
Covid-19: No new cases as 
HK eases social-distancing  
 
Hong Kong recorded no new cases 
of Covid-19 on Wednesday after 
officials announced guidelines 
allowing the city to return to 
some semblance of normality, as 
part of the relaxing of restrictions 
imposed because of Covid-19.  
 
It was the 17th day in a row of no 
locally transmitted cases, with 
only a handful of imported cases 
taking the total number of 
infections in Hong Kong to 1,040. 
There have been four deaths. 
 
The easing of social-distancing 
rules means bigger weddings and 
larger public gatherings, while 
some businesses can reopen from 
Friday, the Food and Health 
Bureau announced, but there 
were conditions attached. 
 
Eight types of business, including 
amusement arcades, cinemas, 
gyms, beauty and massage 
parlours and mahjong premises, 
can resume trading, as long as 
customers remain 1.5 metres 
apart, with groups limited to 
eight people. Bars can begin 
serving again, as long as they 
operate at half capacity. 
 
6 May 2020, South China Morning 
Post 
 
FULL REPORT: 
https://www.scmp.com/news/hong-
kong/health-
environment/article/3083084/coronavirus-
bigger-weddings-larger-public 

 

 

 

 

Malaysia treads carefully 
amid Spratly tensions 

 
The recent confrontation off the Laconia Shoal, just 
100 km from Sarawak and 2,000 km from China, 
involving the Chinese Coast Guard and other 
vessels harassing a drillship contracted to the 
national oil company, Petronas, has spotlighted 
Malaysia’s increasingly fraught relations with 
China. The social media is abuzz with netizen 
complaints on Malaysia’s “soft policy” with 
some calling for a tougher response for infringing 
Malaysia’s sovereignty. 

This coincides with rising tensions across the entire 
region, raising the risks of armed confrontation. A 
naval skirmish between the US and Chinese navies 
looks increasingly likely, with the US sending 
destroyers into territory in the Spratly Islands last 
week on what the US described as freedom of 
navigation missions.  These are entangling risks 
that Malaysia should steer clear from. 

The recent spats do raise questions whether an 
increasingly assertive China has changed its 
policy despite Putrajaya’s support of grandiose 
geopolitical projects like the Belt and Road 
Initiative and whether China is moving more  
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aggressively southward from the Spratlys, where it has transformed several artificial islands 
into garrisons, in a kind of creeping annexation into Malaysia’s maritime waters. 

Is Beijing building a new sand wall in the Laconia Shoals and possibly putting a permanent 
naval presence on James Shoal, an underwater feature that is embedded on the continental 
shelf of Malaysia? These questions call for face-to-face diplomacy and adroit 
statesmanship. It is not easy to keep calm after such a stormy incident. Putrajaya 
shouldn’t be too hasty in demonising China when it has few cards to play. Although 
recent spats at sea shouldn’t be treated as little bumps in our diplomatic relations, 
roughening up with a powerful neighbour can be very messy, says B.A. Hamzah, a lecturer 
on strategic studies and sea power at the National Defence University of Malaysia. 

After the Barisan Nasional was drubbed in the May 2018 general election, many predicted 
the relationship with China would suffer because Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad accused Beijing 
of bribing Malaysian leaders to get overpriced mega projects, promising that if returned to 
office, he would cancel them. However, once elected, he surprised even the Chinese when 
he made a 180-degree turn to embrace the projects, renegotiating them for better prices and 
insisting that Chinese companies employ more locals and source their construction materials 
from local companies. Interestingly, the Chinese firms agreed to cut cost and abide by 
the conditions, an indication that BRI projects are not cast in stone but renegotiable. 

This policy shift with China has earned Mahathir many critics, but it has earned him 
the respect of Chinese leaders, eager to portray to the world their readiness to debunk any 
allegation of unfair agreements with the developing countries. At the Second Beijing Forum 
on BRI which took place on April 26 and 27, 2019, Mahathir rubbished the claim that 
Beijing was using the BRI “to gain control of participating countries”. 

Malaysia relies on international law and diplomacy to resolve territorial disputes in its 
waters. Though Malaysia’s 1979 map of the continental shelf has been the bone of 
contention with many in the region, its appeal for international law and diplomacy has 
produced positive impact on its neighbours. Boundary disputes with Thailand and Vietnam, 
for example, have been temporarily shelved through joint development schemes. Disputes 
with Singapore and Indonesia were resolved through the International Court of Justice. 

Malaysia’s reliance on international law and diplomacy to manage boundary disputes 
is a testimony to its active engagement policy with all the contending stakeholders in 
the South China Sea. In the same vein, Malaysia’s reliance on the ASEAN member states 
to seek peaceful solutions in the South China Sea helps to reinforce its active engagement 
in the region. 

