
Modi announces a more 
than US$260 billion 
rescue package, 10% of 
India’s GDP 
 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi has announced on Tuesday 
a more than US$260 billion 
(RM1.13 trillion) economic rescue 
package for a nation that has 
been relatively spared by Covid-19 
infections but economically 
devastated by the pandemic. 
 
Modi did not provide many details 
about the package, which would 
amount to about 10% of India’s 
gross domestic product (GDP). But 
he said it would help all classes of 
business, from farmers and 
migrant labourers to big 
companies. “It’s overdue as the 
economic impact on India is going 
to be quite severe,” said Arvind 
Subramanian, a former chief 
economic adviser to Modi. 
 
Subramanian said India could 
afford to spend the money 
through a combination of bond 
issuance, borrowing overseas and 
central bank spending because 
the country is not heavily 
indebted internationally. And he 
said India had no choice. Modi 
also urged Indians to become 
more economically self-reliant. 
 
12 May 2020, New York Times 
 
FULL REPORT: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/13/world/
coronavirus-news.html?type=styln-live-
updates&label=global&index=0&action=click&
module=Spotlight&pgtype=Homepage#link-
64b5c69 

 

 

 

 

Malaysia's Q1 GDP 
unexpectedly expands, 
seen contracting for 2Q 

Malaysia’s economy recorded growth in the first 
quarter (1Q), confounding expectations for a 
contraction even as the Covid-19 pandemic took a 
toll on exports and domestic demand. Gross 
domestic product (GDP) grew 0.7% in 1Q from a 
year earlier, better than the 1.5% decline forecast 
in a Reuters poll, though still below the 3.6% growth 
rate in 4Q 2019. 

Bank Negara Malaysia said the Covid-19 outbreak 
had affected growth across major and regional 
economies, many of which imposed lockdowns that 
crimped economic activity and demand, including in 
Malaysia. “The ongoing pandemic has created an  

(Continue on Page 11) 

 

14-20 MAY 2020 EDITION 

PALM OIL ALERT: AMERICAN 
FARMERS PLANT SOYABEAN 
FOR CORN …PAGE 2 

HIGHLIGHTS CITIES FACE RECKONING IF WFM 
BECOMES THE NORM...PAGE 3 

ASIA'S INVESTORS SEEK OPPORTUNITIES 
BEYOND CHINA... PAGE 6 

COVID SPEEDS UP CHINA'S RISE AS 
US FINANCIAL RIVAL...PAGE 4 

INDONESIA IPOS SURGE, DEFYING 
COVID-19 SLUMP... PAGE 5 

EDITOR: JOHNNY YUEN 



                                                           P a g e  | 2 
 

Alert for palm oil: US farmers plant soy for corn  
American farmers are shifting acres from corn to 
soybeans this year, a reversal that reflects the Covid-
19 pandemic’s broad impact on demand for many 
agricultural products. US farmers grow corn and 
soybeans to feed people and livestock, but corn is 
also to make ethanol. Demand for ethanol has 
evaporated as energy prices have plummeted, with 
people staying home around the world. A corn byproduct 
of ethanol production is also a top livestock feed, 
prompting some hog-and-cattle farmers to buy more 
soybeans instead. 

As a result, some farmers who had favoured corn in 
recent years after the trade war with China curbed 
soybean exports are switching back. Last spring capped 
the wettest 12 months on record in the Midwest, 
prompting farmers to leave a record 20 million acres 
unplanted. The US Department of Agriculture said on 
Tuesday that it expects higher export demand for 
soybeans this year with exports of the crop to rise 
by 375 million bushels to over two billion bushels. 

Corn futures on the Chicago Board of Trade are down 20% since the start of the year, 
trading around US$3.20 (RM13.90) per bushel on Tuesday – well below what many farmers 
say is their break-even price. Soybean futures are down 12% since the start of the year. 
Their current price of roughly US$8.52 (RM37) per bushel puts them just past break-
even prices of roughly US$8.50 (RM37.90) per bushel. 

Before the US and China signed a trade agreement in January, soybeans were a chief 
commodity of interest thanks to China being the biggest importer of US beans. An outbreak 
of African swine fever in China complicated matters, as the disease cut hog numbers there 
and demand for the soybeans they eat. 

Now it is corn prices that farmers and traders believe will come under more pressure 
in the year ahead. The USDA forecast on Tuesday that corn production in the US will reach 
16 billion bushels this year, pushing US inventories up 1.2 billion bushels to a total 3.3 billion, 
their highest level since 1987. Sal Gilbertie, founder and CEO of agricultural ETF provider 
Teucrium Trading, expects the high production and stockpile estimates to weigh on corn 
prices for some time. “There’s nothing bullish to talk about,” Gilbertie said. 

Lower corn prices are one reason seed and pesticide producer Corteva last week pulled its 
profit guidance for this year. Chief Executive Jim Collins said that the company anticipates a 
big corn harvest this year and expects that low corn prices will leave farmers with less 
money to spend on Corteva’s seeds and pesticides. 

Those inputs are more expensive for corn than soybeans, said Jerry Runia, a farmer of 
1,200 acres in South Dakota. That is one reason he said he is switching roughly 100 acres 
that he would normally use for corn to soybeans. He said he worried that wouldn’t be enough 
to protect his margins as demand falls more generally for agricultural goods as a result of the 
pandemic. ‘We’re on pretty thin ice here,” said Runia. 

