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BERLIN  — Sweden and Finland 
joining NATO would increase the 
security of the Baltic region, Esto-
nian Foreign Minister Eva-Maria 
Liimets said.

“When we see that in our neigh-
b o r h o o d  a l s o  ot h e r  d e m o c r a t i c 
countries belong to NATO, it would 

mean that we could have broader 
joint exercises and also ... more de-
fense cooperation,” Ms. Liimets told 
Reuters in Berlin where she joined a 
meeting with other NATO counter-
parts on Saturday.

Ms. Liimets said she hoped Sweden, 
Finland and Turkey would overcome 

differences on the Nordic states join-
ing the alliance, adding that the Berlin 
meeting atmosphere was very support-
ive.

“We have seen some differences, but 
we have also seen a willingness of those 
countries to overcome the differences,” 
she said.

Estonia appreciates NATO enforcing 
its presence in the Baltic region but would 
like the allies to move from enhancing 
their presence to enhancing their defense.

“It would mean that we would have 
more robust presence of land forces, 
but also air and maritime defense,” she 
added.  — Reuters 
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SHANGHAI/BEIJING — Shanghai 
set out plans on Monday for the re-
turn of more normal life from June 1 
and the end of a painful coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) lockdown 
that has lasted more than six weeks 
and contributed to a sharp slowdown 
in China’s economic activity.

In the clearest timetable yet, Dep-
uty Mayor Zong Ming said Shanghai’s 
reopening would be carried out in 
stages, with movement curbs largely 
to remain in place until May 21 to pre-
vent a rebound in infections, before a 
gradual easing.

“From June 1, to mid- and late 
June, as long as risks of a rebound in 
infections are controlled, we will fully 
implement epidemic prevention and 
control, normalize management, and 
fully restore normal production and 
life in the city,” she said.

The full lockdown of Shanghai and 
COVID curbs on hundreds of millions 
of consumers and workers in dozens 
of other cities have hurt retail sales, 
industrial production and employ-
ment, adding to fears the economy 
could shrink in the second quarter.

The severe restrictions, increas-
ingly out of step with the rest of the 
world, which have been lifting COVID 
rules even as infections spread, are also 
sending shockwaves through global 
supply chains and international trade.

Data on Monday showed China’s 
industrial output fell 2.9% in April 
from a year earlier, down sharply from 
a 5.0% increase in March, while retail 
sales shrank 11.1% year-on-year, after 
falling 3.5% the month before. Both 
were well below expectations.

Economic activity has probably been 
improving somewhat in May, analysts 
say, and the government and central 
bank are expected to deploy more stim-
ulus measures to speed things up.

But the strength of the rebound 
is uncertain due to China’s uncom-
promising “zero COVID” policy of 
eradicating all outbreaks at all costs.

“China’s economy could see a more 
meaningful recovery in the second 
half, barring a Shanghai-like lock-
down in another major city,” said 
Tommy Wu, lead China economist at 
Oxford Economics.

“The risks to the outlook are tilted 
to the downside, as the effectiveness 
of policy stimulus will largely depend 
on the scale of future COVID out-
breaks and lockdowns.”

Beijing, which has been finding doz-
ens of new cases almost every day since 
April 22, offers a strong indication of 
how difficult it is to tackle the highly 
transmissible Omicron variant.

The capital has not enforced a city-
wide lockdown but has been tightening 

curbs to the point road traffic levels in 
Beijing slid last week to levels com-
parable to Shanghai’s, according to 
GPS data tracked by Chinese internet 
giant Baidu.

On Sunday, Beijing extended guid-
ance to work from home in four districts. 
It had already banned dine-in services at 
restaurants and curtailed public trans-
port, among other measures.

In Shanghai, the deputy mayor said 
the city would begin to re-open super-
markets, convenience stores and phar-
macies from Monday, but that many 
movement restrictions had to remain in 
place until at least May 21. It is not clear 
how many businesses have reopened.

From Monday, China’s railway 
operator will gradually increase the 
number of trains arriving and depart-
ing from the city, Zong said. Airlines 
will also increase domestic flights.

From May 22, bus and rail transit 
will also gradually resume operations, 
but people will have to show a negative 
COVID test not older than 48 hours to 
take public transport. — Reuters 

SRI LANKA is sliding inexorably into default as the 
grace period on two unpaid foreign bonds nears an 
end, the latest blow to a country rattled by economic 
pain and social unrest. 