5 May 2020, Asian Sentinel1 

                                                             
1 https://www.asiasentinel.com/p/malaysia-treads-carefully-amid-spratly  
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Japan to help shift manufacturing to ASEAN 
from China after Covid-19 disrupts supply chains 
Japan will launch a ¥23.5 
billion (RM950 million) subsidy 
programme to encourage 
domestic manufacturers to 
transfer their overseas 
production bases to Southeast 
Asia, as the Covid-19 pandemic 
has greatly disrupted their 
supply chains heavily dependent 
on China. The programme, 
incorporated into the 
government’s emergency 
stimulus package to ease the 
economic fallout from the 
pandemic, will help firms 
diversify their supply chains 
by financially assisting the 
construction of production facilities as well as feasibility studies in the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries. 

The initiative came after many automakers and other manufacturers suffered a shortage of 
parts produced in China after the Covid-19 outbreak started in Wuhan. “Even before the 
virus outbreak, there has been a growing need for Japanese firms to set up production 
bases in the ASEAN region,” an Economy, Trade and Industry Ministry official said, adding . 
the subsidy scheme will help Japan build better relationships with ASEAN countries. 

To avoid various risks associated with a heavy reliance on production in China, such as anti-
Japan demonstrations, rising wages and its tariff war with the United States, Japanese 
firms have tapped Asean for alternative bases under the “China plus one” strategy. 

In another effort to reinforce supply chains, Japan will spend ¥220 billion (RM8.92 billion) 
to promote domestic output of items that are currently heavily imported from certain 
areas. Subsidies also included in the stimulus will go to financially support the 
relocation of Japanese firms’ overseas production sites back home. This will also 
target manufacturers of items essential for Japanese people to “lead a healthy life” amid the 
outbreak, including face masks and alcohol sanitisers. They can receive subsidies when 
they newly open factories or boost their existing output capacity in Japan. The subsidies will 
cover up to two-thirds of investments in boosting domestic production of such essential items 
for major companies, and three quarters for small- and medium-sized companies. 

According to the Japan Hygiene Products Industry Association, about 80% of face masks 
in the country in 2018 were imported, mainly from China. Such masks have become 
scarce since the virus outbreak, prompting Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to launch a 
programme to distribute masks in the country. Outlays for the two subsidy programmes 
were included in a ¥25.69 trillion (RM1.04 trillion) supplementary budget for fiscal 
2020 that cleared the Diet on Thursday to finance the stimulus. 

According to trade data by the Finance Ministry, car parts from China accounted for 36.9% 
of Japan’s total imports in 2019, while phone handsets from China accounted for 85.5% 
of the total import value. 

5 May 2020, Japan Times2
  

                                                             
2 https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2020/05/05/business/japan-manufacturing-asean-china-coronavirus-supply-chains/#.XrJPv6gzaMo 
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Singapore e-
learning platform 
moves into the 
home, and abroad  
 
A Singapore-based 
education software 
provider that has 
caught a wave of 
interest since the Covid-
19 pandemic shut down 
schools, plans to raise 
US$20 million (RM86.2 
million) from venture 
capitalists this year to 
finance an overseas 
push. KooBits, founded 
in 2009, is working on 
an Indonesian version 
of its programs 
designed for learning 
math at home and plans 
to open its first foreign 
office in Jakarta this 
year. 
 
It recently introduced a 
home version of its 
main product, a 
program designed to 
help children learn 
math by making them 
feel like they are playing 
a game. For teachers, 
the program provides  
artificial intelligence- 
(AI) analysed data that 
tracks how much 
students understand 
and predicts what the 
stumbling blocks going 
forward are likely to be. 
 
KooBits is not the only 
Singapore-based edtech 
firm that is using the 
Covid-19’s interruptions 
as an opportunity to 
expand. Flying Cape, a 
platform that helps 
parents find and book 
online activities for 
their children, is 
offering cram schools 
advice on how to 
efficiently start online 
classes. 
 
6 May 2020, Nikkei 
 
Full report: 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business
/Education/Singapore-e-
learning-platform-moves-into-
the-home-and-abroad  
 

Covid-19 helps China pull 
ahead in the 5G race 
In Beijing today, 
5G-powered 
drones are 
being used to 
dispatch face 
masks near the 
Beijing National 
Stadium and to 
deliver hot 
meals to 
hospital patients 
to reduce human contact. In Wuhan, hundreds of 
driverless vans continue to sanitise the streets. These 
are just a few examples of how China has harnessed 
ultrafast 5G networks to fight the deadly Covid-19 
pandemic – and pull ahead of the West in a key 
technological battleground. 

Covid-19 has given China a shot in the arm by 
providing the missing piece to the 5G puzzle: how to 
monetise the new technology. The crisis has turned out 
surprisingly to be a big opportunity for China to quickly test 
a lot of 5G applications which no one knew how to use 
effectively last year before the pandemic. 

Today, newly deployed 5G networks have helped 
online education providers broadcast more than 1.57 
million classes, while in several Beijing high schools, 
teachers conducted exams remotely using cloud 
computing. The medical field has found even more 
uses for 5G. Over 100 hospitals have adopted 5G 
systems for remote medical consultation and one even 
used a robot to conduct an ultrasound test on a Covid-19 
patient 700km away.  

