time of the pandemic.  He 
gave approval to the mechanism in a consulta-
tive meeting attended by Special Assistant to 
Prime Minister on Youth Affairs Usman Dar, PM’s 
Principal Secretary Azam Khan, Shahzad Akber 
and others.The meeting devised a mechanism 
for recruitment in the tiger force and the func-
tions they had to carry out while volunteering 
their services. Usman Dar was given responsibil-

ity on the matter while the prime minister would 
record a special message for the volunteers. The 
meeting decided that healthy youngsters aging 
above 18 years could register themselves for the 
force and would take part in managing affairs at 
the quarantine centres in urban and rural areas 
of the country.“They will also take care of patients 
quarantined at their homes along with providing 
guidelines to the masses in hospitals and public 
places,” the meeting decided besides the tigers 
would also collect data regarding suspected pa-
tients and unemployed people in their respective 
area of responsibility. The volunteers will also as-

sist police and local administration in implement-
ing lockdown and would also identify hoarders 
and those hiking commodity prices.They would 
also take part in making announcements on be-
half of the authorities and burial arrangements. 
“The tiger force members will be briefed on daily 
basis from government officials on their respon-
sibilities,” the meeting decided. It is pertinent to 
mention here that the number of deaths from 
the novel coronavirus rose to eleven, while 1,408 
have been affected countrywide, the latest statis-
tics released by the National Command and Con-
trol Center on coronavirus showed on Saturday.

Testing labs to be 
increased to 50 in 20 

days: Gen Afzal
ISLAMABAD 

Chairman National Disaster 
Management Authority (NDMA) 
Lieutenant General Muhammad Afzal 
Saturday said the authority along with 
National Institute of Health (NIH) were 
working collectively to increase the ex-
isting number of coronavirus testing 
labs in the country from 14 to 50 in the 
next 15-20 days.Addressing a media 
briefing along with Special Assistant to 
the Prime Minister (SAPM) on Health 
Dr. Zafar Mirza and SAPM on National 
Security Division Moeed Yusuf, he said 
the National Institute of Health (NIH) 
had informed NDMA that there was 
a shortage of trained workforce in 
testing laboratories.He added that in 
order to overcome this shortcoming, 
NDMA was going to recruit 100 lab 
technicians having expertise in mo-
lecular biology. The chairman NDMA 
said the authority using its powers 
under an article of NDMA Act would 
float an advertisement in that regard. 
“We will offer 4-6 months contract to 
these lab technicians and if this experi-
ment goes successful then it will help 
overcome laboratories gaps for test-
ing patients,” he added.He was briefing 
the media on initiatives made by the 
NDMA for procuring medical equip-
ments, testing system logistics and 
donations received to contain corona-
virus outbreak. “In Islamabad Capital 
Territory (ICT), we will finalize our 
plan to set up the facility as machines 
and relevant equipments are available 
to fulfill the task,” he said.Lieutenant 
General Afzal added that NDMA was 
going to provide testing kits and ma-
chines to three healthcare institutions 
in Karachi including SIUT, JPNC and 
Indus Hospital to set up testing labs. 
As Indus Hospital would primarily 
operate its testing facility in JPNC so 
two laboratories would be established 
at JPNC, he added.

ISLAMABAD
Minister for Planning, Development and Special 

Initiatives Asad Umar has said that provision of medicines 
and interrupted power supply to the industry will also 
be made sure. He said precautionary measures will be 
adopted for laborers of essential industries still in opera-
tion. It was decided that recommendations made in the 
meeting will be presented to the National Coordination 
Committee after holding consultations with the prov-
inces.  The meeting overviewed the economic situation of 
the country in the wake of pandemic. It was attended by 
Ministers of Energy, Food, Economic Affairs and provin-
cial representatives.He chaired a videoconference here on 
Saturday to review the situation and consider proposals 
relating to the management of supply chains of essential 
commodities during the partial or complete lockdown in 
place in various parts of the country. The meeting dis-
cussed proposals for ensuring continued operation of 
various industries, especially those involved in food and 
medicine supply chains during the Covid-19 emergency.
Matters related to continued supply of electric power and 
petroleum products were also discussed. It was decided 
that detailed safety guidelines for the workers would 
be outlined for those industries, which were required 
to be kept operational to ensure the supply of essential 
commodities. The guidelines would be implemented in 
collaboration with the industry associations, said a press 
release.The meeting directed the ministry of industries 

to closely monitor any issues faced by the industries 
identified for continued operation and address them in 
a proactive manner. The ministry of commerce was di-
rected to make assessments for import requirement of 
such industries and remove the bottlenecks, if any. It was 
decided that the proposals finalised at the meeting would 
be shared with the provinces for their input, before sub-
mission to the National Coordination Committee for final 
approval. Ministers for Power, National Food Security and 
Economic Affairs Division (EAD), Advisor on Commerce 
& Industries as well as senior officials participated in the 
video conference

Edible items’ supply will be ensured: Asad
Meeting reviews supply chains of essential commodities amid 
lockdown

LONDON/STOCKHOLM
The global airline industry has never had it so bad. Not 

even after the Sept 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the United 
States. Airlines could lose a quarter of a trillion dollars 
in revenue this year, according to the International Air 
Transport Association, as travel comes to a standstill with 
countries imposing lockdowns to fight the coronavirus 
pandemic. Most carriers will go bankrupt by the end of 
May if they cannot find support, the Sydney-based Capa 
Centre for Aviation said last week.“In this very difficult pe-
riod, it will only be the survival of the fittest,” said Qatar 
Airways chief executive officer Akbar Al Baker. Which air-
lines are most at risk? Using the Z-score method developed 
by Professor Edward Altman in the 1960s to predict bank-
ruptcies, Bloomberg News filtered out listed commercial 
airlines to identify those most at risk of going bust, based 
on available data. The calculations do not take into account 
government bailouts or other funding sources that could 
help keep operators alive.While the list is concentrated 
in Asia, mostly due to high debt levels, European carriers 
are not immune, as the collapse of British regional airline 
Flybe has proved. According to Prof Altman, scores of 1.8 or 
below indicate a risk of bankruptcy and scores over 3 sug-
gest a sound footing. Indebted low-cost carrier Norwegian 
Air Shuttle and Air France-KLM both landed below the 
threshold, as did American Airlines Group and SkyWest.
Governments worldwide are in talks with aviation compa-

nies about financial support, and those with deep-pocketed 
backers - such as Delta Air Lines with billionaire investor 
Warren Buffett - will have access to other avenues for cash. 
Singapore Airlines on Thursday announced it will raise up 
to $15 billion through the sale of shares and convertible 
bonds. The fund-raising is being underwritten by the air-
line’s biggest investor, Singapore investment firm Temasek, 
which owns about 55 per cent of the group.Qatar Airways’ 
Mr Baker warned that many airlines will go bust, limit-
ing the scope for takeovers. “People who were bragging 
about not taking state aid and being independent are now 
themselves all over the world asking for state aid,” he said.