The island nation could be formally declared in 
default if it fails to make an interest payment to bond-
holders before Wednesday, when the 30-day grace 
period for missed coupons on dollar bonds ends. That 
would mark its first default.

Sri Lanka’s government announced in mid-April it 
would stop paying back its foreign debt to preserve cash for 
food and fuel imports as it struggled with a dollar crunch 
that’s led officials to implement capital controls and import 
curbs. A few days later, it failed to service a $78-million 
coupon on its dollar bonds due in 2023 and 2028, leading 
S&P Global Ratings to declare a selective default.

 “Without an agreement, there will be a formal 
default,” said Carlos de Sousa, a money manager at 
Vontobel Asset Management in Zurich. “Legally that 
matters. But for markets, Sri Lanka is already de facto in 
default, so the price effect of such an event is probably 
not going to be significant.” 

Sri Lankan dollar notes due in 2029 were down 1.2% 
to 38.7 cents on the dollar Monday, after touching an 
all-time low of 37 cents on the dollar last week, indica-
tive pricing data compiled by Bloomberg showed. The 
extra yield investors demand to hold the notes over 
US Treasuries is at 37 percentage points, according to 

JPMorgan Chase & Co. That’s far above the 1,000-basis 
point threshold to be considered distressed.

While a default is widely expected by investors, it 
has important implications. Many of Sri Lanka’s bonds 
have so-called cross-default clauses, which drag all the 
outstanding dollar debt into default if there’s a missed 
payment in a single bond. On the debt due in 2023 
and 2028, the clause is triggered if any payment that 
exceeds $25 million is not met.

“At this point most bondholders who are unwilling or 
unable to hold distressed credits should already have cleared 
out,” said Patrick Curran, a senior economist at Tellimer.

Sri Lanka has been rattled by power cuts, food short-
ages, and a currency in free fall, which fueled protests 
and pushed Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa to resign. 
His brother, President Gotabaya Rajapaksa, last week ap-
pointed a long-time opponent to run the government in 
a bid to bring a modicum of stability to the country amid 
bailout talks with the International Monetary Fund.

As of Monday morning, the country hadn’t yet named 
a finance minister. The central bank governor has threat-
ened to quit if political stability doesn’t return soon. The 
monetary authority is due to review policy May 19. 

“The prime minister quitting was something that was 
really needed,” said Dean Tyler, the London-based head of 
global markets at BancTrust, who sees the recovery value of 
the notes between 35 and 45 cents per dollar. “Hopefully, it 
will start to clear the air and clear the streets.” — Bloomberg 
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SEOUL — Leader Kim Jong Un has ordered North Korea’s 
military to stabilize distribution of COVID-19 medicines in 
the capital, Pyongyang, in the battle on the country’s first 
confirmed outbreak of the disease, state media said.

Last week brought the North’s first acknowledg-
ment of an “explosive” outbreak, with experts warning 
it could wreak devastation in a country with limited 
medical supplies and no vaccine programme.

Drugs procured by the state were not reaching people in 
a timely and accurate way, Mr. Kim told an emergency po-
litburo meeting on Sunday, before visiting pharmacies near 
the capital’s Taedong River, state news agency KCNA said.

Mr. Kim ordered immediate deployment of the “pow-
erful forces” of the army’s medical corps to “stabilize the 
supply of medicines in Pyongyang City,” it added.

Although authorities had ordered distribution of 
national reserves of medicine, pharmacies were not 
well-equipped to perform their functions smoothly, Mr. 
Kim added, the agency said.

Among their shortcomings were a lack of adequate 
drug storage other than showcases, while salespeople were 
not equipped with the proper sanitary clothing and hygiene 
in their surroundings fell short of standards, the leader said.

He criticized the “irresponsible” work attitude, orga-
nization and execution by the cabinet and the public 
health sector, it added.

Neighboring South Korea will spare no effort to help the 
North fight its outbreak, President Yoon Suk-yeol told parlia-
ment on Monday, saying it was ready to provide COVID-19 
vaccines and other medical support if Pyongyang agrees. 

Seoul’s unification ministry, reponsible for relations 
between the neighbors, said it would soon propose a 
plan of support to the North.

North Korea’s tally of the fever-stricken stood 
at 1,213,550, with 50 deaths by Sunday, after KCNA 
reported 392,920 more cases of fever, and eight more 
deaths. It did not say how many suspected infections 
had tested positive for COVID-19. — Reuters
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