State-backed China Mobile, China Telecom and China 
Unicom – the country’s three largest carriers – will 
spend more than 180 billion yuan (RM109.7 billion) on 
5G-related infrastructure this year, five times higher 
than what they spent on 5G in 2019. China aims to build 
and operate at least 600,000 5G base stations across 
the country by the end of 2020, and it had already 
reached nearly a third of that target by the first quarter of 
this year, data from China’s Ministry of Industry and 
Information Technology showed. According to MediaTek, 
which supplies mobile chips to Huawei, Oppo, Vivo, 
Xiaomi and Samsung, up to 60% of the 170 million to 
200 million 5G smartphones shipped worldwide this 
year will be in China. Research company IDC also 
predicts more than 50% of global 5G smartphone 
demand will be in China this year.  

6 May 2020, Nikkei Asian Review3 

                                                             
3 https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/5G-networks/Coronavirus-helps-China-pull-ahead-in-the-5G-race 
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Key lessons learned from fighting Covid-19 
The strange months of Covid-19 lockdowns 
might be the first of an era defined by hyper-
awareness of the threat posed by pandemics. 
Each day brings shocks and possibilities, 
illuminating a little more of our new reality. 
Epidemiologists will study the past five months 
for decades; historians even longer. 

Already we can see the rough contours forming. 
We are learning what works against Covid-19.  

1. Act Fast. A study released in March 
underlined the importance of acting fast. 
Had China implemented widespread 
testing, cordon Hubei a week earlier, it 
would have reduced China’s caseload 
by 66%, the researchers argued. Acting three weeks earlier would have cut 
cases by 95%.  
 

2. Know What Works. Months into this epidemic, even basic information about Covid-
19 is still unclear. How infectious is it? How deadly? Leaders make life-and-death 
decisions based on best guesses. But what’s clear is that a late lockdown led to a 
massive outbreak, says Joel Ruet, president of the Bridge Tank think tank. 
 

3. The Hard Part. The Covid-19 outbreak has made clear one universal problem: Even 
countries that know what works, and have the capacity to act, still hesitate. “You can 
have the best labs in the world, the best notification systems and software, but if you 
don’t have the appropriate governance of when to use these powers, they don’t 
function,” says Alexandra Phelan at Georgetown University on the US response. 
 

4. Test of Civil Liberties. Digital surveillance tools that might have been closely 
scrutinised in normal times have been urgently rolled out over recent weeks. More 
than 40 countries have implemented some form of surveillance or censorship in the 
name of fighting the Covid-19, according to one estimate. 
 

5. Public Trust. Trust is a government’s most valuable asset. The next months will 
strain it. There is no precedent for half the world’s population living under some kind 
of lockdown. It might just be the single largest collective act undertaken by humanity. 
 

6. Leaders Who Deny Science A Liability. Rather than rewarding bravado, the 
moment appears to favour leaders who can be honest about the uncertainty inherent 
in fighting a virus. “If leaders are not willing or able to be honest about these 
limitations, there will be this loss of credibility and it won’t be because they are wrong, 
it’s because information is changing,” says Kathleen Bachynski, an assistant 
professor of public health at Muhlenberg College in Pennsylvania. 
 

7. Self-Sufficiency Matters. Governments will not soon forget the desperate global 
scramble for personal protective equipment and medical supplies. Nor the sight of 
doctors and nurses forced to guard against infection using bin bags. 
 

8. Cooperation Vital. Covid-19 got lucky: It came at a low point for global cooperation. 

6 May 2020, Taipei Times4 

                                                             
4 https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/editorials/archives/2020/05/06/2003735898 

         Be fast. Have no regrets. You 
must be the first mover. The virus will 
always get you if you don’t move 
quickly. If you need to be right before 
you move, you will never win. Speed 
trumps perfection. 

Michael Ryan, a surgeon and the 
executive director of the WHO’s 
Health Emergencies Programme 

‘ 

’ 
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Long-term retail property investors flee HK  

 
For the first time in more than a decade, prime commercial real estate is back on Hong 
Kong’s market, with an entire building block offered for sale in the world’s most expensive 
retail district as long-term property investors anticipate a further decline in the city’s 
commercial property sector arising from Covid-19. 

Hong Kong’s retail sector has been hit hard as its economy suffered its worst contraction on 
record in the first quarter of this year, slumping by 8.9% year-on-year. As a result, an entire 
block has been listed for sale near the Sogo department store in Causeway Bay for HK$1 
billion (RM560.4 million). It is the first whole building on Hennessy Road to be offered for 
sale since 2009. In March, an entire floor in the Shun Pont Commercial Building was put on 
the market for HK$35 million (RM19.5 million). 

The number of transactions has dropped with only 20 commercial real estate deals recorded 
in the first quarter, according to Coldwell Banker Richard Ellis (CBRE), the largest 
commercial real estate services company in the world. These deals brought in a total of 
HK$7.5 billion (RM4.17 billion), the second lowest figure since 2009. 