Army assists civil admin in 
fight against virus: ISPR

Registration for force to start from Tuesday through Citizens’ Portal
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Looming Global 
Recession

Head of International Monetary Fund said it is clear that 
the global economy has now entered a recession that 
could be as bad as or worse than the 2009 downturn. 
189-nation lending agency forecasting a recovery in 
2021, saying it could be a “sizable rebound” but only 
if nations succeed in containing the corona virus and 
limiting the economic damage. IMF Managing Director 
Kristalina Georgieva said A key concern about a long-
lasting impact of the sudden stop of the world economy 

is the risk of a wave of bankruptcies and layoffs that not only can undermine 
the recovery but erode the fabric of our societies, lending agency will release 
its economic outlook in a few weeks. She believed that not only develop-
ing countries but advanced economies as well had already entered down-
turns. International Monetary Fund also announced that it would consider 
Pakistan’s request for financial assistance under Rapid Financing Instrument 
facility to shore up the country’s foreign exchange reserves and budgetary 
support in the wake of the adverse impact of the coronavirus pandemic on 
economy. IMF Managing Director noted how Pakistan was working to resolve 
its economic challenges, lauding Prime Minister Imran Khan’s government 
for speedily giving the green signal to a relief package worth Rs1.2 trillion, 
as well as the State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) for its “timely set of measures”. 
Prime Minister Khan and his government have swiftly approved an economic 
stimulus package aimed at containing the spread of the virus and providing 
support to affected families and businesses, our team is working expedi-
tiously to respond to this request so that a proposal can be considered by 
the IMF’s executive board as soon as possible,” said IMF Managing Director 
Kristalina Georgieva. Adviser to the Prime Minister Dr Hafeez Shaikh had 
already announced that Pakistan had arranged about $4 billion additional 
financial assistance from multilateral lending and aid agencies. 

Reviving business 
activities

The Coronavirus has played havoc to the global economy without 
sparing any country. The global economic meltdown has forced 
almost every financial institution to revise the growth forecast. 
Almost every country has lowered the interest rate. Due to im-
pact of coronavirus, the US, Canada, UK, China and many other 
countries have made drastic cut in interest rates, but SBP has 
reduced policy interest rate by only 75 basis points which is very 
negligible. Due to spread of coronavirus, all shopping malls and 
business centres are being closed down in major cities due to 

which business activities are suffering badly. The best option for the government 
to provide relief to businesses is to cut interest rate to 5 percent to cope with the 
situation emerging after coronavirus. The imported raw material of many industrial 
units of millions of rupees is stuck up at Karachi port as transport is not available 
due to lockdown. Industrialists have paid duties of imported raw material, but it has 
become difficult for them to pay mark up of banks due to halt in money circulation. 
In these circumstances, government must cut down interest rate to 5 percent and 
allow business community to pay reduced mark up in instalments so that they could 
survive in these tough times. The government must to immediately reduce policy 
interest rate to 5 percent in order to save businesses from the negative impact of 
coronavirus. Cutting down interest rate to 5 percent will revive business activities and 
encourage investment in the country. Till the time the coronavirus issue is tackled, 
government must defer receipt of electricity & gas bills and banks mark up from the 
businesses so that they could be able to survive in these difficult times. Oil prices in 
international market have come down to historical low level, but the government 
has not passed on their benefit to the general public. Therefore government must 
pass on the full benefit of reduced oil prices to the general public without further 
delay that would reduce inflation and bring down cost of doing business as well.

Disclaimer: Views expressed by writers in this section are their own and do not necessarily reflect The Asian Telegraph  point-of-view

Today in History

CPEC--Regional Connectivity & BeyondCPEC--Regional Connectivity & Beyond

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
is a game-changer not only for 
the two countries but also for 
the region. Connecting adjacent 
countries for commerce, trade 
and industrial development 
thereby leading to collective so-
cio-economic growth is CPEC’s 
aim. Pakistan will have greater 

industrial and trade activity through communi-
cation and energy infrastructure, construction of 
industrial zones and Gwadar Port. For Pakistan 
this project is not only an economic investment 
but also revitalizing its economy. It also pro-
vides a strategic asset for Pakistan against war 
thirsty Indian military and its economic influence 
in South and South West Asia. It also provides 
China the shortest route to Arabian Sea, Middle 
East and Europe. For Afghanistan and other 
landlocked central Asian states like Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Russia as well can 
have a greater economic and trade opportunity to 
stimulate their economies. Additionally, regions 
of Central Asia, Middle East and South Asia are 
expected to reap huge economic windfall from 

this economic corridor. CPEC is, in fact, a crown 
jewel in Chinese Belt and Road initiative. It holds 
great promise for regional integration as it can 
bring vast economic opportunities for all the 
member countries particularly it is very impor-
tant for Pakistan and China. This window of op-
portunity attracts neighboring countries to join 
in and want to be part of the economic corridor. 
Middle East countries like Qatar, Saudi Arabia will 
be joining the corridor particularly Saudi Arabia 
as the third strategic partner. It will bring in more 
business and further accelerate the economic de-
velopment. Saudi Arabia’s inclusion in CPEC will 
primarily provide a chance to relate its economy 
with China and it will lead Saudi Arabia in target-
ing its 2030 vision which focuses on the plan to 
reduce dependence on oil, diversify its economy, 
and develop public service sectors such as health, 
education, infrastructure, recreation and tourism. 
It will allow them to have better position in world 
trade traffic. It will defiantly be advantageous for 
China as well who spends billions of dollars on im-
porting oil every year to meet its oil consumption. 
Saudi Arabia will provide China a better quality of 
crude oil for its imports as its economy is highly 
dependent on the trade activities. Pakistan-China-
Saudi Arabia will not only get benefit for economic 
integration, but will also help in mitigating Arab 
rivalries. Pakistan can greatly support to end dif-
ferences between Iran, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. It 
is worth mentioning here that both Iran and Qatar 
have friendly relations with Pakistan and have 
expressed their willingness to join CPEC. It can 
prove to be a mater foreign policy move on behalf 
of Pakistan. While in north Afghanistan is a land-

locked country, have their borders with Pakistan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Iran, and 
China. Largely dependent on agriculture it exports 
lumps to Pakistan, India, Turkey and Russia, car-
ries its majority trade through Karachi port and 
developing Gwadar port makes it a strong sup-
porter of CPEC as it will reduce its route to the 
sea by almost600km. Pakistan being Afghanistan’s 
largest trade-dependent hopes to increase its 
trade which would strengthen the two brotherly 
nations’ relations as well. After the completion 
of this corridor it would also provide a short-
est route for Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, 
Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan to warm water. One 
of the benefits linking Central Asian Republics 
with CPEC is that Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, 
and Uzbekistan are rich in oil and gas, therefore, 
their petroleum products are exported to China 
or Russia mostly by pipeline through Russia land 
routes. CPEC would also provide Pakistan an op-
portunity to strengthen its relations with Central 
Asian Republic and would also provide an op-
portunity to import oil and gas at much cheaper 
rates. This corridor is a game changer not only for 
Pakistan and China but also for whole region even 
India, if it can come out of its war mongering and 
policy of hegemony and hatred, can get benefits 
from this grad project.