12 May 2020, Wall Street Journal1 

Editor’s Note: Soyabean, as a commodity, is a direct competitor to Malaysia’s Palm Oil. Increased soy output 
will further depress the market for palm oil. This means palm oil price will fall when new crop hits the market. 

                                                             
1 https://www.wsj.com/articles/farmers-swap-soybeans-for-corn-as-coronavirus-scrambles-demand-
11589306319?mod=lead_feature_below_a_pos1 
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Cities face reckoning if WFM becomes the norm  
Before the Covid-19 crisis, three of New York 
City’s largest commercial tenants, Barclays, JP 
Morgan Chase and Morgan Stanley, had tens of 
thousands of workers in towers across 
Manhattan in New York city. Now, as the city 
wrestles with when and how to reopen, 
executives at all three firms have decided that it 
is highly unlikely that all their workers will 
ever return to those buildings. 

Research firm Nielsen has arrived at a similar 
conclusion. Even after the crisis has passed, 
its 3,000 workers in the city will no longer 
need to be in the office full-time and can 
instead work from home (WFM) most of the 
week. Real estate company Halstead has 32 
branches across region but its chief executive 
now conducts business over video calls to reduce its footprint. 

Manhattan, like many cities across the globe, and its office towers have long been a symbol 
of a city’s global dominance. With hundreds of thousands of office workers, the commercial 
tenants have given rise to a vast ecosystem, from public transit to restaurants to 
shops. They have also funnelled huge amounts of taxes into state and city coffers. 

Barclays, JP Morgan Chase and Morgan Stanley are part of a banking industry that has long 
been a pillar of the New York City’s economy, with over 20,000 employees. Collectively, they 
lease more than 10 million square feet (twice the land area of Kuala Lumpur City Centre) in 
New York. Jes Staley, the chief executive of Barclays, the British bank, said that “the notion 
of putting 7,000 people in a building may be a thing of the past.” Barclays is studying 
jobs that would be most adaptable to working remotely and some employees could be 
required to show up in person only on an as-needed basis. 

Morgan Stanley chief executive James Gorman told Bloomberg that the company had 
“proven we can operate with no footprint. That tells you an enormous amount about 
where people need to be physically.” In a recent email to employees, JP Morgan Chase, 
which until last year had been the largest office tenant in New York City, said the company 
was reviewing how many people would be allowed to return. More than 180,000 Chase 
employees have been working from home. 

Other major companies, including Facebook and Google, have extended work-from-
home policies through the end of the year, raising the prospect that some may never 
return to the office. Twitter, which has hundreds of employees in its New York office in the 
Chelsea neighbourhood of Manhattan, told all its employees on Tuesday that they could 
work remotely forever if they want to and if their position allows for it. 

Warren Buffett, the chairman of Berkshire Hathaway and one of the country’s most 
prominent corporate leaders, predicted that the pandemic would lead many companies to 
embrace remote working arrangements. Many companies are in financial trouble and 
may look to shrink their real estate as a way to cut expenses. More fundamentally, if 
social distancing remains a key to public health, how can companies safely ask every worker 
to come back? Driven by safety or financial considerations or both, many companies, big 
and small, are rethinking the future of work. 

13 May 2020, New York Times2 

                                                             
2 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/nyregion/coronavirus-work-from-
home.html?action=click&module=Spotlight&pgtype=Homepage 
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Covid-19 speeds up China's 
rise as America's financial rival 

 
There is a new financial realm forming in the emerging 
world. The hegemon-in-waiting financially, as 
geopolitically, is China. A crude measure of this change is 
provided by the relative size of the countries’ banks. The 
world’s financial plumbing remains under America’s 
thumb. But Chinese institutions are gaining ground. Three 
things are driving change. 

First, the “push” factor of geopolitics. America cripples 
rivals by denying access to the world’s liquidity supply. 
President Donald Trump’s has elevated the system as a 
weapon, and even against allies, creating resentment. 

The second is the “pull” factor of spontaneous attempts to 
meet the needs in emerging economies. Chinese tech 
firms have sights on the world’s 2.3 billion people with 
little access to financial services. Helped by plentiful 
capital and permissive rules, they have created 
cheap-to-run systems they are starting to export. 
Some also aim to enable commerce in regions where 
credit cards are rare but mobile phones common. 

The third factor helping insurgents is Covid-19, which 
could lead to a tipping-point. Already hobbled by rising 
tariffs, global trade is likely to fragment further.  

Most importantly, the crisis harms other countries’ trust in 
America’s fitness to lead. It ignored early warnings and 
botched its initial response. China may be guilty of its own 
missteps. Yet it managed to curb cases fast and is 
now broadcasting a narrative of competence. It is 
also dispatching medics and masks around the world, 
whereas America struggles even to provide for itself. 
America’s ability to guarantee global prosperity is the glue 
that holds the financial order together. With its 
legitimacy badly hit, renewed assaults on the system 
seem inevitable. On the front line are the dollar-
system’s foot soldiers: the banks. 

