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RIYADH: Energy giant Saudi Aramco said yester-
day its net profit for the second quarter plunged a
massive 73 percent due to sharply lower oil prices
as the coronavirus crisis undercuts global demand.
The company posted a net profit of $6.6 billion for
the three months to June 30,
compared to $24.7 billion in
the same period of 2019.
“Strong headwinds from
reduced demand and lower
oil prices are reflected in
our second quarter results,”
CEO Amin Nasser said in a
statement. 

Aramco’s net profit for
the first half of the year also
dived, by 50 percent to
$23.2 billion, compared to
$46.9 billion over the same period last year. Saudi
Arabia, the world’s biggest crude oil exporter, has
been hit hard by the double whammy of low prices
and sharp cuts in production that combined to
severely impact oil income.

Oil prices dropped to a two-decade low below
$20 a barrel in in April and May as the novel coron-
avirus pandemic dampened demand, before recov-
ering to around $44 a barrel after OPEC+ produc-
ers agreed to record output cuts. Following the

move, Saudi oil production dropped to 7.5 million
barrels per day in June, compared to last year’s
average of 10 million bpd.

Aramco’s profits were also impacted by losses
posted by Saudi Basic Industries Co. (SABIC), the

petrochemicals giant
that it acquired for $69
billion in a deal agreed in
2019 and completed in
June this year. Saudi
Aramco was listed on
the Saudi bourse in
December following the
world’s biggest initial
public offering, generat-
ing $29.4 billion in the
sale of 1.7 percent of its
shares.

Nasser said Aramco would distribute $18.75 bil-
lion in dividends for the second quarter to keep its
listing promise of distributing at least $75 billion in
dividends a year for five years.

“Despite COVID-19 bringing the world to a
standstill, Aramco kept going,” he said.

US technology firm Apple last week replaced
Aramco as the world’s most valuable company after
its capitalization grew to $1.9 trillion, compared to
$1.76 trillion for Aramco. — AFP
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RIYADH: A file photo shows a view of the exchange board at the Stock Exchange Market (Tadawul) bourse
in Riyadh displaying Aramco shares on the second day of their trading. Energy giant Saudi Aramco said
yesterday its net profit for the second quarter plunged a massive 73 percent year-on-year due to sharply
lower oil prices. — AFP
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Trump signs orders 
extending economic 
relief for Americans
BEDMINSTER, United States: President Donald
Trump on Saturday signed executive actions
extending financial relief to Americans hit by the
coronavirus pandemic as polls showed a large
majority of voters unhappy with his handling of
the crisis. The four measures marked a presidential
show of strength after Trump’s Republican party
and White House team failed to agree with oppo-
sition Democrats in Congress on a new stimulus
package aimed at stopping vulnerable Americans
from falling through the cracks.

“We’ve had it and we’re going to save
American jobs and provide relief to the American
workers,” Trump said at a press conference at his
golf club in Bedminster, New Jersey, where he was
spending the weekend.

With double digit unemployment, disruption to
businesses from social distancing rules, and persist-
ent coronavirus spread, many Americans had been
relying on relief measures approved earlier by
Congress, but which mostly expired in July.

Trump said his decision to circumvent
Congress with executive actions would mean relief
money getting “rapidly distributed.” In reality, his
measures are likely to face court challenges
because Congress controls federal spending, and
in any case they may add up to less money than
initially appears.

For Trump, lagging badly in the polls against his
Democratic rival Joe Biden ahead of the November
3 presidential election, the orders were partly
about showing he is in charge. He turned the sign-
ing ceremony in the ballroom of the golf club into
an assault on his opponents and threw in several
false claims about his accomplishments in office. To
cheers from club members invited to watch the
event, Trump insulted the Democratic “crazy”
leader of the House of Representatives Nancy
Pelosi, denounced Biden as “far left,” and claimed
that Democrats want to “steal the election.”

Biden called Trump’s orders Saturday “a series
of half-baked measures.”