“Retail (property) investment has been paused, not only because of the current situation, but 
also because the retail market might be about to undergo another structural shift after 
enjoying years of success supported by mainland Chinese spending,” said Simon Smith, a 
senior director at Savills. “The market has been very quiet recently, and the potential 
investors we talk to now may only enter the market if they can see reasonable rent yield. 
With a sharp fall in retail rents, sellers will have to slash their asking prices.” 

About 10,400 retail sector workers are expected to lose their jobs and at least 5,200 
stores are expected to shut by end May, the Hong Kong Retail Management Association 
said. The industry body said more stores could shut later in the year. 

“The owners of commercial property are obviously uncertain about the future, and intend to 
cut their loses right now,” said Vincent Cheung, managing director of Vincorn Consulting and 
Appraisal. Just as in gambling, “you would prefer to cut your losses when you are not feeling 
confident about winning” any longer, he added. 

6 May 2020, South China Morning Post5 

                                                             
5 https://www.scmp.com/business/article/3082912/prime-hong-kong-retail-property-goes-sale-long-term-investors-look-cut 
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Singapore to propose post-
Covid-19 rules for ASEAN 
travel 
Singapore will propose a new protocol that would 
allow for a cross-border movement of people in 
ASEAN regions, once the Covid-19 pandemic 
reaches manageable level.  

Its ambassador to Indonesia Anil Kumar Nayar said 
on Monday that ASEAN countries needs to come up 
with new procedures that would allow citizens to 
travel within the region.  

“Before reopening, we need to have a common set 
of checklist of cross border rule before we can 
open border. This will take time but worth exploring,” 
Kumar Nayar said. 

He said ASEAN countries could look to efforts 
taken by Australia and New Zealand to discuss a 
travel hub that could soon restart travel between 
the two countries. The envoy added that cross-
border travel between ASEAN countries could only 
start if local transmission of Covid-19 could be put 
under control and mortality rate has reached a low 
level. 

Since April 7, Singapore has introduced what it called 
as “circuit breaker” measures, an elevated safe-
distancing measures that would last until June 1.  

During the circuit breaker period, only food 
establishments, markets and supermarkets, clinics, 
hospitals, utilities, transport and key banking services, 
are allowed to remain open.  

Recently, the city state has seen a spike in the 
number of Covid-19 cases among its migrant workers 
community.  

Singapore, a country with 5.7 million people has 
nearly 15,000 confirmed Covid-19 infections, one of 
the highest totals in Asia, largely because of 
outbreaks in cramped dormitories housing more than 
300,000 mostly South Asian workers.  

Authorities have ramped up tests for foreign worker 
communities and made moves to isolate those 
contracting the virus. While the testing rate for the 
local community is 2,100 per 100,000 persons, it is is 
6,500 per 100,000 among the foreign workers 
community. 

5 May 2020, Jakarta Post 6 

                                                             
6 https://www.thejakartapost.com/seasia/2020/05/05/singapore-to-propose-post-corona-protocol-for-asean.html?src=mostviewed&pg=/  

Virus dampens home-
buying interest  
 
Taiwan’s housing 
transactions last month 
totalled 17,603 units in the 
six special municipalities, 
down 11.2% from one month 
earlier, as the Covid-19 
pandemic weighed on buying 
interest, analysts said. 
 
“Prospective buyers turned 
conservative as the virus 
outbreak wreaked havoc on 
major economies around the 
world, with the United States’ 
gross domestic product (GDP ) 
shrinking 4.8pc last quarter, 
the worst since the global 
financial crisis,” Evertrust 
Rehouse Co spokesman Jay 
Hsieh said. 
 
Although the number of 
infections is low in Taiwan, 
consumers have refrained 
from purchases of durable 
goods for fear the disease 
might persist and weaken 
household incomes, Hsieh 
explained.  
 
While manufacturing firms in 
Taiwan have maintained 
normal operations, service 
providers, such as 
restaurants, hotels and 
retailers saw sharp declines in 
the number of customers as 
authorities worldwide ban 
cross-border travel and locals 
avoid going out to lower the 
risk of infection. The 
sentiment would erase a 2% 
annual gain in housing 
transactions in the first four 
months, Evertrust said. 
 
Sinyi Realty, Taiwan’s only 
listed broker, was more 
optimistic, saying it has seen 
sentiment improving from the 
second half of last month. 
Buying interest lost steam in 
March, but gained some 
traction last month. 
 
6 May 2020, Taipei Times 
 
Full report: 
https://www.taipeitimes.com/News/biz/
archives/2020/05/06/2003735877 
 
 



                                                           P a g e  | 8 
 

 
 

Indonesia tries an herbal remedy for Covid-19  

Indonesia has given official approval for nationwide sale of an herbal remedy for the Covid-
19 that has been criticised by medical authorities as having few medicinal properties beyond 
mild relief for the respiratory system such as turmeric, mint leaves, and ginger. 