12 May 2020, Economist 3  

                                                             
3 https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/05/12/covid-19-is-speeding-up-chinas-rise-as-a-financial-rival-to-america 

Covid-19 will not 
slow Southeast 
Asia's shift from 
coal to renewables 

A rapid energy transition 
is unfurling across Asia, 
from the world’s biggest 
floating solar farm in 
Thailand to Taiwan 
quadrupling its target for 
renewable energy to 
Vietnam hitting its solar 
targets six years ahead 
of schedule.  

Even Indonesia, with its 
significant domestic coal 
reserves, signalled in 
January it will replace its 
aging coal plants with 
renewable energy. 

Competition is the key. 
Rather than price 
guarantees for 
renewables, such as 
feed-in tariffs, Southeast 
Asia needs well-
structured bidding, such 
as auctions. These 
transparent processes 
shed light into the 
corrupt backrooms 
which let vested 
interests thrive. Around 
the world, auctions 
deliver the kind of low-
cost power which the 
region needs for growth 
and competitiveness. 

Like Southeast Asia, India 
was once heralded by 
the coal industry as its 
next big thing. Smart 
policy, such as open 
bidding through 
auctions, has pulled the 
rug out from under their 
feet. 

11 May 2020, Nikkei Asian 
Review 
 
Full report: 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Opinion/C
OVID-19-will-not-slow-Southeast-
Asia-s-shift-from-coal-to-
renewables 
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Indonesia IPOs surge, defying Covid-19 slump 
As the Covid-19 pandemic prompted 
international investors to flee 
Indonesia, sending the stock market 
to an eight-year low, the directors of 
Aesler Group International, an 
architecture practice, held their nerve. 
Despite the global uncertainty, Aesler 
on April 9 became the first company 
of architects to list on the Indonesia 
Stock Exchange (IDX). It has been 
one of 27 listings so far this year, 
a wave that has propelled 
Indonesia to the top of Southeast 
Asia's IPO rankings in 2020. 

“This pandemic situation gives us the 
upper hand of delivering a unique 
architectural product that can be in 
high demand in the market right now, 
such as for hospital buildings, work-
from-home apartment buildings, 
hygienic office planning,” CEO Jang Rony Yuwono said. “In fact, we have been receiving 
more projects this year than any other recent year.” 

Another 26 firms remain in Indonesia’s initial public offering (IPO) pipeline, which would bring 
2020’s total to 53. That remains short of the exchange’s pre-pandemic target of 78 for 2020 
but only a slight drop-off from last year’s 55.  

Despite having Southeast Asia’s most active IPO market, Indonesia brought in rather 
meager first quarter IPO proceeds, around US$200 million (RM865.5 million) in raised 
capital, less than Thailand’s US$2.3 billion (RM9.85 billion) – thanks to the listing of 
Central Retail, the Stock Exchange of Thailand’s largest-ever IPO – and Singapore’s 
US$500 million (RM2.16 billion), according to Ernst & Young (EY). 

Indonesia's higher number of IPOs and its smaller average deal size over the past few years 
are “consistent” with the IDX’s strategy “to broaden and deepen the base of investors and 
promote easier access to funding to small and medium enterprises,” said Joe Lai, 
disruptive events assurance leader at Deloitte's Jakarta office. This is a positive trend, Lai 
said, citing Indonesia’s large population and low ratio of stock market capitalisation to GDP. 
The direction presents a huge opportunity for the government to increase its reliance on the 
domestic market to finance the country’s economic development, Lai stressed. 

The IDX, which a few years ago began striving to attract more domestic investors, is starting 
to see its efforts pay off. The Jakarta Composite Index has lost 27% year to date, after 
recovering from an eight-year low in March, but that’s far from the 50% plunge recorded 
during the 2008 global financial crisis, one index representative pointed out. This is mostly 
due to domestic investors now owning half of all stocks listed in the country. 

According to Deloitte, most of Indonesia’s newly-listed companies were already in the final 
stages of listing before the Covid-19 outbreak. “The urgent need of fresh funds for business 
expansion, growth and working capital, in particular during current unfavourable conditions, 
are amongst several reasons why they decided to list,” Lai stressed. 

13 May 2020, Nikkei Asian Review4 

                                                             
4 https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/Business-trends/Indonesia-IPOs-surge-ahead-defying-coronavirus-slump 
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Asia's busy investors seek 
opportunities beyond China 

Asia Pacific has become the world’s most popular 
destination for foreign direct investment (FDI), 
taking in almost half of all spending globally in 
2018, according to the UN’s Economic and Social 
Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP). The 
UN figures comprise cross-border deals and on the 
ground projects – about US$600 billion (RM2.6 
trillion) and US$300 billion (RM1.3 trillion) 
respectively. Intraregional foreign investment, 
excluding Oceania, has also grown markedly over the 
past decade. Coronavirus is likely to suppress these 
trends, as it slashes multinationals’ cash to fund 
cross-border expansion. But investors can still benefit 
from weighing the underlying trends. 

Foreign investment within Asia Pacific, excluding 
Oceania, has shifted drastically, according to research 
by fDi Markets, a database that tracks announced and 
launched greenfield FDI on-the-ground investments 
that create new jobs and facilities. The number of 
announced projects is used by fDi Markets for 
predicting investment trends because they require 
long-term commitments, including capital expenditure, 
over many years. 

China in particular has become an important investor 
into the rest of the region. Some 15 years ago, it 
accounted for 4.7% of intraregional investment. 
That has jumped to nearly 20%, with China now 
the top source of FDI after Japan. 

