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Tax cuts, reduced 
job benefits: 
Trump’s orders
WASHINGTON: After failing to reach a deal with the
US Congress for a fresh round of coronavirus pan-
demic relief, President Donald Trump signed a series
of executive orders aimed at pumping up America’s
pandemic-hit economy. The orders are likely to face
some legal challenges.

Unemployment relief
Trump’s order cuts enhanced federal unemployment

benefits - a lifeline for the tens of millions of Americans
thrown out of work during the pandemic - from $600 to
$400 per week. Democrats had been lobbying to extend
the original $600 a week enhanced benefits, which
expired on July 31. Trump proposes taking most of the
money from the coffers of the Federal Emergency
Management Agency - $44 billion, according to the
order - with 25 percent of the money coming from
states.

It’s not clear how Trump will convince state govern-
ments, whose revenues have been hard hit by the crisis,
to pony up their proposed share. Trump called the
reduced payments “generous.”

A payroll tax cut
Trump’s first order waives the payroll tax that funds

Social Security in a bid to inject extra money directly
into salaried employees’ pockets. Trump has been push-
ing the idea for a while but it has found little support in
Congress from Democrats or his fellow Republicans.

The executive order says the cut comes into effect on
Sept. 1, but Trump said it “most likely” would be retroac-
tive to Aug. 1 and translate into “bigger paychecks for
working families.”

Evictions
Trump’s order protecting homeowners and renters

from evictions is unlikely to face a challenge from
Democrats; indeed, House of Representatives Speaker
Nancy Pelosi this week encouraged the move. But it isn’t
clear how it will be executed. The order directs authori-
ties to provide “temporary financial assistance” to
renters and homeowners “struggling to meet their
monthly rental or mortgage obligations.” 

Even Trump seemed a little hazy on the order’s ulti-
mate effects, saying “we don’t want people being evicted
and the act that I am signing will solve that problem -
largely, hopefully, completely.”

Student loans
Trump said that interest on student loan payments -

frozen since March - would be suspended until the end
of the year. —Reuters

NEW YORK:  Seven months after the United States
and China signed a preliminary agreement to tem-
per their trade war, Beijing’s purchases of US agri-
cultural goods have yet to reach the deal’s target.

As President Donald Trump readies for a tough
reelection battle in November, US media reported the
two sides are set to meet beginning August 15 to dis-
cuss the deal, which calls for China to sharply increase
buying American goods and services this year and
next. But according to data compiled by the Peterson
Institute for International Economics (PIIE), Chinese
agricultural purchases at the end of June were far from
where they should be at this point in the year.

They had reached only 39 percent of their semi-
annual target, according
to US figures, or 48 per-
cent, based on Chinese
figures. “If we get back to
what the level of trade
was in 2017, we’l l  be
lucky,” said Chad Bown, a
PIIE senior fellow who
authored the study, refer-
ring to the year before the
trade war began.

Purchases pick up 
Under the deal’s terms, China agreed to increase

agricultural imports $32 billion over the next two
years from 2017 levels. Chinese orders for corn and
soybeans have increased since mid-July, with
Beijing buying just over three million tons of
American oilseeds between July 14 and August 7,
according to US Department of Agriculture data.

At the end of July, the United States reported
the largest-ever daily order by China for its corn, of
1.9 million tons. The announcements were a relief to
US farmers, who are expecting a bumper crop this

year and need to find buyers to take it.  They also
came at a time of high political tension between the
two countries, after the Trump administration
authorized sanctions against several Hong Kong
leaders over the rights crackdown in the city, and
restrictions on Chinese apps WeChat and TikTok.
The Chinese “realize we’re not being the best of
buddies right now, but they need the products and
they’re gonna take as much as they need,” said Jack
Scoville, agricultural market analyst for Price
Futures Group.

It’s possible that Beijing will change its orders
from buying this year’s harvest to next year’s.

But analysts warn that any orders could be
called off before the ships
carrying them leave port.

Brazil and Argentina,
two of the world’s largest
soybean and corn produc-
ers, are starting their har-
vests next spring, said
Brian Hoops, president of
the brokerage firm
Midwest Market Solutions.
China “could cancel all
these purchases they made
in July and buy at much

cheaper prices if that’s available to them,” Hoops said. 

‘Infeasible’ 
The trade deal dubbed “phase one” and signed

in January has managed to survive both the ten-
sions and the sharp global economic downturn
caused by the coronavirus pandemic, which has
badly hit international trade. US Trade
Representative Robert Lighthizer in June said
China would follow through on its commitments,
while Washington would also pursue a “phase two”

trade deal that “will focus on issues of overcapaci-
ty, subsidization, disciplines on China’s state-
owned enterprises, and cyber theft.”