March 29, 1849
On 29 March 1849 after the second Anglo Sikh 
war had ended, Dalhousie took the final step 
without any authority from the Home Gov-
ernment, declaring that the kingdom of the 
Punjab had ceased and that all the territories 
of Maharaja Duleep Singh had become part 
of the British dominions in India. The British 
Resident at Lahore, Sir Henry Lawrence, be-
ing strongly opposed to the annexation of the 
country, Lord Dalhousie selected his Foreign 
Secretary Henry M. Elliot as his agent for the 
final transaction.Under instructions from Dal-
housie, Elliot saw the members of the Coun-
cil of Regency privately, in the first instance, 
and made it clear to them on 28 March “that 
any reluctance on their part would be a great 
mistake, that the Maharaja as well as they 
themselves would be sufferers from it, that 
the decision of the Governor General would 
in any case be carried out, the only difference 
being that if they with the Maharaja gave their 
formal assent, the advantageous position 
they then held would be guaranteed to them, 

while if they refused they would lose every-
thing which the British Government chose to 
resume.” With British troops in complete oc-
cupation of the Punjab, the members of the 
Regency Council had no choice but to sign the 
document which put an end to the independ-
ence of the Punjab. They then realized how 
the British Government had, throughout the 
past year, been acting in violation of the treaty 
of 16 December 1846 which provided for the 
protection of the Maharaja and the preserva-

tion of the peace of the country during the 
minority of His Highness the Maharaja Duleep 
Singh up to his attaining majority on 4 Sep-
tember 1854.Sir Frederick Currie, the then 
Resi dent at Lahore, had proclaimed to the 
people of the Punjab on 18 November 1848, 
soon after the arrival of the British command-
er in chief with his army at Lahore, that British 
army “has entered the Lahore territories, not 
as an enemy to the constituted government, 
but to restore order and obedience.

 

Great Britain formally annexs Punjab

Hollywood’s Biggest Movies Stuck in Limbo
HOLLYWOOD

The cameras may have stopped roll-
ing two weeks ago, but Hollywood’s 
headaches only stand to intensify in 
the coming weeks and months as the 
industry tentatively looks ahead to 
the day when studios will be back 
in business. From “The Matrix 4” to 
“Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten 
Rings,” the coronavirus pandemic has 
ground production to a standstill, 
leaving many of the teams behind the 
biggest blockbusters uncertain when 
they will be able to call action again. 
Sources tell Variety that most studios 
are letting talent and their reps know 
that at this point they do not expect 
these stalled productions to get back 
underway until mid-May at the earli-
est. When most of these shutdowns 
were first announced, studios hinted 
that it was possible that people could 
go back to work in April. But even 
May could be overly optimistic the 
pandemic is not expected to reach its 
apex in major production hubs like 
New York City until the end of April. 
Sources tell Variety that most studios 
are letting talent and their reps know 

that at this point they do not expect 
these stalled productions to get back 
underway until mid-May at the earli-
est. When most of these shutdowns 
were first announced, studios hinted 
that it was possible that people could 
go back to work in April. But even 
May could be overly optimistic the 
pandemic is not expected to reach 
its apex in major production hubs 
like New York City until the end of 
April.Studios won’t be able to go back 
to work until local governments lift 
the bans on gatherings of more than 
10 people, a number that most sets 
routinely eclipse. One source be-
lieves that the first films to resume 
production will likely be ones that 
are shooting in the U.S., as the pros-
pect of filming overseas presents too 
many logistical challenges given the 
global nature of COVID-19. Not only 
are studios focused on ensuring the 
safety of their casts and crews, they 
are also trying to figure out how to 
accommodate talent that had lined 
up other productions in the coming 
months. Right now the expectation 
is that in-demand stars such as Chris 

Pratt in “Jurassic World: Dominion” 
or Dwayne Johnson and Ryan 
Reynolds in “Red Notice” will be able 
to convince forthcoming productions 
to move their start dates further into 
the future so they can finish shoot-
ing. Individuals in supporting roles 
who have larger parts in upcoming 
productions will likely have to drop 

out, and insiders say studio execu-
tives are already checking in on the 
availability of other actors who can 
serve as possible replacements. As 
for films in pre-production that 
hadn’t started filming yet, titles like 
“Uncharted” and Disney’s “Peter Pan 
& Wendy” are on hiatus as well until 
firm start dates can be sorted out.

Apple creates coronavirus 
screening app, website

SAN FRANCISCO
Apple has released a 

COVID-19 website and app 
with a screening tool and 
other information about 
the coronavirus outbreak. 
Apple said the app and 
site are meant to “make 
it easy for people across 
the country to get trusted 
information and guidance 
at a time when the US 
is feeling the heavy bur-
den of COVID-19.”  They 
were developed in part-
nership with the Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention, the White 
House coronavirus task 
force and the Federal 
Emergency Management 
Agency. The COVID-19 
app and website include 
a screening tool that asks 
users to answer a series of 
questions around risk fac-
tors, recent exposure and 

symptoms, Apple said in 
a release. Based on their 
responses, they’ll receive 
CDC recommendations 
on next steps, including 
“guidance on social dis-
tancing and self-isolating, 
how to closely monitor 
symptoms, whether or not 
a test is recommended at 
this time, and when to con-
tact a medical provider.” 
Apple said the screening 
tool doesn’t replace in-
structions from doctors 

and health care providers 
or guidance from state and 
local health authorities. 
“To help you stay informed, 
understand symptoms and 
take proper steps to pro-
tect your health, Apple has 
created a COVID-19 web-
site and a US app in part-
nership with the CDC,” said 
Apple CEO Tim Cook in a 
tweet Friday. . “As always, 
the data is yours and your 
privacy is protected. Stay 
safe and healthy.”

Sohail Majeed Butt             
ISLAMABAD

As nations across the Middle East 
develop their digital infrastructure, 
Charles Yang, President of Huawei 
Middle East, notes that some of the 
most important advancements this dec-
ade will be a result of breakthroughs in 
basic research. The strength of indus-
try over the past 1,000 years has come 
from a consistent focus on what we call 
“basic research”. This means looking at 
the foundations of mathematics and 
mechanics, optics, biology, and phys-
ics. Of course all companies need to 
undertake research and development 
to ensure that their products remain 
competitive. Yet this day-to-day inno-
vation is more incremental, and must 
be contrasted with more disruptive in-
novation in basic research that leads 

to entirely new types of industries and 
services.Theoretical advances in basic 
research triggered the invention of 
things like the steam engine and the 
nuclear reactor, and are the types of 
breakthroughs we must continue to 
prioritise in the decade ahead. This 
view was supported in the Global 
Innovation Index (GII) 2019 which 
noted that shifting the focus from in-
novation quantity to innovation qual-
ity remains a global priority.Today the 
tech sector is an unparalleled cham-
pion of basic research. Global R&D 
has been driven most aggressively by 
the ICT service sector and producers, 
according to the 2019 Industrial R&D 
Investment Scoreboard. BCG’s an-
nual Most Innovative Companies List 
has also highlighted the crucial role 
of technology in innovation, and the 