At the same time, intraregional investment into China 
has fallen in most sectors for almost two decades, 
says Lawrence Yeo, chief executive of AsiaBiz 
Strategy, a Singapore-based consultancy. Production 
costs are cheaper and labour productivity has 
improved in the Association of Southeast Asian  

(Continue on Page 7) 

South Korea sheds jobs 
at fastest rate since 
Asian financial crisis  
 
South Korean job losses rose 
at their sharpest pace in two 
decades last month, despite 
the country avoiding a 
nationwide lockdown to 
combat Covid-19. The 
employment data was 
released as health officials 
raced to control an outbreak 
in Seoul, highlighting concerns 
for other governments as 
they take the first steps to lift 
crippling lockdowns. 
 
Asia’s fourth-largest 
economy lost 476,000 jobs in 
April, the worst monthly 
decline since 1999 when the 
country was emerging from 
the Asian financial crisis, 
according to official data. 
Some 782,000 temporary 
workers also lost their jobs, 
even though South Korea kept 
most of its economy open. “It 
is hard to predict how long 
this tunnel will continue . . . 
given the gloomy global 
economic outlook and 
uncertainties in containing 
the virus,” said Hong Nam-ki, 
the Finance Minister. 
 
The government has already 
boosted virus-related 
spending to about US$200 
billion (RM867.8 billion), 
more than 10% of the 
country’s gross domestic 
product (GDP). South Korean 
President Moon Jae-in on 
Sunday warned of “colossal” 
economic damage and vowed 
to expand employment 
insurance for temporary 
workers as well as boost state 
spending in technology and 
infrastructure. 
 
13 May 2020, Financial Times 
 
Full report: 
https://www.ft.com/content/d0fcecf5-
7254-45dc-8a87-106aaefa4c54 
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Nations (Asean) countries, 
he says. “In comparison to 
Asean, China is perceived 
by some investors to be 
losing its competitive 
edge due to a stronger 
currency, which makes 
exports more expensive.” 

China wages have 
increased, becoming 
expensive in comparison 
with the cost of labour in 
India, Vietnam, and 
Indonesia, he says. Indeed, 
Asean’s share of 
intraregional foreign 
investment was a 
whopping 47% of capital investment in 2019. At the same time, Asean has also 
become a leading source of FDI to Asia Pacific, excluding Oceania. Vietnam is the 
favourite destination for intraregional foreign investors targeting Asean, followed by 
Indonesia, Thailand and Singapore. 

Even before the political unrest in Hong Kong, Singapore’s financial services sector had 
begun to attract more FDI than its rival. Pragmatic regulation, especially on fund 
management and venture capital, has helped. “Singapore’s growth as a key investment hub 
across the south-east Asia region is emblematic of this favourable regulation,” says Caroline 
Baker, head of Hong Kong-based Vistra’s alternative investments unit. 

When it comes to innovation, Singapore’s start-ups drew more than US$7 billion 
(RM30.4 billion) of global venture capital in 2019, although that is some way behind India 
and well below China, according to PitchBook, the data provider. 

The sector that has enjoyed the sharpest growth in FDI is information and communications 
technology (ICT), with China, India, Hong Kong and Singapore respectively the top 
destinations for intraregional investment spending. China has ramped up investment for five 
years into India’s ICT sector, which was already an important investment target, especially in 
research and development projects. 

Other sectors seeing rapid growth in intraregional FDI are renewable energy, hotels and 
tourism, and real estate, with China and Vietnam recording the most foreign investment 
projects. Generally, intraregional investment to Asia Pacific’s smaller countries has grown 
strongly for a decade, with Cambodia, Laos and Sri Lanka standing out. Even Japan, the 
regional heavyweight but traditionally a limited market for intraregional FDI, has increasingly 
drawn investment from China, South Korea, Singapore and Hong Kong. 

Above all, however, Covid-19 is casting a shadow over the whole region. “Corporate 
strategists and strategic planners can rip (up) all their previous three-year strategic plans 
and start afresh,” says Yeo. “Post-Covid may see a negative growth of double digits for 2020 
and a single-digit negative growth for 2021.” For investors, identifying strategic assets for 
medium and long term investment will be vital. 

11 May 2020, Financial Times5 

 

 
                                                             
5 https://www.ft.com/content/4fb0821a-6acb-11ea-a6ac-9122541af204  
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Can sport survive Covid-19 without spectators? 
When Germany’s top two football leagues 
resume this weekend, it will be without 
one of their strongest assets: their fans. 
But this Saturday the loudest sounds will 
be blasts from the referee’s whistle and 
the shouts of players and coaches. 
Spectators are being kept out, to stem the 
spread of Covid-19.  
 
Sports organisers and their sponsors will 
be watching this development, because of 
one key question: Will closed-door 
events be commercially viable?  
 
Most leading sports rely on three sources 
of revenue: match-day sales, 
broadcasting rights and sponsorship. 
All will be depleted. Empty stands will wipe out match-day revenue, with no fans to buy 
tickets, merchandise, pints or pies. For the biggest leagues this loss will be manageable; 
teams in England’s Premier League took in only 14% of their revenue on match days 
in the 2017-18 season, according to Deloitte, a consultancy. Smaller leagues lacking large 
television audiences will struggle, though. Clubs in the Scottish Premiership relied on 
match-day sales for 45% of their revenue that season. 
 