Bown said any success in getting China to buy
not just farm but also energy and manufactured
goods, would aid Trump in his reelection campaign.

“$200 billion is a big round number that he can
go out and talk about,” Bown said, referring to the

amount China had committed to buy by the end of
2021. But China has lifted very few of the tariffs it
applied to American products during the trade war,
making achieving that objective “infeasible.”

“There’s no economic incentives for the Chinese
private sector to buy American. So if China is actu-
ally going to buy this stuff, it has to be through
state direction,” Bown said. —AFP

Countries reach only 39% of their semi-annual target

Despite an agreement, China’s 
purchase of US agriculture lags

Seven months after the United States and China signed a preliminary agreement to temper their trade
war, Beijing’s purchases of US agricultural goods have yet to reach the deal’s target. —AFP

US hemp farmers 
battle tough 
market, thieves 
STANLEY, United States: When she planted hemp
to make extra money for her family farm, Susan
Corbett did not imagine thieves would find their
way to her rural plot in Virginia to steal the plants.

And yet they did-one of many bends in the wild
and sometimes bumpy ride hemp farmers have had
since the crop was legalized in the United States in
2018. Two security cameras now watch over a por-
tion of Corbett’s crop, which looks and smells like
marijuana but contains very little tetrahydro-
cannabinol (THC), which is what gets users high.

Also warning would-be pilferers is a sign whose
bold black letters read: “This is not marijuana.”

“I don’t know what they were doing with it,”
Corbett said of her looted plants. “There’s no
THC in it.”

Hemp is in demand for its seeds, fiber and oil
containing the relaxing cannabinoid CBD-but it’s
also the same plant as marijuana, which remains
illegal federally and under varying restrictions in
most American states. Besides an oversaturated
market and laborious cultivation process, hemp

farmers hoping to profit from the newly legitimized
plant say they have had to navigate suspicious
police, a legal mandate to burn crops that exceed
THC limits and the problem of theft.

“Everybody plants it and goes ‘This is wonder-
ful,’” said Corbett. “I said ‘Just wait.’”

It’s not easy 
One of the world’s oldest cultivated plants, the

US banned hemp during the 20th century before
allowing its growing for research starting in 2014,
then legalizing it nationwide four years later. Forty-
six states have since passed laws regulating its cul-
tivation, with hemp licenses in 34 states growing
455 percent last year over 2018, according to Vote
Hemp, an advocacy group.

CBD, whether sold as a supplement or mixed
into food or drinks, has also grown popular, and
financial services firm Canaccord Genuity predicts
CBD sales will jump 45 percent to $18 billion by
2024. Those who grow hemp describe a demanding
crop that must be harvested by hand, maintained
with a rigorous spraying schedule to keep away
pests then dried out before it can be sold.  With so
much of the plant hitting the market, and a shortage
of processors, many farmers are seeing buyers
back out of agreements. “When we go to the CBD
market, it’s ‘We’ll pay you when we get paid,’ which
puts us in a problem with our creditors,” said David
Turner of DC Hemp, who farms in rural Dinwiddie

county, Virginia. Another peculiarity is the pres-
ence of THC in the plant. Farmers must constantly
test hemp to ensure the level doesn’t get too high,
otherwise they have to burn it. “If I get the wrong
situation where I have a crop out there, I’m a drug
lord,” Turner said.

Local media has reported cases of police around
the United States seizing hemp shipments on suspi-
cion of being marijuana, so growers have started
carrying around a pile of documentation when
transporting their harvest. —AFP

STANLEY: Hemp plants grow on the farm of Susan
Corbett in Stanley, Virginia. When she planted hemp to
make extra money for her family farm, Susan Corbett
did not imagine thieves would find their way to her
rural plot in Virginia to steal the plants. —AFP

Bargain-hunters 
look to US real 
estate stocks 
NEW YORK: As the S&P 500 approaches fresh highs,
some investors hope to pick up bargains in the bat-
tered US real estate sector, where values of some
major stocks have been cut in half this year.

Coronavirus-fueled lockdowns and a major shift
toward working from home have weighed on residen-
tial and retail US real estate investment trusts. The
sector has slid 7 percent this year compared with a 3
percent gain on the S&P 500.

Yet investors say stocks in the sector could jump if a
coronavirus vaccine loosens the pandemic’s hold on the
US economy. “You’re going to find more attractive spots
in the REIT space than you will in some areas of the
market like technology, that have the growth but are get-
ting expensive,” said Mark Freeman, chief investment
officer at Socorro Asset Management.

