
WASHINGTON: US lawmakers agreed on a nearly
$900 billion COVID-19 relief package for millions of
Americans on Sunday, in a deal that follows months of
wrangling and comes as the nation battles the world’s
largest coronavirus outbreak.

The package includes aid for vaccine distribution and
logistics, extra jobless benefits of $300 per week, and a
new round of $600 stimulus checks-half the amount pro-
vided in checks distributed in March under the CARES
Act. Months of partisan debate and finger-pointing, as
well as last-minute negotiations, culminated in a deal law-
makers said they hoped to formally approve on Monday.

Talks had taken place amid a highly contentious cam-
paign for the US presidency and Donald Trump’s subse-
quent refusal to concede defeat to Democrat Joe Biden.
“We’ve agreed to a package of nearly $900 billion. It is
packed with targeted policies to help struggling
Americans who have already waited too long,”
Republican Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell said
in a statement. Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi
and Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer confirmed an
agreement had been reached with Republicans and the
White House on a deal that “delivers urgently needed
funds to save the lives and livelihoods of the American
people as the virus accelerates.”

The agreement also contains $25 billion in housing aid
to prevent evictions and nearly $100 billion to help
schools and childcare facilities re-open, a statement from
Pelosi and Schumer said. Congress was working under a
deadline of midnight Sunday, needing to reach consensus
to avoid a government shutdown. Number two House
Democrat Steny Hoyer said he expected the deal to pass
on Monday and then head to the Senate.

That meant it required passage of a stopgap meas-
ure-which was signed by Trump late Sunday-to keep the
federal government funded an extra 24 hours and avert a
shutdown. The House and Senate approved the stopgap
measure earlier Sunday. “The House will move swiftly to
pass this legislation immediately, so it can quickly be sent
to the Senate and then to the president’s desk for his sig-
nature,” Schumer and Pelosi said in a statement. 

“With the horrifying acceleration of daily infections
and deaths, there is no time to waste.”

In the wake of the deal, president-elect Biden-who
has promised to pass another cash injection when he
takes office in January-welcomed the agreement but said
more will need to be done. “Immediately, starting in the
new year, Congress will need to get to work on support
for our COVID-19 plan, for support to struggling families,
and investments in jobs and economic recovery,” he said
in a statement.

Battered economy 
Democrats and Republicans have traded blame for

months over the failure to reach a deal on this second
relief plan-and continued to do so even after the deal
was agreed on Sunday. As the pandemic takes a
record toll in US cases and deaths, the economy has
been gravely battered, with jobless numbers rising in
the past two weeks.  Making matters worse, millions of
Americans were poised to lose jobless benefits after
Christmas, and federal moratoria on evictions and
repayment of student loans are set to expire at the end
of the month.

New assistance for struggling businesses and the
unemployed is seen as critical to getting the world’s
biggest economy back on its feet, while new vaccines
offer hope that an end to the pandemic may be in
sight. The initial $2.2 trillion package passed in March
was credited with preventing a much more severe eco-
nomic downturn. It included huge amounts to rescue
American companies, including $377 billion in grants
to small businesses to pay workers and rent, $500 bil-
lion for loans to larger businesses and states and near-
ly $600 billion in tax breaks and deferrals.

But critics said too much assistance went to big
corporations and not enough to ordinary Americans
and small businesses. On Wednesday, Federal Reserve
chairman Jerome Powell stressed the high risk that
countless small businesses could go bust in the
absence of new federal aid.  The Fed has estimated that
the jobless rate will end the year at 6.7 percent before
dipping to 5 percent next year-still a long way from
the 3.5 percent registered in February.  — AFP
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US lawmakers reach deal on 
$900bn stimulus package

Pandemic batters economy, jobless numbers rising in past two weeks

WASHINGTON, DC: Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer speak after a press
conference on Capitol Hill on Sunday in Washington, DC. Republicans and Democrats in the Senate finally came to an
agreement on the coronavirus relief bill. — AFP

LNG’s future 
will be a 
greener one
By John Roper

Alarge box must be ticked before LNG can be
considered a cornerstone of the 21st century
energy basket - and that is its decarboniza-

tion. LNG has fairly been heralded as a coveted jig-
saw piece in the global energy transition; an energy
market to bridge the traditional fossil fuel industry of
the past with the renewables portfolio of the future.
But it can do more.  

The environmental microscope on LNG will only
intensify. Momentum driven by agreements like the
National Visions of Arab Gulf governments, the EU’s
Green Deal, Singapore’s Carbon Act, and more, have
been joined by net zero targets by some of the
world’s biggest economies and companies. We, for
one, plan to neutralize the carbon footprint of our
entire European operations by 2035. 

Sense of urgency 
Decarbonizing LNG has always been a point on

the business agenda, but this backdrop means it is
now a pertinent issue that needs immediate atten-
tion. Inaction risks dulling the environmental com-
petitiveness of the LNG market as other and cleaner
energy sources - solar, wind, biomass, and hydrogen,
for example - gain traction in the 2020s. And even if
renewables are not as competitive as firms and gov-
ernments would like - the returns are not as fruitful
as fossil fuels when oil prices are higher, for example
- we nonetheless have a social responsibility to pro-
tect the planet.  