The future of broadcasters’ fees, which bring the biggest sports most of their income, is less 
clear. Uncertain about when and in what form fixtures will return, broadcasters are reluctant 
to pay up. Sky, DAZN and IMG, three media companies, have already withheld €220 million 
(RM1.03 billion) from Serie A, Italy’s top football league. The Premier League stands to lose 
£750 million (RM3.95 billion) in rights fees if the season does not resume, and at least £300 
million (RM1.6 billion) even if it does, because broadcasters will have missed their preferred 
time slots. Fixtures that go ahead may not meet broadcasters’ expectations in other ways.  
 
Stefan Kürten, the director of Eurovision Sport, the sports arm of the European Broadcasting 
Union, has stipulated that the participation of top athletes will determine the value of 
rearranged events. When Nick Kyrgios, an Australian tennis star, was asked recently if he 
would play in a grand slam without fans, he replied: “100% no.” 
 
Revenue from sponsors is more secure. Many agree to multi-year deals with teams and 
athletes, and will hope that audiences watching at home make up for the lack of fans in 
venues. But already there are signs of strain. The number of new sponsorship deals 
announced in the first three months of 2020 fell by 26%, compared with a year earlier, 
according to GlobalData, a research firm. Last week French retailer, Gifi, said it would stop 
sponsoring Sporting Union Agen, a top-flight French rugby union team, because of the 
disruption caused by the pandemic. The current season was officially abandoned last month. 
 
Playing in empty stadiums will alleviate leading sports’ most immediate financial woes, but 
revenues will still fall sharply. If they were not able to return to play soon, Europe’s five 
biggest football leagues would stand to lose €4 billion (RM18.8 billion), equivalent to a 
quarter of their revenue for the 2017-18 season, according to Andrea Sartori of KPMG; if 
matches are rescheduled and played behind closed doors, losses could be closer to 5-8%. 
For many sports already on thin margins such as rugby, such losses could be devastating. 
 
12 May 2020, Economist6 

                                                             
6 https://www.economist.com/international/2020/05/12/can-sport-survive-the-covid-19-pandemic-without-spectators 
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Should the world cancel poor countries' debts? 
The global economy continues 
to shrink. On Tuesday, 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) managing director 
Kristalina Georgieva said it was 
“very likely” IMF would further 
cut its global growth forecasts 
in the months to come, as the 
economic impact of the Covid-
19 pandemic deepens, the 
Washington Post reports. 

Experts predict recessions, spiking poverty rates and growing hunger and joblessness 
in countries with little to no social safety nets, outcomes precipitated by the broader 
pandemic-era paralysis imposed on much of the world. The lives of tens of millions now 
hang in the balance. “Incoming data from many countries is worse than our most pessimistic 
projections,” Georgieva said. 

The question for policymakers is, what can be done to alleviate some of the pain? 
Governments in rich countries have mustered trillions of dollars in stimulus spending, 
bolstering their own welfare states, bailing out some businesses and getting cash directly to 
those in need. But even there, critics fear such relief is only a temporary salve. The 
situation facing dozens of poorer countries is all the more dire. They don’t have the 
same capacity to borrow money at low rates or print their own. And now many face 
the prospect of defaulting on debts as vital cogs of their economies sputter to a halt. 

Even before the pandemic hit, 64 countries spent more in servicing their debts to richer 
countries, multilateral organisations such as the IMF and private lenders than they did on the 
health care of their own people. According to the Brookings Institute, developing countries 
hold roughly US$11 trillion (RM47.7 trillion) in external debt, with US$3.9 trillion 
(RM16.9 trillion) of debt service due this year. Last month, the World Bank and IMF took 
steps to provide a modicum of debt relief to dozens of countries in trouble, while the Finance 
Ministers of the Group of 20 major economies said they would temporarily suspend debt-
servicing payments for the world’s poorest countries. 

Along with more than 300 lawmakers from over two dozen countries, US Senator Bernie 
Sanders (Independent-Vermont) and Representative Ilhan Omar (Democrat-Minneasota.) 
asked Georgieva and David Malpass, president of the World Bank, to consider “extensive 
debt forgiveness” for more than 70 of the world’s poorest countries. The two US 
lawmakers called for use of a technocratic instrument in the IMF’s tool kit known as special 
drawing rights (SDRs) that could bring hundreds of billions, even trillions, of dollars of new 
liquidity into the global economy. The last time the IMF allowed for a major infusion of 
additional SDRs was in 2009 as part of a US$1 trillion (US$4.34 trillion) injection into the 
global economy that followed the financial crisis. 

Sanders and Omar are pushing ideas about debt relief and crisis spending that are 
becoming increasingly mainstream. Economists and policymakers have already made 
similar calls for a new round of SDRs, which would not make much of a difference for 
taxpayers in wealthy nations. So far, the Trump administration has balked at the idea. One 
reason for its opposition is an unwillingness to create a mechanism that boosts the foreign 
reserves of adversarial countries such as China, Iran or Venezuela without forcing them to 
make any concessions. 