The mixture, called Herbavid-19, has been okayed by the House of Representatives’ 
Covid-19 task force without any approval or testing by medical authorities. It has been 
registered and obtained a distribution permit from the National Agency of Drug and Food 
Control, leading medical authorities to express concern it could lead to false sense of 
security instead of practicing physical distancing, wearing masks, and seeking modern 
medical help. 

High-intensity interventions in other countries include massive Covid-19 testing with a large 
number of participants, and implementing mandatory and binding rules regarding 
maintaining physical and social distance. Attempts to control the virus, which has 
affected at least 11,587 people in Indonesia and killed at least 864, were initially set 
back by the Health Minister, who said Allah would protect Indonesia’s 225 million Muslims.  

No clinical trials have been initiated to assess the medical efficacy of Herbavid-19. Among 
other things, it a form of jamu, a traditional medicine made from natural materials 
such as roots, bark, flowers, seeds, leaves, and fruits. Other materials such as honey, 
royal jelly, milk, and village chicken eggs are also often used to make up jamu. The 
Association of Indonesian Traditional Medicine and Herbal Medicine Developers said the 
Covid-19 task force had ordered doctors to give Herbavid-19 herbs to patients 
although some doctors refused the request by the House of Representatives to do so.  
 
6 May 2020, Asian Sentinel 7 
                                                             
7 https://www.asiasentinel.com/p/indonesia-tries-an-herbal-remedy  
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For microfinance lenders, 
Covid-19 is an existential 
threat 
Traditional microfinance is a personal business. 
Repayment is in cash to an agent who visits. Like so 
much of the world, India has been in lockdown, and no 
exception is made for debt-collectors. But the banks and 
investors from whom Dvara’s lenders get their funds do 
expect to be repaid. The lenders are in a bind. Most of 
these microfinance institutions (MFIs) have a 
cushion of a couple of months’ cash. When that is 
exhausted, their future will be in jeopardy. 

A survey by FINCA Impact Finance, a Washington DC-
based network of microfinance lenders in 20 nations, 
found that 70% of customers surveyed were unable to 
carry on business and 70% had no emergency savings.  

 Trevor Gosling, of Lulalend, a lender in South 
Africa, which imposed one of the world’s strictest 
lockdowns, says more than 85% of small 
businesses have been unable to operate there. 
Even under a more relaxed lockdown started May 
1, 80% will have to stay closed.  

 In Bolivia, Banco Solidario, a commercial bank 
dedicated to small-business lending, says 70% to 
80% of borrowers have stopped operations.  

 The microfinance arm of BRAC, a vast 
Bangladeshi NGO, says in all seven countries in 
Africa and Asia where it works, it has suspended 
lending, collections and charging interest. 

“The financial engine for half the world’s jobs is about to 
seize up,” argues Michael Schlein of Accion, a 
Massachusetts-based financial-inclusion non-profit group. 
The World Bank estimates that small concerns (or 
“MSMEs”—micro, small and medium-sized 
enterprises) represent about 90% of businesses and 
more than 50% of employment worldwide. Many, 
especially the “micro” ones, are excluded from 
conventional finance in the formal banking system.  

Recent years have seen a big growth in institutions 
designed to serve this large unbanked segment – 
charitable and for-profit MFIs, which have around 140 
million customers globally; “fintechs”, using digital 
technology to reach the poor; and a wide range of other 
“non-bank financial companies”. The most recent World 
Bank index of financial inclusion published for 2017, 
estimated the number of the “unbanked” worldwide had 
fallen to 1.7 billion, down from two2 billion in 2014 and 
2.5 billion in 2011. 

5 May 2020, Economist 8  

                                                             
8 https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2020/05/05/for-microfinance-lenders-covid-19-is-an-existential-threat 

Wage subsidy 
urgently needed to 
protect jobs amid 
pandemic 

More than a month since 
Indonesia’s government 
declared the Covid-19 
pandemic a national non-
natural disaster, many 
affected employers have 
been anticipating the 
possibility of laying off 
workers without having to 
pay severance pay 
according to the 2003 
Manpower Law, citing 
circumstances of force 
majeure. However, the 
current labour law does not 
have such legal leeway. 

The need for layoffs for 
struggling employers 
further poses the risk of 
losing experienced skilled 
workers which they would 
need after the pandemic 
ends. Is there an alternative 
for those employers? There 
is, but it requires further 
state intervention. 

As of April 20, government 
figures show over 2 million 
have lost their jobs or been 
furloughed. Perhaps this is 
the right time for Indonesia 
to consider a wage subsidy 
program designed to help 
employers keep employees 
and prevent further job 
losses while businesses 
consider their future 
viability and explore 
changes needed to adapt to 
the pandemic. Such a 
programme could help 
Indonesian employers and 
their workers to resume 
operations once the 
pandemic subsides. 