impact of digital technologies on both 
digital natives and more traditional 
industries. It’s perhaps no surprise 
that nearly all of the most innovative 
companies for 2019 were technology 
brands.A great example of basic re-
search breakthroughs is the current 
proliferation of 5G connectivity. The 
investigation into polar codes by pro-
fessor Dr. ErdalArikan—initially pub-
lished in 2008 and which was backed 
by Huawei—defined an entirely new 
approach to maximising the rate and 
reliability of data transmission. That 
breakthrough in basic research ulti-
mately led to the earlier-than-expected 
commercialisation of 5G technologies 
beginning in 2019.Looking to the dec-
ade ahead, there is much we are still 
trying to understand with basic re-
search. The ICT industry is running 

into many bottlenecks after 50 years 
of high-speed development. The times 
call for new theoretical breakthroughs 
and a new innovation strategy. At 
Huawei, we refer to this as moving 
from Innovation 1.0 to Innovation 2.0, 
wherein we look at not just techno-

logical and engineering innovations 
but theoretical breakthroughs and in-
ventions.For example, there are funda-
mentals of the AI domain that are still 
quite nascent, with massive potential 
for new AI algorithms and chipsets to 
build intelligent industries. Wireless 

network research is another impor-
tant area, as the world seeks to boost 
spectrum efficiency at a time when bil-
lions of people and devices are com-
ing online. The further development of 
quantum computing will also allow us 
to reimagine the basic units for storing 
and transmitting data, enabling us to 
more quickly solve the problems that 
traditional computers simply could 
not.The good news is that, as the costs 
of global communication have fallen, 
the world has benefitted from a surge 
in the amount and quality of collabo-
rative research between governments, 
businesses, and academia. This is no 
more visible than in the Middle East. 
Leading technology and engineering 
companies have shifted to working 
with the finest scientific minds in uni-
versity laboratories. 

Huawei paves ways for 5G proliferation
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Madonna pays trib-
utes to late Mark Blum

LAS VEGAS
Madonna is paying tribute to her Desperately 
Seeking Susan co-star Mark Blum, who died 
due to complications from the coronavirus. 
The singer, who has been self-isolating amid 
the pandemic, paid tribute to the actor, whom 
she called a “remarkable human, fellow actor 
and friend.” “This is really tragic and my heart 
goes out to him, his family and his loved 
ones,” Madonna wrote in her Instagram trib-
ute. “I remember him as funny warm, loving 
and professional when we made Desperately 
Seeking Susan in 1985.” She called Blum’s 
death “another reminder that this virus is no 
joke, nothing to be casual about or pretend 
won’t affect us in some way.” Her post ended 
by asking people to “stay grateful,” “be hope-
ful,” “helps each other” and “follow the quaran-
tine rules.” Blum, a veteran character actor who 
also appeared in the film Crocodile Dundee 
as well as TV shows ranging from Suddenly 
Susan to the recent You, died due to complica-
tions from the coronavirus, it was announced 
Thursday. He was 69. Other celebrities who 
paid tribute to him include their Desperately 
Seeking Susan co-star Rosanna Arquette.

Taylor Swift sends fan 
$3,000 to pay rent amid 

LOS ANGELES

Taylor Swift gave fans $3,000 to help them 
with financial burdens during the coronavirus 
pandemic. Kathy Griffin shot down President 
Trump’s claims of having the most coronavi-
rus tests in the world and revealed that she 
went to the hospital with severe symptoms 
but was unable to receive a test. Kevin Hart’s 
wife, Eniko, announced that they’re expect-
ing a child. Kristen Bell and Dax Shepard 
waived rent for the month of April for ten-
ants living in the buildings they own. And the 
Kim Kardashian-Taylor Swift feud reignited 
after the full phone call between Swift and 
Kanye West over his song “Famous” leaked.

Ariana shares victorious 
memories

NEW YORK

Ariana Grande celebrated the 10th anniversary of her 
teen sitcom Victorious by remembering the experi-
ence as some of the “most special years” of her life. 
The pop superstar began her career on Broadway, 
but rose to fame after playing Cat Valentine on the 
Nickelodeon show, which ran for four seasons from 
2010. Victorious, created by Dan Schneider, was set 
in a Hollywood performing arts school and centred 
on an aspiring singer, portrayed by Victoria Justice, 
with co-stars including Daniella Monet, Leon Thomas 
III, and Matt Bennett.Grande took to Instagram to 
share a series of throwback photos from her time 
on the show, after reading a similar post by Monet 
and becoming emotional. “ten years of victorious,” 
she began. “daniella’s post got me all in my feels now 
so i’m sorry for the mushiness but.... jus want to say 
how grateful i will always be for being on this show 
and for those years of my life. i couldn’t have spent 
my teenage years with a better, more funny, talented 
group of human beings. i really loved playing cat 
valentine (sic)...”Ariana, who also appeared in a short-
lived Sam & Cat spin-off, went on to reminisce about 
“getting in trouble” with her friends on set and “try-
ing not to laugh” during more dramatic scenes, and 
confessed she even missed “waking up with dye 
stained pillows”, thanks to the red hair treatment 
she had to undergo for her character.

LONDN
Manchester United will refund supporters 
if they have to play their remaining home 
games of the season behind closed doors 
or if they are scrapped due to the corona-
virus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. The 
deadline for season ticket renewals for 
next season has also been suspended, 
with no indication as to when the current 
campaign can re-start.English football has 
been suspended until April 30, but a meet-
ing of Premier League clubs next week is 
expected to push that date further back. 
United would be one of the clubs worst af-
fected should the 2019/20 season fail to be 
completed as they sit fifth in the Premier 
League, outside the Champions League 
places, and are still involved in the latter 
stages of the Europa League and FA Cup.
However, Manchester City’s two-season ban 
from European competition could allow 
their city rivals to qualify for the Champions 
League if it is upheld for next season. “The 

club fully supports the collective intent to 
complete the Premier League, FA Cup and 
the UEFA club competitions,” United said 
in a statement.“However, if it were decided 
that games cannot be played, or needed to 
be played behind closed doors, Manchester 
United confirms it will offer season ticket 
holders either a pro-rata rebate against 
their season tickets for next year, or a pro-
rata cash refund based on the number of 

games still to be played. “The season ticket 
renewal deadline, initially 1 May, has been 
suspended.”United have also committed to 
paying 3,000 casual staff for their remain-
ing five home Premier League games even 
if they are canceled or played behind closed 
doors. Earlier this month, the Red Devils 
paid traveling fans £350 ($429) toward 
travel and accommodation costs when 
their Europa League last-16, first-leg match 
against LASK in Austria was forced behind 
closed doors at short notice.“By pushing the 
season ticket renewal deadline back and 
confirming our policy if games were to be 
canceled or played behind closed doors, we 
want to ease any concerns our loyal fans 
may have in the current circumstances,” 
said Richard Arnold, United’s Group man-
aging director. “They give Manchester 
United their support year after year, and at 
this time, we are committed to supporting 
them. Our message to them is clear we are 
all in this together.”