Among his largest positions is Alexandria Real Estate
Equities Inc, which rents space for medical research, and
Prologis Inc, which owns warehouses used for ecom-
merce fulfillment by companies such as Amazon.com Inc .
Drugmakers will likely have tens of millions of doses of

coronavirus vaccines in the early part of next year,
Anthony Fauci, the top US infectious diseases official,
told Reuters in an interview on Wednesday. Such a
breakthrough would be a boon for companies like mall
landlord Simon Property Group Inc, said John Creswell,
executive managing director at Duff & Phelps Investment
Management Co.

Shares of the company are down 58.2 percent for the
year to date and trade at a trailing price to earnings ratio
of 9.6, less than half of their 52-week high of 22.9. The
company, which is expected to report earnings on Aug. 10,
is managing the effects of the pandemic by capping its
spending until consumers once again feel comfortable
congregating in large groups, Creswell said. “They’re
showing that they can live with COVID, not just get
through COVID,” Creswell said. An extension of unem-
ployment benefits and another stimulus bill would likely
provide an outsized lift to retail and residential REITs that
have lagged hot sectors such as data centers, said Michael
Knott, Green Street’s head of US REIT Research.

“Given that consumption is such a critical aspect
of GDP, bridging toward an environment that starts
to look more normal will be pretty important to the
retail and residential space,” he said. There are plen-
ty reasons to be skeptical of a quick rebound.
Enhanced unemployment benefits lapsed last week,
and Congress has, as of Friday, had failed to pass
another stimulus bill that would provide relief. Those
enhanced benefits had funded continued spending

for many of the more than 20 million Americans who
have lost their jobs since February. More than 30
percent of mall-based businesses and office tenants
are expected to withhold at least part of their rent
payments this year, according to estimates from
Green Street Advisors. Valuations in the sector also
tend to vary widely, thanks to rallies in warehouse
and data-center stocks that have skewed averages
higher. Data center operator Digital Realty Trust, for
example, is up 31 percent for the year to date and
trades at a P/E of 55.2. —Reuters

In this file photo, a TV screen shows the numbers after
the closing bell at the New York Stock Exchange
(NYSE) in New York City. —AFP

Two sides to 
meet from
August 15 

German industrial 
output, trade surge
as virus curbs lift
FRANKFURT: German industrial output and
exports surged in June, driven by the coun-
try’s all-important car industry, as the econo-
my continued to recover after the shock of
the coronavirus pandemic. Industrial output
rose by 8.9 percent month-on-month, com-
pared with 7.4 percent in May, but remains
around 11.7 percent lower compared with the
same month the year before, according to

provisional data issued by German statistics
agency Destatis.  

Exports rebounded by 14.9 percent month-
on-month  in  June , extending a  s teady
increase of 9.0 percent in May, to 96.1 billion
euros, Destatis said. Germany is recovering
faster than initially expected, according to
Holger  Schmieding , ch ie f  economist  a t
Berenberg. “In the absence of a major acci-
dent, Germany can recoup at least half the Q2
drop in GDP in Q3 already.”

“Of course, it all depends on the virus and
the response to it,” he added.

Although welcome, June’s export figures are
still 9.4 percent down on the same month in
2019, and down 16 percent compared with

February this year. With imports of 80.5 billion
euros, a rise of 7.0 percent month-on-month,
Germany’s foreign-trade surplus rose to 15.6
billion euros, around the same level as a year
ago, when it was 16.5 billion euros. Meanwhile
production in the country’s key car industry-
which counts giants such as Volkswagen, BMW
and Mercedes-jumped 54.7 percent in June
compared with the previous month.

Consumer-goods production rose 7.3 per-
cent, while construction output was up 1.4
percent.

“With these strong numbers, some upward
revision of the Q2 GDP data should not be
excluded,” Carsten Brzeski, economist at ING
said. “All in all, today’s data confirm that at

least the rebound after the lifting of the lock-
down measures is V-shaped.”

However, the specter of further COVID-19
restrictions haunts any recovery. On Thursday,
Germany reported more than 1,000 new virus
cases for the first time since May. “The recov-
ery should continue in the coming months but
will probably lose momentum and we think
output will remain well below normal for a long
time yet,” Capital Economics said.  

“With all the risks of a second lockdown
wave, an increase of permanent unemploy-
ment and structural changes to the economy
stemming from COVID-19... it is... very unlike-
ly that this ‘V’ (upturn) will last for long,”
Brzeski added.  —AFP