6 May 2020, Jakarta Post 
 
Full report: 
https://www.thejakartapost.com/acad
emia/2020/05/06/wage-subsidy-
urgently-needed-to-protect-jobs-
amid-pandemic.html 
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Deep recession is projected 
for Europe, as markets waver 

 
The European Union’s economy is set to shrink by 
7.4% this year, investment is expected to collapse 
and unemployment rates, debts and deficits will 
balloon in the brutal aftermath of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the European Commission said Wednesday. 

To put these figures in perspective, the EU’s economy 
had been predicted to grow by 1.2% this year, and in its 
worst recession, in 2009 during the financial crisis, its 
economy shrank by 4.5%. Predicting the breadth of a 
recession can be a moving target and things could end 
up being much worse. “The danger of a deeper and 
more protracted recession is very real,” said Maarten 
Verwey, the EU’s economic unit head. The commission 
issues these forecasts four times a year. 

Italy and Spain, the two countries worst hit by the 
disease, will see their economies shrink by more than 9% 
each. Greece, which had started turning a corner after a 
decade of economic calamity, will suffer the most of the 
union’s 27 nations, according to the forecasts, losing 9.7% 
of its economic output this year. And unemployment is 
expected to be rampant, averaging 9% across the 
bloc and reaching 19.9% in Greece, the European 
Commission said. 

The bloc’s biggest economy, Germany, will also be 
hammered, and its economy is projected to shrink by 
6.5% for the year. France, the bloc’s second-largest 
economy, is expected to contract by 8.5% this year. 

Global stocks have been buoyed this week by prospects 
of the countries hardest hit by the coronavirus pandemic 
slowly emerging from economically devastating 
lockdowns. But other clouds have dimmed investor 
hopes, like new data from the European Commission 
predicting a deep recession on the continent this year, 
and fresh concerns over the risks of the United States’ 
restarting its economy too quickly. 

6 May 2020, New York Times9 

                                                             
9 https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/06/business/stock-market-today-
coronavirus.html?action=click&module=Spotlight&pgtype=Homepage 

South MPs eye relief 
for stranded Thais 

Five Thai Members of 
Parliament (MPs) from 
southern provinces have 
asked Prime Minister Prayut 
Chan-o-cha to help Thais 
stranded in foreign 
countries, including giving 
them 5,000 baht (RM666) 
in aid. The five are Anwar 
Salaeh, Democrat Party MP 
for Pattani; Sommut 
Benjalak, Prachachat Party 
MP for Pattani; Abdulayee 
Sameng, Prachachat Party 
MP for Yala; Dr Pechdau 
Tohmeena, Bhumjaithai 
Party list MP; and Adilan 
Aliishoh, Palang Pracharath 
Party MP for Yala. 

They asked the government 
to revoke the requirement 
that returnees provide 
health certificates, 
complaining it is financially 
prohibitive to obtain the 
certificates and organise 
volunteer doctors to screen 
everyone at the border 
before entry.  

For those who do not 
intend to return home 
now, Anwar asked the 
government to allow them 
to register for the 5,000 
baht financial aid from the 
“No one will be left 
behind” campaign. 

Anwar said the Royal Thai 
Embassy in Malaysia and 
Thai volunteers have tried 
to help but there are not 
enough resources to cover 
the thousands of citizens 
waiting to cross the border. 
That has led people to seek 
other ways of returning to 
Thailand, including forging 
documents or crossing the 
border illegally, he said. 

6 May 2020, Bangkok Post 
 
Full report: 
https://www.bangkokpost.com/thaila
nd/general/1913092/south-mps-eye-
relief-for-stranded-thais 
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Covid-19 toll on Thai economy to linger 
Thailand will likely continue feeling 
the economic blow of Covid-19 for 
another nine months, according to 
Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha. 
“We expect the impact on the 
economy to drag on for quite a while, 
not only three months, but possibly six 
or nine months. We need to prepare 
measures to cope with that,” Gen 
Prayut said on Tuesday. 
 
The government has launched a 
1.97-trillion-baht (RM260 billion) 
package, the biggest relief 
programme for the kingdom ever, to 
ease the virus’ economic toll.  

 Of the total, one trillion baht 
(RM130 billion) is for cash 
handouts to people hit by the virus, public healthcare expenditure and economic and 
social rehabilitation.  

 Five hundred billion baht is for the central bank's soft loan scheme for small and 
medium enterprises with a credit line of up to 500 million baht (RM66.6 million), and, 

 400 billion baht (RM53.3 million) is for the Corporate Bond Stabilisation Fund.  
 
In March, the Bank of Thailand forecast a 5.3% GDP contraction this year, compared 
with 2.8% growth previously predicted. 
 
Gen Prayut also warned that stores that fail to enforce disease-control measures will be 
closed. The government has begun to relax state of emergency measures with hopes of 
rehabilitating the economy. His warning came after people were seen on Sunday flocking to 
shops to buy alcoholic beverages after the ban on the sale of alcohol was lifted in most 
provinces and Bangkok. 
 
Gen Prayut said the government was preparing for the second stage of reopening if the 
initial stage proves successful. He said in the second stage, people would be permitted to 
visiting shopping malls for two hours at a time to help contain the virus. The number 
of people allowed in at one time will also be restricted, Gen Prayut said. 
 