 TOKYO 
Tokyo 2020 chief Yoshiro Mori said on 
Saturday that the new dates for the post-
poned Olympic Games could be decided by 
the end of next week. The Olympic Games, 
which will be held in the summer of 2021 
at the latest, is most likely to be held be-
tween June and September, Mori said 
during a program broadcast by Nippon 
Television. “I want to offer some conclu-
sions by the end of next week, after we’ve 
mulled it over,” Mori said. “The Games 
are meant to be in summer, so we should 
be thinking of a time between June and 
September,” Kyodo news agency said.A de-
cision on when the postponed Tokyo 2020 
Olympic Games will be held is expected to 
be made within the next three weeks, the 
International Olympic Committee (IOC) 
told countries on a conference call today. 

The IOC discussed the new dates for the 
Games, postponed until no later than the 
summer of 2021 amid growing interna-
tional concern over the coronavirus pan-
demic, with National Olympic Committees 
(NOCs) today.The timing of the Games is 
the most pressing issue for a taskforce 

established by the IOC and Tokyo 2020 to 
navigate the complicated challenges stem-
ming from the postponement. Confirming 
the exact dates for the first Olympic Games 
to be postponed in history will also pave 
the way for other key areas to be ad-
dressed, including venues and qualification.

KARACHI
The share market may remain under pres-

sure due to coronavirus spread and reports 
of lockdown in major cities of the country. 
Analysts expect the equity bourse to remain 
under pressure on account of fast spread-
ing Coronavirus and news regarding lock-
down of major cities (Karachi and Lahore) 
which will keep the investors sentiment 
dull. On the other hand, foreign selling in 
both, the equity market and debt securities, 
may keep the local currency under stress.
However, improvement witnessed on mac-
roeconomic front, with the Current Account 
Deficit (CAD) shrinking by 71 percent YoY in 
first eight months of current fiscal year along 
with decline in international oil prices and 
lower inflation forecast, should bode well 
for overall economy in the medium term. 
The benchmark KSE-100 of Pakistan Stock 
Exchange (PSX) is currently trading at a PER 
of 5.7x (2020) compared to Asia Pac regional 
average of 10.2x while offering a dividend 
yield of around 9.0 percent versus around 3.1 
percent offered by the region.The KSE-100 
index took a heavy battering with the mar-
ket recording its largest weekly decline of 
5,393 points (points wise largest in history 
and in percentage terms largest decline since 

December 2008). Trading began on a negative 
note this week with manifestation of the un-
stoppable Coronavirus Pandemic in Pakistan 
and across the globe which triggered an in-
vestor stampede. Whereas declining interna-
tional oil prices also caused panic amongst 
market participants as witnessed in a rout 
in global equities.Albeit, local investors anx-
iously looked forward to the announcement 
of the monetary policy this week whereby 
the State Bank cut its benchmark policy rate 

by a meagre 75 basis points against higher 
expectations (hence met with a disappoint-
ing reaction at the index) with other coun-
tries also jumping on the bandwagon of swift 
monetary action. As a result, the benchmark 
KSE-100 index closed at 30,667 points, down 
by 15 percent WoW and witnessing trading 
halts on 4/5 days.Contribution to the down-
side was led by i) Commercial Banks (1,484 
points), ii) Cements (729 points), iii) Oil and 
Gas Exploration Companies (537 points), 
iv) Power Generation and Distribution 
(424 points), and v) Fertilizer (408 points). 
Scrip wise major losers were HBL (372 
points), UBL (366 points), LUCK (361 
points), HUBC (334 points), and MCB (264 
points). Whereas, scrip wise major gainers 
were PAKT (9 points), and IBFL (2 points).
Foreigners offloaded stocks worth of USD 20 
million compared to a net sell of USD 23 mil-
lion last week. Major selling was witnessed 
in Commercial Banks (USD 6.0 million) and 
Cements (USD 5.0 million). On the local front, 
buying was reported by Insurance Companies 
(USD 23.5 million) followed by Individuals 
(USD 19.5 million). That said, average daily 
volumes for the outgoing week were down 
by 10 percent to 239 million shares likewise 

 CHANGCHUN:
China’s  leading automaker FAW Group 

has  launched a  project  of  a  test  base 
for  new energy vehicles  (NEVs)  and in-
tel l igent  connected vehicles  ( ICVs)  in 

Changchun,  capital  of  northeast  China’s 
J i l in  Province ,  where  the  company is 
headquartered.  With an investment  to-
ta l ing  2 .69 bi l l ion yuan (about  379.2 
m i l l i o n  U. S .  d o l l a r s ) ,  i t  i s  t h e  f i r s t 

major  project  carried out  s ince  a  15-
year  plan of  bui lding an international 
c i ty  in  Changchun was approved by the 
p rov i n c i a l  g ove r n m e n t  i n  Fe b r u a r y.
According to  FAW,  the test  base  proj -
ect  launched Friday wil l  cover  an area 
of  266,000 sq meters  and mainly  con-
sist  of  two test ing areas  for  NEVs and 
ICVs respectively,  and another  one for 
test ing passive safety  features ,  power 
cel ls ,  hydrogen fuel ,  as  wel l  as  addi-
t ive  a n d  s u b t ra c t ive  m a n u fa c t u r i n g .
After  completion,  the base wil l  provide 
FAW with whole-process  R&D and test 
capabi l i t ies  for  passenger cars ,  which 
w i l l  a l s o  p ro m o t e  t h e  d eve l o p m e n t 
of  i ts  iconic  Hongqi  brand products . 
Xu  L iuping ,  chairman of  FAW Group, 
sa id  at  the  launching  ceremony that 
supported by the  new test  base ,  FAW 
wil l  accelerate  the industrial izat ion of 
NEVs and ICVs and create  an ecological 
innovat ion c irc le  for  rapid  and high-
qual i ty  growth.

Chinese FAW starts building test base for NEVs, ICVs

Saudi banks donate 
$41.4m to combat virus

JEDDAH
A group of Saudi banks have an-

nounced their support for the Health 
Endowment Fund to combat the 
spread of the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19), with a total of SR155.1 
million ($41.3 million). The banks 
wanted to express their sense of social 
responsibility to support the relentless 
efforts in the face of the unprecedented 
global crisis.Saudi Arabian British Bank 
put forward SR17 million to the fund; 
Banque Saudi Fransi SR12 million; Al-
Rajhi Bank SR25 million; Riyad Bank 
SR17 million; Arab National Bank 
SR12 million; the National Commercial 
Bank SR33 million; Samba Bank do-
nated SR16.5 million, among other 
banks.According to the Ministry of 
Health, 176,000 people have so far 
used the “Mawid” application to 
check whether or not they may have 
contracted the coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19). “176,000 citizens and 
residents have used the app; 170,000 
had reassuring results and can check 
in every day to repeat the test, while 
3,000 were in the medium-range — 
showing some symptoms of the virus; 
2,700 were at higher risk and advised 
to call 937 or contact health institu-
tions for further consultation,” said 
ministry spokesman Dr. Mohammed 
Al-Abd Al-Aly.“Twenty people were 
diagnosed with early symptoms and 
received medical treatment at an early 
stage, protecting themselves and oth-
ers,” he said.  Al-Aly urged people to 
seek early treatment if they devel-
oped symptoms, and not to dismiss 
erratic breathing or colds as a sea-
sonal flu. “It is not just to (look after) 
your own health, but to protect your 
loved ones and society, by extension,”

