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Retailers wrestle with mountain 
of unsold stock

REUTERS, Madrid

Forget fast or slow fashion, now it’s 
ground to a halt.

A mountain of apparel stock has 
been piling up in stores, distribution 
centers, warehouses and even 
shipping containers during months 
of COVID-19 lockdowns. As 
retailers reopen around the world, 
they have to work out how to get 
rid of it.

Their main options? Keep it in 
storage, hold a sale, offload it to  
“off-price” retailers like TJ Maxx 
which sell branded goods at deep 
discounts, or move it to online 
resale sites.

None are ideal, and all are 
damage-limitation.

Real estate company Knight 
Frank told Reuters it had fielded 
inquiries for excess stock for over 6 
million square feet (557,500 square 
meters) of short-term let warehouse 
space in Britain since the pandemic 
took hold there in March.

Yet storage is only a realistic 
option for evergreen  “basics” that 
are not tied to one particular year 
and could be sold at a later date 
should consumer demand bounce 
back - items like underwear, t-shirts, 
chinos and classic sneaker styles.

Apparel chains including British 
high-street retailer Next and 
German sportswear brand Adidas 
said they had stashed away unsold 
basics, with the aim to offer them 

to shoppers next year instead.
But stowing away piles of 

inventory is risky.
“This is not like wine that gets 

better with age. Your inventory gets 
worse,” said Emanuel Chirico, chief 
executive of PVH Corp, which owns 
Calvin Klein and Tommy Hilfiger, 
on a recent earnings call.

In the United States, clothing 
sales fell 89 per cent in April from 
the same month in 2019, while in 
Britain clothing sales sank by 50 
per cent compared with an already-
squeezed March.

Retailers hope that easing 
of lockdown measures will see 
shoppers return to stores, eager 

to unleash pent-up demand. But 
there is no guarantee that sales will 
rebound any time soon.

Many stores are likely to pursue 
a combination of holding sales 
as well selling stock to off-price 
retailers. The mix will depend on 
consumer appetite, how much 
merchandise stores have to shift 
and how fast they must free up 
space for new collections.

In-store discounts are usually a 
better option as dumping inventory 
in bulk to off-price players returns 
just pennies on the dollar for the 
retailers.

Off-price retail group TJX, 
which started opening its TJ Maxx 

and Marshalls stores this month, 
said in May there was  “incredible 
availability” of stock on the market.

UK-based Parker Lane Group, 
which helps companies manage 
excess stock and advises on selling 
off-price, is processing at least 
double its usual volume of up to 
1.5 million items of apparel per 
month, founder Raffy Kassardjian 
told Reuters.

“Some of our customers are 
waiting for retail to open up to 
gauge their performance before 
they make a commitment on how 
much stock they want to write off,” 
he said, referring to both selling at 
discount in-store and offloading to 
off-price.

Potentially more lucrative is 
moving merchandise to online 
re-sale marketplaces that take a 
commission on sales, although 
that option is largely only open for 
high-end brands.

California-based luxury re-sale 
marketplace Tradesy opened a 
new business unit in April to deal 
with the jump in brands looking 
to sell stock they were stuck with 
after department stores canceled 
wholesale orders, said CEO Tracy 
DiNunzio.

“A number of these brands are 
set to go live in the next couple of 
months,” she said, adding some 
may set up their own landing page 
on Tradesy while others would sell 
more discreetly.
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A person is seen inside an empty shopping mall during a partial 

lockdown in Leverkusen, Germany on March 20.

Mixed fortunes for London 
shops hit by pandemic

AFP, London

Behind the colourful shopfronts in 
England’s Lane, a picture-postcard street 
near north London’s Primrose Hill, business 
owners are experiencing mixed fortunes as 
a result of the pandemic lockdown.

While window displays stay empty 
and shutters are drawn, including at 
The Washington pub, certain shops are 
benefitting as customers avoid big queues 
elsewhere and seek out items that are hard 
to find at major retailers.

The newsagent and stationery store 
are enjoying fresh custom from people 
working remotely and home-schooling 
their children.

The street’s bike shop has meanwhile 
struggled to keep up with demand.

“It’s madness right now, everyone is 
cycling,” Michael Falkowski, co-owner of 
the Impressed store, tells AFP as he busily 
fixes a bike.