13 May 2020, Washington Post7  

                                                             
7 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2020/05/13/coronavirus-emergency-can-world-forgive-poor-countries-debts/ 
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Over 100,000 US SMEs have closed forever 
The Covid-19 pandemic is 
emerging as an existential 
threat to the nation’s small 
businesses despite Congress 
approving a historic US$700 
billion (RM3.04 trillion) to 
support them, with the 
potential to further diminish 
the place of small companies 
in the American economy. 

The White House and 
Congress have made saving 
small businesses a linchpin of the financial rescue, even passing a second stimulus for them 
late last month. But already, economists project that more than 100,000 small 
businesses have shut permanently since the pandemic escalated in March, according 
to a study by researchers at the University of Illinois, Harvard Business School, Harvard 
University and the University of Chicago. Their latest data suggests at least 2% of small 
businesses are gone, according to a survey conducted May 9 to 11. The carnage has 
been even higher in the restaurant industry, where 3% of restaurant operators have 
gone out of business, according to the National Restaurant Association. 

Analysts warn this is only the beginning of the worst wave of small-business 
bankruptcies and closures since the Great Depression. It’s simply not possible for small 
businesses to survive with no income coming in for weeks followed by reopening at half 
capacity, owners say. 

The result is likely to further shift the balance of power, and jobs, toward big 
businesses that have a better chance of surviving the uncertain year ahead by 
borrowing money or drawing on large cash reserves. Emergency actions by the Federal 
Reserve, backed by the Treasury, have made borrowing money almost free for large 
companies. “We are going to see a level of bankruptcy activity that nobody in business 
has seen in their lifetime,” said James Hammond, chief executive of New Generation 
Research, which tracks bankruptcy trends.  

While 4.2 million businesses have received emergency loans from the Small Business 
Administration, it’s a fraction of the 30 million small firms in the nation. Many small-business 
owners say Congress’ financial rescue isn’t designed well to help very small businesses, 
known as micro firms, that have large overhead costs such as rent. “It wouldn’t be 
surprising if well over one million of these micro firms ultimately fail,” said Mark Zandi, 
chief economist at Moody’s Analytics, referring to firms with fewer than 10 employees. 

In the 1980s and 1990s, small businesses employed over half of American workers, but that 
dynamic has shifted over time. By 2017, only 47% of private-sector employees were at 
small businesses, and the pandemic appears to be reducing that again. In April, smaller 
firms had substantially more layoffs than larger ones, according to payroll processor ADP, 
pointing to an early warning sign. 

Losing small businesses often creates a ripple effect in communities, especially smaller 
towns where little shops and restaurants remain the lifeblood of Main Street. These business 
owners often depend on each other, meaning as some shutter forever, it can cascade. 

Economists who have been tracking permanent small-business closures also found that 34% 
of small businesses said they are either paying reduced rent or delaying the payment, 
according to a poll conducted April 25 to 27.  

13 May 2020, Washington Post8 

                                                             
8 https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/05/12/small-business-used-define-americas-economy-pandemic-could-end-that-
forever/ 
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unprecedented economic crisis,” central bank Governor Nor Shamsiah Mohd Yunus told a 
virtual media conference. 

Southeast Asia’s third-largest economy has taken a blow from sharp downturns in 
tourism and a drop in demand for its commodities such as palm oil, crude oil and 
natural gas. That has been made worse by weak domestic activity due to curbs on 
movement and businesses from the Covid-19 crisis. BNM took aggressive preemptive 
moves earlier this year, slashing its overnight policy rate by 100 basis points to a historic low 
of 2% and loosened liquidity rules to support the banking system. Nor Shamsiah said the 
central bank was unable to provide a forecast for full-year 2020 growth due to uncertainties 
tied to Covid-19. 

The central bank predicted the economy would contract in the second quarter but economic 
activity was expected to gradually gradually improve in the second half (2H). The central 
bank had in April forecast the economy to either shrink by as much as 2% or grow marginally 
by 0.5% this year. 

Malaysia, which until mid-April had the highest number of reported coronavirus cases in 
Southeast Asia, had imposed strict curbs on movement and businesses over six weeks. The 
government has since relaxed some of the restrictions in a bid to jumpstart the economy.  

Exports fell 4.7% in March, when the curbs were introduced, sharply down from the 
11.8% expansion from a month earlier. Factory output also took a hit in March when it 
contracted 4.9%, its sharpest decline in nearly a decade. Headline inflation continued its 
downward trend this year, entering negative territory in March as it fell 0.2% on cheaper 
pump prices. 

13 May 2020, Reuters9 

 

Malaysia seizes hundreds of migrants in latest lockdown raid  

Malaysia has detained 1,368 undocumented migrants in an area under lockdown in the 
latest such raid despite fears the crackdown could push vulnerable people into hiding 
and increase the risk of coronavirus infection in overcrowded detention centres. 
Migrants from Indonesia, India, Pakistan, Myanmar and Bangladesh were rounded up in an 
area near a large market just outside the Malaysian capital of Kuala Lumpur, the Immigration 
Department said in a statement on Tuesday. 

The raid on Monday, which included 261 women and 98 children, followed a similar roundup 
last week, which alarmed the United Nations and rights groups. The migrants’ offences 
included lacking proper identification, overstaying, and holding false papers, 
authorities said. They have defended the arrests as necessary to preserve law and prevent 
the migrants from travelling. 