“They are just another cynical ploy designed to
deflect responsibility,” Biden said, adding that
Americans need a “real leader” who would work
to hammer out a deal with lawmakers.

One key Trump order promises to get $400 a
week added to Americans’ unemployment bene-
fits, while two others offer some protection from
evictions and relief for student loans. The $400
assistance is below the $600 offered in the
expired stimulus package. It may also end up a
mounting only to $300 extra a week, because
Trump said $100 would be provided from state,
not federal, budgets-and only if states were will-
ing or able to do so. — AFP

Staff still shun 
London’s ‘ghost 
town’ finance hubs 
LONDON:  Deserted streets, empty restaurants,
shuttered stores: London’s financial districts remain
largely abandoned by workers still worried about
the pandemic and reluctant to return to office life. 

The City, a square mile in the heart of the British
capital traditionally home to the finance industry,
was eerily quiet over the past week, with just a
smattering of tourists strolling the streets around St.
Paul’s Cathedral.  In Canary Wharf in east London’s
Docklands, known for its skyscrapers housing the
headquarters of major banks and related firms, it is
a similar story. 

The picture has not changed much despite the
government encouraging employees to begin
returning to workplaces since August 1 in a bid to
boost the struggling British economy. 

It is up to individual companies to decide how
forcefully to urge their staff back and many are opt-
ing for a more relaxed approached.  “Many of our
clients, particularly in finance and insurance, are not
coming back to work until next year,” said Pablo
Shah of the CEBR economic consultancy. 

Although London’s business districts are typical-
ly more empty at the peak of summer, the city has
looked like “a ghost town” recently, he added. Part
of the reason is companies have adopted remote
working successfully.  Many employees have
become comfortable holding meetings via video-

conferencing and appear more than happy to do
without the long and costly daily commutes to
offices.  Fears over using public transport and
childcare issues remain the prime obstacles to
office returns, according to business lobby London
First. But it expects things to change more signifi-
cantly in September, when children are set to
return to school. 

‘Get back to work!’
Only 34 percent of executives in Britain — 31

percent in London-are back in the office, a study by
US bank Morgan Stanley reported this week.  The
country, which has the highest death toll in Europe
from the coronavirus, lags behind its continental
neighbors, which have seen a majority of white-col-
lar employees return to workplaces.  The divide
between those working from home and others who
have returned to offices is showing signs of causing
friction within some companies, according to human
resources analysts. 

Katie Jacobs, from the Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development, wrote in the Daily
Telegraph that it had “fractured” some work envi-
ronments and anecdotally even sparked “resent-
ment” towards those staying away.  Some tabloids
have chosen their side, with the Daily Mail-whose
parent company owns two free commuter newspa-
pers hard-hit by the new work-from-home culture-
running several front page and opinion articles
demanding a return to offices.  

“We’ve had our lunch, now let’s get back to
work!” screamed the paper’s front page Tuesday,
the day after the government launched a restaurant
support scheme paying a chunk of diners’ bills. 

However, it may be disappointed with the
response.  Large companies like NatWest Bank

have recommended that the majority of their
employees continue to work remotely until next
year.  Google, which has restarted building its huge
headquarters next to King’s Cross station, is even
encouraging working-from-home until next July. 

‘Back together’ 
A change in tone is noticeable among some firms,

with Barclays bank boss James Staley leading the
shift. He noted 60,000 staff are working “from their
kitchen tables” and said the company wants “our
people back together”.

“We also have a responsibility to places like
Canary Wharf, (cities) like Manchester, like
Glasgow,” he added. Kevin Ellis, chairman of finance
giant PwC, expects half of his staff will be back by
next month. 