The Grain bakery has expanded its 
offering, transforming itself into a mini 
grocer by replacing tables for customers 
with shelves.

Owner Kristin Labrague, who has 
temporarily laid off two of her workers, 
told AFP that while  “it’s a bit frightening 
to take public transport... we wanted to stay 
open and feed the community”.

Across the street, the Chamomile cafe 
has shut.

Irit Reed, who runs the eatery with 
husband David, says  “the decision to close 
was based on the safety of our staff, our 
customers”.

Ordinarily the cafe would have people 
waiting patiently for a table and brunch, 

but it now has a notice attached to its pale 
blue exterior with a message asking for 
help.

“Like many other small businesses and 
industries who have been required to close, 
we have been hit pretty hard,” it reads.

“If anyone is able to donate to help us 
and our team through this next challenging 
period, we would be eternally grateful.

“In return we will be offering a free hot 
drink or discount once through this crisis,” 
the message adds.

Irit speaks of the  “shock” she has felt.
“We’ve worked hard all our lives, all 

of a sudden not being able to work is 
devastating.” UK retail sales dived by 
a record 18.1 percent in April with the 
country in coronavirus lockdown.

But most shops will soon be allowed 
to reopen, as Britain -- with the world’s 
second-highest death toll in the coronavirus 
outbreak -- took its biggest step out of 
lockdown on Monday.

Outdoor markets and car showrooms 
reopened as businesses seek to lure back 
customers and recoup losses suffered since 
Britain effectively shut down on March 23.

In England’s Lane, the Visage hair 
salon must wait a while longer to reopen, 
along with pubs, restaurants and gyms 
throughout Britain.

Without state funding  “I don’t know 
what we would have done”, says co-owner 
Estella Cicek, referring to government 
measures to pay workers’ wages and delay 
payment of taxes during the lockdown.

Irit is meanwhile upbeat about the 
future.

“The cafe will reopen no question,” she 
insists.

Spain jobless 
figures down 

significantly as 
crisis eases

AFP, Madrid

The number of new 
jobseekers in Spain was 
close to 27,000 in May, 
around 10 times lower than 
in March and April during 
the coronavirus lockdown, 
the labour ministry said 
Tuesday.

Spain imposed a 
nationwide lockdown on 
March 14 to slow the spread 
of the virus, and that month 
it counted more than 
302,000 new jobseekers 
and another 280,000 in 
April.

But in May, as the 
lockdown was gradually 
eased, the government 
counted a total of 26,573 
new jobseekers in the 
eurozone’s fourth-largest 
economy, where the total 
number of unemployed 
stands at 3.8 million.

At the end of March, the 
National Statistics Institute 
(INE), which calculates 
figures in a different way, 
gave Spain’s jobless figure 
as 3.31 million These 
figures do not count those 
who have been furloughed.

Between mid-March and 
the end of May, a total of 
3.7 million people were 
furloughed under a plan 
rolled out by the labour 
ministry.

The leftwing government 
of Prime Minister Pedro 
Sanchez banned layoffs and 
simplified access to such 
temporary unemployment 
programmes in a bid to 
ease the impact of the crisis 
in employment.

Why can’t the ride-hailing services ply 
the roads yet when everyone else can?
FROM PAGE B4

“The government should allow us to 
resume the service as people who used to 
it are now suffering a lot in its absence,” 
said Maliha M Quadir, founder and 
managing director of Shohoz, another 
ride-hailing service with around three 
lakh registered drivers. 

DRIVERS’ DEMAND

With no affiliation with the government-
recognised union and no bargaining 
power with companies, ridesharing 
drivers said their voice has long been 
ignored.

“We have never received any privileges 
extended by the government as we have 
no union. Even during this pandemic, 
no driver received any food or cash 
incentives from the government,” said 
Belal Ahmed, general secretary of the 
DRDU.

Some Uber drivers say the company still 
sends them notifications for repaying the 
dues during the shutdown. 

“It’s a cruel joke for Uber to ask for 
the little dues even if they know we are 
now jobless and unable to manage our 
daily expenses,” said Jobayer Ahmed, a 

driver, who uses both Uber and Pathao 
apps.

He said no company directly stands 
beside the drivers during the difficult 
period although the companies charge 25 
per cent of the fare. But some drivers who 
run the ride-sharing service on OBHAI 
have received cash donations from a 
foundation.