DUBAI
Oil exporting countries in the 

Middle East and North Africa 
(Mena), especially the GCC coun-
tries are expected to experience 
a drastic slowdown in economic 
growth due to the impact of cor-
onavirus outbreak (COVID-19) 
and a plunge in oil prices and 
global oil demand, according 
Institute of International Finance 
(IIF).“Quarantines, disruption 
in supply chains, the crash in oil 
prices in light of the breakdown of 
OPEC+, travel restrictions, and busi-
ness closings point to a recession in 
the Mena region, the first in three 
decades. Governments are trying to 
mitigate the economic damage with 
stimulus packages, but many are 
starting from a weak position,” said 
Garbis Iradian, Chief Economist, 
Mena of IIF. Central banks in the 
region have cut policy rates and 
announced plans to provide li-

quidity to financial institutions, 
particularly those lending to small 
and medium enterprises (SMEs). 
“We downgraded non-oil growth 
in Saudi Arabia from 3 per cent to 
0.8 per cent, and deepened the re-

cessions in Algeria, Iraq, and Iran. 
We assume modest increases in 
oil production in Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE and Kuwait, leading to higher 

headline growth,” said Iradian. The 
service sector activity will be hit the 
hardest as a result of containment 
efforts and social distancing. All 
exporters are likely to record large 
fiscal deficits due to the collapse in 

oil revenue, leading to a rise in pub-
lic debt.Based on the IIF’s  baseline 
scenario of an average oil price of 
$40/bbl, the nine Mena oil export-

ers would see a fall in hydrocarbon 
earnings in 2020 of $192 billion 
(11 per cent of GDP). Consequently, 
the cumulative current account bal-
ance would shift from a surplus of 
$65 billion in 2019 to a deficit of 
$67 billion in 2020, and the fiscal 
deficit would widen from 2.9 per 
cent of GDP to 9.1 per cent.Unlike 
the previous four years, more than 
two-thirds of the financing need 
would be raised domestically and 
by tapping large financial buff-
ers particularly sovereign wealth 
funds (SWFs). GCC countries with 
limited fiscal space such as Bahrain 
and Oman are expected to face sub-
stantial pressure to ramp up pub-
lic services and support affected 
sectors. Liquidity in banks could 
tighten as oil related bank deposits 
decline, and non-perfoming loans 
could rise. Still, most GCC banks 
are well-positioned to absorb the 
shocks.

Coronavirus to down 0.6% GCC growth in 2020

MOSCOW
The Russian Anti-doping Agency 
(Rusada) said it was temporar-
ily halting all testing in response 
to government measures aimed 
at curbing the spread of the 
coronavirus. In a video posted 
Saturday on its website, Rusada 
director Yuri Ganus said the 
agency was continuing its 
work during the coronavirus 
outbreak but was suspending 
testing to comply with govern-
ment measures.“We of course 
are following the regime that 
has been established by the 
leadership of Russia and at this 
time we have suspended test-
ing,” he said, adding that the 
agency would announce the 
resumption of testing at a later 
date. Margarita Pakhnotskaya, 
Rusada’s deputy director, told 
Reuters the suspension of 
testing would remain in place 
until April 6.A day earlier, the 
Athletics Integrity Unit said 
four Russian athletes, includ-
ing two former Olympic cham-
pions, had been charged with 
doping based on evidence from 
the bombshell McLaren report. 
Andrey Silnov, the 2008 Olympic 
high jump champion, and 2012 
Olympic 400m hurdles cham-

pion Natalia Antyukh will have 
to face a decision from the Court 
of Arbitration for Sport (CAS).
The same fate awaits 1,500m 
runner Yelena Soboleva, the sil-
ver medallist at the 2007 world 
championships, and hammer 
thrower Oksana Kondratyeva. 
The report of Canadian law-
yer Richard McLaren, which 
was commissioned by the 
World Anti-Doping Agency 
(Wada) in 2016, exposed wide-
scale, institutionalised dop-
ing in Russia.Silnov became 
vice-president of the Russian 
athletics federation after his 
competitive career ended and 
ran for the presidency of the 
body in 2016. Rusada was sus-
pended in 2015 after Wada 
found evidence of mass doping 
in Russian athletics. The agency 
was conditionally reinstated in 
September 2018, but was de-
clared non-compliant late last 
year after Wada found Moscow 
had provided it with doctored 
laboratory data. Russia is in the 
process of appealing against 
a four-year ban on its athletes 
competing at major interna-
tional sporting events under 
their flag as punishment for that 
alteration of laboratory data.

Weekly Roundup

PSX may remain under coronavirus pressure

Man Utd to offer refunds, season ticket delay to fans

Coronavirus

RUSADA halts dope-testingTokyo Olympics’ new dates to be set next week
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ISLAMABAD
Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood 

Qureshi in his recent letter to the 
United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC) has demanded its role in 
resolving the Jammu and Kashmir 
dispute and ensure giving right of 
self-determination to Kashmiris 
under relevant resolutions. In line 
with the government’s efforts to 
continuously highlight the dire 
human rights and humanitarian 
situation in the Indian Occupied 
Jammu and Kashmir (IOJ&K), the 
foreign minister addressed another 
letter to the President of the United 
Nations Security Council (UNSC) 
and the United Nations Secretary 
General (UNSG) on March 9, draw-
ing attention to developments in 
IOJ&K as well as belligerent Indian 

rhetoric and aggressive actions on 
the ground.Qureshi made clear that 
durable peace and stability in South 
Asia would remain contingent upon 
a just and lasting solution of the 
Jammu and Kashmir dispute. The 
foreign minister has been regularly 
updating the UNSC President and 
the UNSG on the Indian actions in 
IOJ&K since August 5, 2019 that 
pose threat to peace and security in 
South Asia. Shah Mehmood Qureshi 
in his letter rejected India’s false 
narrative of “normalcy” in IOJ&K, 
drew attention to the reprehensi-
ble remarks of the Indian Chief of 
Defence Staff about “deradicaliza-
tion” camps for Kashmiri youth and 
highlighted intensified ceasefire vio-
lations by the Indian forces on Line 
of Control (LoC) since December 12, 

2019. Foreign Minister Qureshi has 
hailed China for their help during ar-
duous times, like they always have 
in the past. Qureshi also expressed 
hope that Pakistan was trying to 
ratchet up its testing mechanism 
for coronavirus to an extent where 
they could increase the rate and 
amount of people tested to a consid-
erable amount from what it is now. 
Chinese Ambassador to Pakistan 
Yao Jing met with Foreign Minister 
Shah Mahmood Qureshi along with 
other dignitaries on Saturday at the 
tarmac of the Islamabad airport to 
welcome a fresh Chinese consign-
ment of coronavirus related medical 
equipment for Pakistan. FM Qureshi 
also said that Pakistan was increas-
ing the amount of ventilators pre-
sent across the country to deal with 

the patients suffering from corona-
virus. Qureshi also said that Pakistan 
looks to utilize the Chinese health 
professionals to the best of their 
abilities and would try to dissemi-
nate their knowledge of the virus to 
the local medical staff. Pakistan and 
the United Kingdom have agreed to 
keep up the consultation for mutual 
cooperation against the Coronavirus 
pandemic. The understanding was 
expressed during a telephonic con-
versation between Foreign Minister 
Shah Mahmood Qureshi and British 
Secretary of State for Foreign and 
Commonwealth Affairs Dominc 
Raab. They also exchanged views on 
the global outbreak of Coronavirus 
and prospects of enhanced bilateral 
cooperation to jointly tackle the 
pandemic.