But he told the Sunday Times that the shift to
working from home had “bashed away presenteeism
forever”, adding that three or four days a week in
the office may become the new normal. Prime
Minister Boris Johnson’s government has been
pushing the return to work, despite the number of
virus cases starting to slowly increase, to help drive
an economic recovery.  “Unquestionably it will
require people to have the confidence to go back to
work in a COVID-secure way,” Johnson said on
Thursday. The damage is already enormous for many
businesses.  Cafe chain Pret A Manger, which has a
strong presence in the City, has already announced
the closure of many sites, with 1,000 jobs threat-
ened.  The CEBR estimated the pandemic resulted in
£2.3 billion ($3.0 billion, 2.5 billion euros) of lost
spending in shops, pubs and eateries near London
employment hubs between March and June, while
the capital is losing around £178 million per month
compared to pre-pandemic levels. — AFP

‘Robotaxis’ in China
take riders for a spin 
SHANGHAI: Chinese entrants in the race to put
autonomous vehicles on the road are bringing “rob-
otaxis” online in hopes that a hired-car format can
be the key to unlocking wide acceptance of the
futuristic technology. It is expected to be years
before cars that operate completely without human
intervention are unleashed owing to lingering tech-
nological, regulatory, and safety hurdles.

But as China challenges US tech dominance,
Chinese players such as Baidu, Alibaba-backed
AutoX and ride-sharing king DiDi Chuxing recently
launched autonomous taxi pilot projects in cities
around the country. Similar efforts are under way in
the US, and AutoX’s chief executive Xiao Jianxiong
said the first fully-autonomous vehicles could be on
the roads by the end of the year.

Robotaxis or delivery services are considered
ideal for accumulating the driving time and huge
data cache needed for cars to “learn” and become
safe enough. Chinese consumers-known for eagerly
embracing e-commerce, online payments and other
digital solutions-are lining up for a spin in DiDi
Chuxing’s self-developed autonomous taxis at a
Shanghai pilot project launched in June.

Underlining the work-in-progress nature of the
concept, a DiDi staffer occupies the driver’s seat,
ready to take the wheel if needed. But Da Xuan, a
24-year-old social-media worker, leapt at a taste of
the future.

‘Smooth’ running 
“I heard companies like Uber or Tesla were

doing autonomous driving, so I was curious what
Chinese companies were doing, whether they can
go into production, and if so, what will the (riding)
experience be like,” she said. “It was very smooth,”
Da said, adding that she would feel safe in such a
car. Test subjects use DiDi’s mobile app to plot a
ride through suburban roads in a Volvo fitted with a

crown of tech hardware topped by a spinning radar
device. The vehicle confidently sets out, accelerat-
ing, braking, signalling and turning on its own in real
traffic as a female voice calmly narrates: “Yielding
for crosswalk”; “Your car has been disinfected”.

When a large truck abruptly swerved in front,
DiDi’s AI driver smoothly applied the brake.

Like any student driver, however, it still needs
practice. At one stop sign, it braked so abruptly that
passengers lurched forward.  And any impromptu
deviation from the plotted route requires human
intervention. But Meng Xing, chief operating officer
of DiDi’s autonomous driving company, told AFP its
AI system “is already smart enough to handle most
of the situations”, and safety drivers almost never
need to touch the steering wheel or brakes.

Tesla chief executive Elon Musk, known for his

overly rosy predictions, raised eyebrows in July by
saying the US electric carmaker could have a com-
pletely autonomous car ready this year, which ana-
lysts have dismissed.

Paul Lewis, who heads policy research at the
Washington-based non-profit Eno Center for
Transportation, told AFP that hopes are being
“reset” as the pace of the technology’s development
disappoints. “Technology developers are starting to
realize the limits of artificial intelligence and the
benefits of the human brain in handling some of
these tasks,” he said, adding we remain “a long
way” from driverless cars.

But Xiao of AutoX expects a “sizeable” deploy-
ment of the vehicles-without safety drivers-could
take place in two to three years, with regulations
and technology being the main obstacles. — AFP

BEDMISTER: US President Donald Trump signs
executive orders extending coronavirus economic
relief, during a news conference in Bedminster,
New Jersey, on Saturday. — AFP

Tech giant Baidu has a 45-strong robotaxi fleet already on trial in central China’s Changsha city. — AFP