The Asia Pacific Refugee Rights Network (APRRN) said many of those arrested on Monday 
were asylum-seekers not formally registered by the United Nations' refugee agency UNHCR. 
“It really puts them in a precarious situation because they are simply categorised as 
undocumented migrants when they are fleeing from imminent danger,” APRRN programme 
officer Rachel Tan told Reuters. Last week, the United Nations urged Malaysia to avoid 
detaining migrants, warning that packed detention centres heightened infection risks. 

12 May 2020, New York Times 10 

                                                             
9 https://www.reuters.com/article/malaysia-economy-gdp/update-1-malaysias-q1-gdp-unexpectedly-expands-seen-contracting-this-
quarter-idUSL4N2CU0WM  
10 https://www.nytimes.com/reuters/2020/05/12/world/asia/12reuters-health-coronavirus-malaysia-
migrants.html?searchResultPosition=2  
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Central Europe's BPO firms spy a chance in crisis 
As the Covid-19 pandemic wipes out jobs and 
empties offices across the world, companies 
in Central Europe that provide remote, 
lower-cost business process outsourcing 
(BPO) services are emerging as winners in 
the new business order. These firms have 
long provided outsourced or offshored 
business services such as software 
development, administration, payroll handling 
and research for big European and American 
customers. Now they are bucking the global 
trend by expanding and hiring. 

Indeed, more than 90% of business 
services companies in the Czech Republic 
have continued to recruit during the pandemic, with 12% winning extra work from the 
Asia-Pacific region, according to a survey by the Czech branch of the Association of 
Business Services Leaders trade body. While service centres in Asia can offer lower costs, 
Central and Eastern Europe offers geographical and time-zone proximity to western Europe 
and North America, with a deep pool of multi-lingual workers, business leaders told Reuters. 

The region has drawn a host of big names, from Air France-KLM’s BlueLink International to 
Exxon Mobil. It also boasts expertise in automation, robotics and artificial intelligence, 
areas where corporate decision makers are increasingly looking to expand, the leaders said. 

The business services sector has grown from almost nothing 25 years ago to an 
industry employing nearly 750,000 workers across Central and Eastern Europe, and it 
is rapidly expanding, said Romek Lubaczewski, a partner at PwC, who predicted a short-
term bump in the road for the sector. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has devastated global economic activity due to government-
imposed lockdowns aimed at containing an outbreak that has led to more than 4.2 million 
infections and over 285,000 deaths. The Czech report from the Association of Business 
Services Leaders found that most firms see new business opportunities arising from 
the crisis as customers restructure, cut costs and look for new ways to do business. 
“The opportunities we are talking about lay in the fact we are in the business of centralising 
activities, finding synergies and running efficiencies,” said Pavlousek, who runs Atlas 
Copco’s services centre. 

The region’s business services sector has been able to adapt to the requirements of national 
lockdowns better than most industries around the world. Given the digital nature of their 
work, two-thirds of the sectors employees in Poland were able to work from home 
even before the Covid-19 pandemic. Now with far more than that number away offices, 
companies aim to keep many workers at home even once the crisis passes, according to the 
national Association of Business Services Leaders. 

A widely expected increase in digitalisation and a smaller emphasis on face-to-face 
contact by companies around the world, even after the pandemic, will further benefit 
Central Europe as a services hub, business leaders and analysts said. “It’s going to be a 
chance for more companies to move work here as they are closing down their main 
operations in other more expensive countries,” said one worker at UBS in Krakow. “It’s 
happening, it’s going to accelerate.” 

13 May 2020, Reuters11 

                                                             
11 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-cee-businessservic/for-hire-central-europes-business-services-firms-spy-a-
chance-in-crisis-idUSKBN22P0OG 
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Big advertisers slash spending to TV networks 
Big advertisers from General Motors to PepsiCo to 
General Mills are seeking to walk back spending 
commitments they made to broadcast and cable 
networks, a dynamic that is testing the industry’s five-
decade-old way of doing business, the Wall Street 
Journal reports. 

TV advertising spending fell in the initial weeks of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, but was insulated from an even 
bigger drop. That is because the majority of the 
roughly US$42 billion (RM182 billion) spent on 
national TV ads in the United States is bound by 
contractual commitments that are made well in 
advance of a new TV season, which starts each 
September. Under those “upfront” deals, the first real 
opportunity since the pandemic struck for advertisers to 
cut back future spending commitments began May 1. 
Companies now have the option to cancel up to 50% 
of their third-quarter ad spending. 

Ad buyers estimate that roughly US$1 billion (RM4.34 billion) to US$1.5 billion (RM6.5 billion) 
in commitments for third-quarter (3Q) ad spending could be cancelled. “The cuts are going to 
be pretty deep,” said Dave Campanelli, chief investment officer at media buyer Horizon 
Media. Advertisers have had these options in their contracts for years, but exercising them to 
this extent is unusual, ad buyers said. 

Marketers are worried about the ability to sell their products in a prolonged economic 
downturn, and aren’t certain what programming networks can put on the air, given the near-
total shutdown of production in Hollywood. Fox on Monday became the only major 
broadcaster so far to put out a fall schedule. In March and April, networks were under no 
obligation to offer any breaks. Advertisers can generally cut up to 50% of their 
commitment for a particular quarter only if they notify networks roughly 60 days ahead of 
time. That window had had passed for the second quarter. 