DUBAI/RIYADH/SHARJAH

Downward pressure on profitability 
and loan quality due to deteriorating 
operating conditions resulting from low 
oil prices and the impact of coronavirus 
(COVID-19) outbreak is likely to result 
in more credit rating downgrades of 
banks in the region, according to rating 
agencies. Leading rating agencies have 
warned that economic impact of coro-
navirus and the low oil prices are likely 
to result in margin erosion and loan im-
pairments for banks resulting in rating 
action. Earlier this week Standard and 
Poor’s (S&P) revised its outlooks of a 
few UAE banks such as First Abu Dhabi 
Bank, Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank, 
Mashreqbank, Sharjah Islamic Bank and 
National Bank of Fujairah to negative, 
while affirming long- and short-term 
issuer credit ratings on these entities. 
“The rating actions stem from our view 
that, in 2020, the sharp drop in oil prices 
and reduced activity due to COVID-19 
will exert significant pressure on the 
UAE economy, especially the real estate, 
trade, retail, transportation, and hospi-
tality sectors,” S&P said in a note. The 
rating agency expects loan quality will 
be tested and cost of risk will increase, 
weighing on banks’ profitability in the 
next 12-24 months. In 2019, banks’ as-
set quality indicators had already start-

ed to show signs of weakness. Rating 
agency Moody’s said the sizable cut in 
interest rate will reduce UAE banks’ net 
interest margins (NIMs) because gross 
yields earned on loans will decline more 
than the funding cost paid on deposits, 
and because the rate cut is unlikely to 
materially increase credit volumes in 
the current difficult operating envi-
ronment. In early March Moody’s had 
downgraded the long-term local and 
foreign currency deposit ratings of five 
Omani banks: Bank Muscat, Bank Dho-
far, National Bank of Oman, Sohar In-
ternational Bank and Oman Arab Bank 
. At the same time, Moody’s affirmed the 
long-term local currency deposit ratings 
and downgraded the long-term foreign 
currency deposit rating of HSBC Bank 
Oman SAOG and Bank Nizwa. Moody’s 
has changed the outlook to stable from 
negative on the long-term deposit rat-
ings of all seven banks. According to 
Moody’s, the immediate effect of a sus-
tained period of lower oil prices would 
be on the liability side of the balance 
sheets due to reduced deposit inflows 
from government and government-
related entities.  “We estimate that gov-
ernment deposits range between 15 
per cent and 34 per cent of the deposits 
of the GCC banking systems,” said Bho-
jnagarwala. S&P analysts said combina-
tion of factors such as lower oil prices, 

economic impact of coronavirus on re-
gional economies and a deterioration in 
asset quality could weaken bank profit-
ability in the region. “The knock-on ef-
fects of lower economic growth and oil 
prices will further slow lending growth 
and increase the overall stock of prob-
lem assets at GCC banks. As a result, we 
anticipate that cost of risk will edge up. 
At the same time, interest margins will 
decline because the US Federal Reserve 
Board and other local central banks 
have cut interest rates. Combined, these 
shifts will weaken banks’ profitabil-
ity,” said Mohamed Damak, Director 
of Research at S&P. While GCC banks 
mostly have robust capital and liquid-
ity buffers, S&P believes all the region’s 
banking systems credit quality exhibit 
vulnerabilities that are broadly in line 
with the relative creditworthiness of 
their sovereigns. Banks in Bahrain and 
Oman are the most vulnerable in this 
respect.Bahraini banks will face growth, 
profitability and potential asset-quality 
challenges, as well as declining liquid-
ity levels. Omani banks, meanwhile, will 
experience further strain on their asset 
quality and profitability, exacerbating 
difficulties stemming from extended 
payment cycles. Although government 
deposits will remain stable, we expect 
Oman’s government to increase its bor-
rowing from the banking system.

ISLAMABAD

A special Chinese flight carrying an 
eight-member team of medical experts 
and relief assistance landed Saturday 
at Islamabad International Airport to 
support Pakistan in its efforts to fight 
the Covid-19 pandemic.Foreign Min-
ister Shah Mahmood Qureshi, Foreign 
Secretary Sohail Mahmood, Chairman 
of National Disaster Management Au-
thority Lt. General Muhmmad Afzal and 
Chinese Ambassador in Pakistan Yao 
Jing received the guests and thanked 
the government and people of China, 
on behalf of the government and people 
of Pakistan, for their timely support in 
this difficult time. China is extending full 
support to Pakistan in its efforts to con-
tain the coronavirus. China’s assistance 
to Pakistan so far includes 12,000 test 
kits, 300,000 masks, 10,000 protective 
suits, and support to build an isolation 
hospital. The plane carried over 10,000 
test kits, 10,000 N95 masks, 100,000 
disposable medical masks,5,000 medi-
cal protective clothes, five ventilators, 
11 defibrillator monitors and 62,000 
sets of drugs for treating COVID-19. A 
considerable amount of donations from 
private sources from China has also 
arrived in Pakistan. Alibaba Founda-
tion and Jack Ma Foundation have do-
nated 50,000 test kits and 500,000 face 
masks. China also handed over two tons 
of masks, test kits, ventilators, medical 
protective clothes through Khunjerab. 

The team of medical experts will assist 
the local doctors and health experts in 
battling the coronavirus. The team will 
stay in Pakistan for two weeks. The Pak-
istan-China All-weather Strategic Coop-
erative Partnership has acquired great-
er strength and depth in recent years, 
guided by the shared vision of Prime 
Minister Imran Khan and President Xi 
Jinping. President Dr Arif Alvi, accom-
panied by Foreign Minister Qureshi and 
Minister for Planning and Development 
Asad Umar, visited Beijing on March 
16-17, 2020 to express Pakistan’s abid-
ing support and solidarity with China 
in its fight against Coronavirus. Paki-
stan and China continue to collaborate 
closely and coordinate relief assistance 
to counter the formidable challenges 
posed by COVID-19. Talking to media 
persons at the airport Foreign Minis-
ter Shah Mahmood Qureshi thanked 
the Chinese leadership for sending the 
medical team to share their experi-
ences with Pakistani counterparts to 
fight the pandemic. “Chinese have once 
again shown to the world that they are 
friends of Pakistan. They care for us. 
We stand with each other in difficult 
times. This is a unique relationship and 
such testing times tell us how close we 
are to each other,” he remarked. The 
foreign minister said the government’s 
first priority was to protect medical 
workers who were in the first line of 
duty for what the supplies had ar-
rived and would be distributed soon.