The government plans to take two months to gauge the ramifications of its planned four 
stages to ease restrictions before deciding whether a full reopening of the kingdom 
can be considered. Each stage will be assessed after 14 days. 
 
Deputy Prime Minister Wissanu Krea-ngam on Tuesday said if shops selling alcohol are 
unable to manage customers, they will be shuttered. The ban on takeaway sales of 
alcoholic drinks was lifted in most provinces on Sunday. All stores were required to 
strictly observe disease-control measures, including social distancing and limiting the 
number of customers allowed inside at one time. 
 
“Department stores must be careful too because (mismanagement) is dangerous for 
customers and staff,” he added. Provincial governors, as heads of sub-national disease 
control committees, have the power to immediately close shops, Wissanu said, adding 
shuttered stores will need to ask the government if they can reopen.  
 
6 May 2020, Bangkok Post10 

                                                             
10 https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/1913088/virus-toll-on-economy-to-linger 



                                                           P a g e  | 12 
 

Russia: Pandemic tests Putin's grip on power 
In the space of two months, 
Covid-19 has laid waste to both 
of Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s political agenda and the 
economic model that underpins 
his regime, turning 2020 from a 
year scripted to usher in another 
decade of Putin rule into one 
that could undermine his 
supremacy, writes Henry Foy of 
the Financial Times. 

The virus has infected almost 
135,000 Russians and killed 
close to 1,300, making the 
country the world’s seventh 
most affected, according to data 
from Johns Hopkins University. 
Putin’s own Prime Minister, 
Mikhail Mishustin, stepped down 
last Thursday after contracting 
the virus. 

It has also sparked a two-
pronged economic shock that 
is expected to shrink Russia’s 
gross domestic product by as much as 6% this year, according to central bank forecasts. 
In addition to a six-week national lockdown and crippling quarantine measures that have 
suffocated domestic industry, the pandemic has contributed to a more than halving of the 
price of oil, imperilling the country’s financial lifeblood. 

Profits from oil and gas sales provide around 50% of Russia’s consolidated budget 
revenue of about US$130 billion (RM562 billion). Since oil prices plunged, partly due to 
Putin’s ill-fated decision to embark on a price war with Saudi Arabia to hurt US shale 
producers, a US$165 billion (RM713.6 billion) war chest built up to protect the economy is 
being drained by as much as US$300 million (RM1.3 billion) a day, according to government 
data. Russia’s Finance Minister has warned that the government could burn through 
almost half its savings by the end of the year. 

Alexei Kudrin, head of Russia’s audit committee and a former Finance Minister, estimates 
that the crisis could see unemployment double to 10%. Industrial output already slipped 
by 2.5% in March and is set to plunge in April. The lockdown measures and resulting lay-
offs have already provoked protests. People fired from their jobs demanded more 
compensation than the one-off 3,000 roubles (RM173) offered by the local authorities.  

According to the Levada Centre, Russia’s independent pollster, Putin’s approval rating fell 
to 63% in March, down from 69% in February and well below the high-80s he enjoyed 
between 2014 and 2018. A recent State-run VTsIOM survey that just 28% of respondents 
named Putin when asked which politicians they trusted. Putin has warned Covid-19 will 
not disappear anytime soon. That could result in a long, drawn-out recession and a 
stuttering recovery that will further crimp Russians’ spending power, and could erode 
support for the ruling regime as parliamentary elections in September 2021 approach. 

4 May 2020, Financial Times11  

                                                             
11 https://www.ft.com/content/d4d61de4-8aea-11ea-9dcb-fe6871f4145a 
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How Japan's Covid-19 reopening should proceed 
Japan has the benefit of observing 
others countries’ efforts to reopen their 
countries from the post Covid-19 
pandemic, including studying which 
measures are the most effective.  

The first order of business is to 
carefully craft a plan for resuming 
domestic social and economic 
activities. So far, there are a couple of 
important lessons Japan can learn 
while Prime Minister Shinzo Abe and 
his advisers consider different 
approaches.  

First, a phased reopening tied to a specific set of benchmarks. From Europe to the United 
States, most countries that are reopening use as benchmark the downward trend in 
new cases for 14 consecutive days, availability of testing, and ample medical 
resources and supplies critical for doctors and nurses.  

Second, clear communication is critical. Where do things stand? What are the criteria 
under which businesses can determine when and how to resume their operations? Can 
playgrounds and parks reopen? Can violators be penalised by fines and other measures that 
are hefty enough to serve as a deterrent? How should individuals decide whether or not to 
relax social distancing practices? Will nonessential travel continue to be discouraged and if 
so, for how long? 

Third, it is essential for Japan to learn how other countries address some social issues that 
have been triggered by prolonged stay-at-home orders and other restrictions on people’s 
movements and activities. The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) warned on April 28 
that a six-month period of lockdowns could lead to 31 million additional cases of 
domestic violence worldwide.  