Uber hasn’t replied to an emailed 
question on the notifications for unpaid 
dues.

When drivers call for reducing the 
charge, Uber said the rate is analogous 
across all markets, Ahmed said. 

“In Bangladesh, it is a profession and the 
owners of the cars let drivers run them. But 
in other countries, people who are also the 
owner of the cars share the ride.”  

The commission taken by the 
ridesharing platforms should be brought 
down to 12 per cent from existing 25 per 
cent, he said. 

There are more than one lakh 
professional drivers in Bangladesh and 
the number of overall registered drivers 
would be about 4 lakh, according to the 
DRDU.

FMCG companies tuning products to 
cash-strapped consumers’ means
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The move from the FMCG companies 
comes as the pandemic continues to shrink 
consumers’ pockets.

A significant number of Bangladeshi 
households are not working and 
experiencing meaningful financial 
pressures.

About 74 per cent of the families have 
seen a reduction in income because of the 
coronavirus pandemic, according to a new 
study of Brac, Data Sense and Unnayan 
Shamannay.

In the first week of this month, the Asian 
Development Bank said the coronavirus 
pandemic would cut 37 lakh jobs in 
Bangladesh.

One in five among the members of the 
labour force in Bangladesh were without 
jobs in April, said Rizwanul Islam, a 
former special adviser for the employment 
sector at the International Labour Office 
in Geneva.

And the future looks equally bleak. 
The World Bank has forecast the 

Bangladesh economy would grow by 2 per 
cent to 3 per cent this fiscal year and 1.2 per 
cent to 2.9 per cent in the next fiscal year.

Golden Harvest has introduced new 

vegetables and packaging in its array of 
frozen foods to lessen the labour required 
at home seeing that many might no 
longer be able to afford domestic house 
help.

“We have plans to offer our products in 
bulk quantity so that the price becomes 
lower,” said Rajeeb Samdani, chairman 
Golden Harvest, whose portfolio ranges 
from dairy products to frozen foods.

The company is working on a low-profit 
margin to make the products affordable 
and bring convenience to people’s lives, he 
said. 

“To facilitate consumers during the 
COVID-19 period, we have introduced free 
home delivery service through which, for 
the time being, consumers can buy products 
at a price lower than the maximum retail 
price,” said Naquib Khan, corporate affairs 
director of Nestlé Bangladesh, the local 
operations of the world’s biggest packaged 
foods maker.

This is to help consumers save while 
continuing to enjoy tasty and nutritious 
Nestlé products, Khan added.

Nestlé sells products under its world-
famous brands such as Nescafe, Maggi and 
Nido.

Govt mulling over eating the rich
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And bankers deduct Tk 500 as excise tax from accounts 
with debit or credit balances from above Tk 5 lakh to Tk 
10 lakh.

Officials said the excise tax rates for account balances 
of up to Tk 10 lakh are unlikely to change to give relief 
to lower-middle-income people, many of whom suffered 
income losses and salary cuts as economic activities 
nosedived in the face of the 65-day general shutdown to 
battle the deadly COVID-19 in Bangladesh. 

The NBR data showed that it collected Tk 1,285 crore as 
excise tax from bank balances in fiscal 2017-18, down from 
Tk 1,295 crore a year earlier. 

“We have seen that most of the excise duty comes 
from accounts with high bank balances,” said an official 
of the finance ministry requesting anonymity as he is not 
authorised to speak with the media.

He expects that the measure to hike excise duty would 
bring in a couple of hundreds of crores in revenue next 
fiscal year. The fresh hike is likely to come three years after 
the government increased excise duty on bank balances to 
achieve higher revenue goal. 

Initially, the government wanted to hike the duty on 
bank balances of upwards of Tk 1 lakh. 

But following public outcry, it stepped back from 
increasing the tax on account balances of up to Tk 10 lakh 
in any bank account, thus averting saddling the lower-
income people with higher tax burden and discouraging 
savings in banking channel.

Until December 31, last year, there were 10.65 crore 
bank accounts and Tk 12.14 lakh crore in balance. 

And only one per cent of the account holders had more 
than Tk 10 lakh in deposits in their accounts. And in terms 
of balances, these accounts accounted for 71 per cent of the 
total deposits, according to data from the Bangladesh Bank.