LNG is considered the ‘greenest fossil fuel’ with
117 pounds of CO2 produced per million British ther-
mal units (MMBtu) equivalent of natural gas, detailed
the Energy Information Administration (EIA). This is
versus 200 pounds and 160 pounds for coal and dis-
tillate fuel oil, respectively. But LNG is still a fossil
fuel market, which has polluting supply chains clash-
ing with the global push for a net zero future. Our
collective goal should be reducing the emissions
(both methane and CO2) along the value chain with
‘carbon neutral’ LNG, which would make this
already highly attractive market even more relevant
for the 21st century climate agenda. 

Balancing the books  
So, what is the ‘carbon neutral’ LNG of the future

that industry must achieve? Carbon neutral LNG
does not mean that a cargo does not cause emis-
sions, but that GHG emissions can be offset through
the purchase of credits from carbon removal proj-
ects. Examples of such projects - many already tried
and tested via clean development mechanisms

(CDM) - include renewable and reforestation proj-
ects. For true carbon neutrality, methane emissions
must also be mitigated - another journey that LNG
stakeholders must embark on.  

But there is a catch; offsetting is not cheap. The
price tag could particularly sting in today’s economic
environment of depressed oil prices and a 6.5 per-
cent retraction in the global growth outlook for 2021,
flagged the International Monetary Fund (IMF). For
example, when investing in reforestation projects to
offset the carbon footprint of a cargo, the cost can
easily rise to $10/tCO2e or more. At this cost, if one
assumes the total GHG emissions of a conventional
LNG cargo at around 250, 000 tCO2e, offsetting
GHG emissions for one LNG cargo amounts to
$2.5mn per cargo, according to the International
Group of Liquefied Natural Gas Importers
(GIIGNL). 

But seeing this from a
cost perspective only
risks being narrow-
minded. Firstly, compa-
nies will increasingly
want - and need - to be
able to show they have
premium LNG that
boasts carbon aware-
ness and neutrality,
especially as climate-
related finance gets
more support. Plus,

proactivity now will keep propelling the attractive-
ness of LNG - already considered a greener fuel by
many - as its fossil fuel cousins grapple for relevance
with financiers. Illustrating the shift in sentiment,
more than 1,200 institutions worldwide managing
$14.5trn in assets have committed to divest from fos-
sil fuels, up from 181 managing $50bn five years ago,
said international movement Fossil Free. LNG wants
to be on the right side of this conversation - and it
can easily be if it accelerates decarbonization. 

Next 3 steps? 
The first step is to improve measuring, monitor-

ing, verifying, and reporting, including an accounting
methodology for the life-cycle assessment (LCA)
emissions of LNG and the carbon footprint per LNG
cargo. The second move focuses on reduction, which
includes assessing and ranking abatement options,
implementing emissions reduction actions efficiently,
and reporting emission reductions. The third step is
to increase offsetting. This encompasses originating
green certificates, designing offsets per customers’
requirements (quantity, quality, origin, and so on),
and creating a premium LNG product. All three
steps are needed, each tying into one another; one
cannot offset CO2 emissions if monitoring has not
been done effectively, and one cannot monitor effi-
ciently if there is no accounting methodology, and so
on. Clearly, there is no silver bullet to carbon neutral
LNG, but as the proverb goes: ‘What comes easy
won’t last and what lasts won’t come easy.’ 

Note: John Roper is CEO Middle East, Uniper
Global Commodities SE
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Lebanon parliament 
clears way for forensic 
audit of central bank
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s parliament yesterday approved a
bill that suspends banking secrecy laws for one year to
allow for a forensic audit of the central bank, a key
demand of international donors, state media said.
“Parliament approved a draft law... that suspends
banking secrecy for one year,” the official National
News Agency reported.

The vote came in in accordance with a November
decision by parliament to clear hurdles obstructing a
forensic audit of the central bank and public institu-
tions, the NNA added. 

The International Monetary Fund and France are
among creditors demanding the audit as part of urgent
reforms to unlock financial support, as the country
faces a grinding economic crisis. But the central bank
has claimed that provisions including Lebanon’s
Banking Secrecy Law prevent it from releasing some
of the necessary information. “After approving a law
that lifts banking secrecy... we can begin a forensic
audit,” said Hasan Fadlallah, a lawmaker affiliated with
the powerful Shiite Hezbollah movement. 

But lawyer and activist Nizar Saghieh argued that
Monday’s decision would only be “window dressing”

in the absence of a clear intention from government to
carry out the audit.

“Implementation is a whole separate matter,” he
said. New York-based Alvarez and Marsal, a consul-
tancy firm formerly tasked with the audit, scrapped its
agreement with the government in November because
the central bank had failed to hand over required data.

The move sparked widespread crit icism of
Lebanon’s authorities.The country, which defaulted
on its debt this year, is experiencing its worst eco-
nomic crisis in decades and is still reeling from a
devastating explosion at Beirut’s port that gutted
entire neighborhoods of the capital on August 4. The
dire economic straits and the explosion have both
been widely blamed on government corruption and
incompetence. — AFP 