Finally, even though the short-term focus of Japan's leadership will understandably be on 
getting the nation’s house in order, it also needs be aware that world events do not wait for 
Japan to contain the pandemic and move on.  

Furthermore, looking beyond the current emergency, the impact of Covid-19 may trigger a 
recalibration of Japan’s foreign policy outlook as well. This could include a way to 
further enhance Japan’s support for Taiwan’s participation in multinational agencies 
like the World Health Organisation, and leveraging public health to further normalise 
Tokyo’s relations with South Korea. 

The way in which some countries are using their citizens’ smartphone location data to track 
their movements to contain Covid-19 infections could also provide support for the proposal 
that Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe made at last year’s World Economic Forum 
conference in Davos about establishing global norms on how the government can use 
big data and other digital information.  

Either way, Abe will have a lot on his plate for the next several weeks. And his legacy 
depends on how he addresses these internal and external challenges. 

5 May 2020, Japan Times12 

                                                             
12 https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/05/05/commentary/japan-commentary/japans-post-coronavirus-reopening-
proceed/#.XrJWRKgzaMo 
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Death of the office 
 
Even before coronavirus struck, the 
reign of the office had started to look a 
little shaky. A combination of rising 
rents, the digital revolution and 
increased demands for flexible working 
meant its population was slowly 
emigrating to different milieux. More 
than half of the American workforce 
already worked remotely, at least some 
of the time.  
 
Across the world, home working had 
been rising steadily for a decade. 
Pundits predicted that it would increase 
further. No one imagined that a 
dramatic spike would come so soon. 
 
It’s too early to say whether the office is 
done for. As with any sudden loss, many 
of us find our judgment blurred by 
conflicting emotions. But we shouldn’t 
let sentimentality cloud us.  
 
Offices have always been profoundly 
flawed spaces. Those of the East India 
Company, among the world’s first, were 
built more for bombast than 
bureaucracy.  
 
Though created to ensure efficiency, 
offices immediately institutionalised 
idleness. A genteel arms race arose as 
managers tried to make their minions 
work, and the minions tried their 
damnedest to avoid it.  
 
Offices can be not just offensive to the 
eye but harmful to the body. Sitting isn’t 
quite the new smoking, but it certainly 
won’t do you any good. A life lived on 
one’s bottom increases the risk of heart 
disease, type-2 diabetes, some cancers 
and all manner of back problems.  
 
Offices also entrench social inequalities. 
The top dog is more likely to hire in his 
own image, perpetuating male privilege. 
In 2018 there were more men called 
Steve than there were women among 
the chief executives of FTSE 100 
companies. Offices even tend to be 
more physically unpleasant places for 
women than for men: as a recent study 
showed, the ambient air temperature is 
generally set to suit “the metabolic rates 
of a 154-pound, 40-year-old man”. Men 
are just fine; women freeze. 
 
5 May 2020, Economist 
 
Full report: 
https://www.economist.com/news/2020/05/05/death-
of-the-office 
 

Rohingya fled hostile lands. 
Now many are captive at sea 
 
Hundreds of Rohingya refugees are at 
the centre of a tragedy unfolding in the 
waters between Malaysia and 
Bangladesh. Rights groups say at least 
two trawlers carrying 500 to 800 people 
are adrift, their locations unknown, after 
Malaysia stepped up controls along its 
maritime border, citing concerns about 
new sources of Covid-19 infection. No 
government has responded to calls for a 
regional search-and-rescue mission. 
 
Over the years, many Rohingya men 
from Myanmar and the Bangladesh 
camps have travelled by boat to 
Malaysia, where they can find work as 
undocumented labourers. Young 
Rohingya women have increasingly 
risked the perilous trip to marry them. In 
2015, thousands of Rohingya were 
abandoned at sea amid a crackdown on 
human trafficking. 
 
From Bangladesh, the journey typically 
begins on small fishing boats. Loaded 
with up to 75 people each, they leave 
after dark and are later transferred to 
larger trawlers that wait until they fill up. 
These vessels carry hundreds of refugees 
across seas weathering tropical storms. 
 
As they near their destination, they are 
split into groups and moved to smaller 
boats for the final stretch. Since late 
February, hundreds of refugees have left 
Bangladesh along this route.  
 
At least one boat reached Langkawi, 
two returned to Bangladesh after 
abortive journeys and others are still 
adrift. The illicit vessels are tough to 
trace, with no tracking devices. Without 
precise coordinates, they are often too 
small to be seen in satellite images, 
rights groups say. 
 
Malaysian officials have defended their 
stricter border controls. On April 17, 
Malaysia’s military said one boat was 
denied entry a day earlier, citing 
concerns that illegal immigration could 
be a source of new infections. The 
United Nations subsequently urged all 
governments not to close asylum 
avenues and it pledged assistance to 
ensure public health. 
 
6 May 2020, Wall Street Journal 
 
Full report: https://www.wsj.com/articles/rohingya-
fled-hostile-lands-now-many-are-captive-at-sea-
11588676400?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=1  
 
 