Tense negotiations ensued in the normally clubby world of Madison Avenue. Networks 
ultimately chose to offer relief to the companies in the hardest hit industries such as travel, 
restaurants, automotive and specialty retail. Companies cancelled ad spending or shifted 
it to later quarters in 2020. As a result, national TV ad spending in certain categories – 
sectors such as automotive, retailers, liquor, and pharmaceuticals – declined about 
US$2 billion (RM8.7 billion), or an estimated 30%, to US$4.82 billion (RM20.9 billion) 
from Feb 17 through April 26, compared with the same period a year earlier, according to 
ad-tracking firm Kantar Media. 

When May arrived, the calls started coming to networks again, and this time many 
companies had the right to cancel deals under their contracts. Some advertisers have 
delayed their decisions on whether to cancel spending until later this month, in hopes they 
will have better visibility, according to media and ad executives. ttention will soon turn to 
negotiations over ad spending commitments for the 2020-2021 TV season.  

13 May 2020, Wall Street Journal12 

Note: A cut in advertising by global consumer brands will impact the media market in Malaysia. Before Covid-
19, Dentsu Aegis forecasted that Malaysian digital advertising will continue to energise ad-spend growth in 
2020 and is forecast to grow 17.2%, reaching US$522 million (RM2.26 billion) and 37.7% of total spend.  

                                                             
12 https://www.wsj.com/articles/from-pepsico-to-gm-big-advertisers-set-to-cancel-commitments-to-tv-networks-
11589298017?mod=hp_lead_pos3 
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Covid-19 could force American 
colleges to trim some fat 
 
The economic fallout from the Covid-19 
is forcing colleges across the United 
States to cut costs and re-evaluate 
priorities. The key purpose of a college is 
to educate students to prepare them for 
life and employment after graduation. 
Students take on tremendous debt to 
receive this service.  
 
Hence, it’s no wonder many young 
Americans support plans for free 
college and the cancellation of student 
debt. From 1989 to 2016 the price of 
attending college doubled after 
adjusting for inflation, according to data 
from the National Centre for Education 
Statistics.  
 
The price increased eight times as fast 
as wages did, which caused student 
loans to skyrocket in use and size and to 
become the largest portion of US 
nonmortgage debt. But transferring the 
tab to the taxpayer doesn’t help fix the 
institutional bloat at universities – a 
leading cause of the price inflation.  
 
As colleges feel financial pressures from 
the Covid-19 pandemic, perhaps they 
will finally be forced to cut costs by 
separating the wheat from the chaff. 
They could start by reducing the large 
number of administrators who have 
been hired to fill the ever-growing 
departments of student services. 
Ranging from resort-style leisure 
operators to thought-police units, these 
departments created an increasingly 
sheltered campus environment that 
distorts the college experience in 
addition to jacking up the cost.  
 
Schools could also shrink or eliminate 
some of the newer disciplines that do 
more to radicalise young minds than 
provide marketable skills that students 
can use to recoup the cost of tuition. 
Nobody likes job cuts, but the university 
business model needs restructuring. 
Perhaps the Covid-19s will be the shock 
to the system that gets things moving. 
 
12 May 2020, Wall Street Journal 
 
Full report: https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-
could-force-colleges-to-trim-some-fat-
11589324726?mod=hp_opin_pos_3 

 

As Covid-19 roils US, Trump 
reverts to tactic of accusing 
foes of felonies 
 
On a day when Covid-19 deaths in 
America passed 80,000 and top 
government scientists warned of the 
perils of loosening public health 
restrictions too soon, US President 
Donald Trump used his massive public 
platform to suggest a talk-show host he 
has clashed with, committed murder. 
His baseless charge capped a 48-hour 
stretch in which he accused scores of 
perceived opponents of criminal acts 
ranging from illegal espionage to 
election rigging. 
 
Trump tweeted multiple times about 
alleged criminal activity against him by 
former US President Barrack Obama but 
struggled to elaborate beyond his 
frequent references to “Obamagate”. 
 
Over the course of his presidency, 
Trump has responded to criticism of his 
performance or comments by suggesting 
or outright asserting that his critics are 
criminals. “He’s using this as a means of 
distraction. As we’ve seen over the 
years, when the pressure on him gets 
turned up, there’s an attempt to deflect 
attention onto his political opponents,” 
said Russell Riley, a presidential historian 
at the University of Virginia. 
 
The president, who had developed a 
habit of watching copious amounts of 
cable news coverage at all hours of the 
day, lashed out against MSNBC anchor 
Joe Scarborough on Tuesday, insinuating 
that he should be prosecuted in the 
death of a congressional aide. 
 
It’s far from the first time Trump has 
accused his foes of felonies. Throughout 
his presidency, which has been plagued 
with its own mix of scandals, 
investigations and guilty pleas, Trump 
has claimed that his enemies were the 
ones truly worthy of prosecution. Since 
taking office, Trump has casually 
accused multiple people of treason. 
 
13 May 2020, Washington Post 
 
Full report: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-
reverts-to-tactic-of-accusing-foes-of-felonies-as-
coronavirus-roils-the-nation/2020/05/12/2028bf88-
9467-11ea-9f5e-56d8239bf9ad_story.html  
 