SOLID STEP FOR JAIL STAFF, PRISONERS’ 
PROTECTION

Governor Sarwar 
announces essential items’ 

provision to prisoners

Russia, China discuss 
pandemic situation

BEIJING/MOSCOW

The situation around the novel 
coronavirus pandemic was in focus 
of Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 
Lavrov’s telephone conversation 
with his Chinese counterpart, Wang 
Yi, the ministry’s spokeswoman, 
Maria Zakharova said.“Russian For-
eign Minister Sergey Lavrov has re-
cently had a telephone conversation 
with China’s Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi. The sides discussed the situation 
caused by the pandemic and gave 
high assessment of bilateral cooper-
ation and exchange of experience in 
fighting against the pandemic and 
preventing its further spread. They 
noted the efficiency of the mea-
sures taken in our countries,” she 
said.“They also stressed the impor-
tance of expanding contacts in the 
interests of the protection of peo-
ple’s lives and ensuring wellbeing 
of the two countries’ citizens. The 
ministers agreed that in the current 
conditions of the pandemic Russia 
and China continue to strengthen 
their strategic partnership, advo-
cate common positions in global 
affairs, expand foreign policy coor-
dination, including the implemen-
tation of Moscow’s and Beijing’s re-
sponsibility as permanent members 
of the United Nations Security Coun-
cil for maintaining international 
peace and security,” she added.A 
pneumonia outbreak caused by the 
COVID-19 virus (previously known 
as 2019-nCoV) was reported in 
China’s city of Wuhan, a large trade 
and industrial center with a popula-
tion of 12 million, in late December 
2019. Cases of the new coronavirus 
have also been reported from 160 
countries, including Russia, which 
by now has 1,036, with three deaths 
and 45 recoveries. According to the 
latest update, the novel coronavirus 
cases across the globe have neared 
522,000, with more than 23,500 fa-
talities. The World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) has officially described 
the situation with the novel corona-
virus as a pandemic.

LAHORE

Punjab Governor Chaudhry Mohammad Sarwar 
has announced provision of masks, hand-sanitiz-
ers and soap to jail inmates and staff in order to 
protect them from dreaded coronavirus. Address-
ing a press conference along with representatives 
of some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
at the Governor’s House here on Saturday, he said: 
“We have decided jointly with the representatives 
of 12 welfare organisations of Punjab Develop-
ment Network (PDN) that comprehensive mea-
sures will be taken to protect staff and prisoners 
in all jails of Punjab from coronavirus.”Ch Sarwar 
said the first consignment of anti-coronavirus 
essential items had been handed over to the In-
spector General of Police (IGP) Prisons Punjab for 
Lahore jails, adding that masks, sanitizers, soap, 
gloves and anti-germ shampoo would be provid-
ed for 46,000 prisoners and jail staff in the next 
phase.Gohar Ejaz of the Lahore Institute of Health 
Sciences (LIHS), Akhuwat Foundation Chairman 
Dr Amjad Saqib, Khwaja Shahzeb Akram from 
pharmaceutical sector, Qazi Azmat from the Pun-
jab Educational Endowment Fund (PEEF), Vice 
Chairperson Sarwar Foundation Begum Perveen 
Sarwar and representatives of 12 welfare organ-
isations were present at the press conference. 
The governor urged philanthropists to come for-
ward and donate generously to the needy fami-
lies in the wake of financial hardship due to the 
lockdown in the province, adding that free ration 
to 100,000 poor families in Punjab would be pro-
vided by philanthropists. “As per vision of Prime 
Minister Imran Khan, we have also decided to 
provide free ration to all those families who have 
become jobless due to coronavirus crisis, and in 
the first phase free ration would be provided to 
100,000 poor families,” he added.He said a mobile 
phone application (App) was being developed to 
keep record of the people getting support and to 
avoid duplicity, adding that the data of the fami-
lies getting support would also be shared with the 
other welfare organisations. The governor also 
warned of strict measures against erring public if 
they did not stay at homes and violate the restric-
tions by the Punjab government and roam about 
the streets freely, adding that tough decisions 
would be taken by the government if people do 
not restrict their unnecessary mobility.

Will bring back 
Pakistanis stranded 

abroad: Zulfi
ISLAMABAD

Special Assistant to Prime Minister on overseas 
Pakistanis Zulfiqar Hussain Bukhari has said that 
the government is taking measures to bring back 
Pakistanis stranded in different countries owing 
to the suspension of international flight operation. 
Talking to journalists, Zulfiqar Bukhari said that 
Pakistanis stuck at Bangkok airport will be repa-
triated in the first phase.He maintained that time 
has proved that their decision about Pakistani stu-
dents in China was right. The minister further said 
that he will sue Khawaja Asif over false accusation. 
Bukhari said that the opponent criticize him due 
to his closeness with the prime minister. Earlier 
in the day, the federal government had decided to 
bring back Pakistanis stranded at Bangkok airport 
through a special flight of the national flag-carrier.
Ministry for Overseas Pakistanis had announced 
that the stranded Pakistanis will be brought back 
through a special flight of Pakistan International 
Airlines (PIA). Zulfiqar Bukhari had said in a state-
ment that the government was providing maxi-
mum assistance to the Pakistanis stuck in foreign 
countries and keeping a close eye on such issues.

Corporate credit melt-
down threatens Asian 

debt-fuelled boom
SINGAPORE/HONG KONG/JAKARTA

As the coronavirus pandemic roils credit 
markets around the world, Asia is under par-
ticular threat. The region has led the world 
in economic growth for years as debt helped 
fuel frenetic construction of airports, bridges 
and apartment towers for millions of people 
moving into cities. That model is now run-
ning up against an unprecedented spike in 
borrowing costs, as investors who piled into 
the region’s riskiest debt at a record pace 
grow anxious.“It’s all coming home to roost,” 
said an independent research firm based in 
Singapore which focuses on high-yield credit. 
He has a negative outlook on Chinese indus-
trial companies, along with Indonesia’s and 
India’s high-yield borrowers. Bond holders 
are now racing to dump their positions after 
snapping up a world-beating 140 per cent 
jump in junk-rated Asian dollar issues last 
year. Spreads have soared to a 10-year high, 
new issuance has slowed to a trickle and ana-
lysts at Goldman Sachs Group are predicting 
that defaults will rise.The swing from boom 
to bust has been swift even by the standards 
of today’s manic global markets. Weaken-
ing Asian currencies put additional strain on 
firms that borrowed in United States dollars. 
The depth and breadth of the pain will depend 
on the path of the pandemic and government 
efforts to prevent economic depression, but 
some businesses are running out of time.

PAK, UK TO FIGHT OUT VIRUS JOINTLY

UNSC must play role in resolving 
Kashmir dispute: FM

GCC banks to face oil price economic impactChinese medics, relief 
assistance land

FM Qureshi hails China for always standing by Pakistan


