
WILMINGTON: President-elect Joe Biden on
Monday called for a new stimulus package to help
the United States recover from the damage caused
by coronavirus pandemic. Biden renewed his plea
for more aid following a meeting with business and
labor leaders to lay out his plans for the world’s
largest economy.

The type of massive stimulus spending only
Washington lawmakers can approve is regarded as
key in getting the US back on its feet after the mass
layoffs and sharp downturn in growth caused by
COVID-19, but Republicans and Democrats have been
unable to agree on a new package. 

Biden, a Democrat who triumphed over Republican
President Donald Trump in elections earlier this
month, called for Congress to back a $2.2 trillion
measure approved by the Democrat-led House of
Representatives. “It has all the money and capacity to
take care of each of those things now. Not tomorrow,
now,” Biden said in a speech in his hometown
Wilmington, Delaware, the state he represented for
three decades in the Senate.

But Republicans in the Senate have refused to sup-
port a measure anywhere near that large, preferring to
pass smaller bills targeted at specific needs, which
Democratic leaders have rejected. Congress in March
approved the $2.2 trillion CARES Act, which included
a program of loans and grants to aid small businesses
as well as expanded payments to the workers who lost
their jobs. Those programs were seen as crucial in
helping sectors like retail sales recover from the
downturn, but they expired over the summer, raising
fears of a renewed slump in economic activity.

“This is about keeping Americans afloat. Get them

through this pandemic, get them through where they
still-their businesses are able to come back,” Biden
said. “The money is there.”

Two runoff elections in Georgia set for early
January will decide if Democrats can take control of
the Senate and give the party unified control of
Congress, but Biden called for Republicans to over-
come their opposition to a spending package in the
weeks before the new Congress is seated.

“There ought to be at least a dozen of them have
the courage to stand up and save lives and jobs now.
We should be doing it now,” he said. 

Unprecedented transition 
Trump’s refusal to concede the election result,

which is unprecedented in modern US history, is com-
plicating Biden’s planning. The president has launched
a flurry of long-shot lawsuits against the election
results in key states and prevented his officials from
working with Biden’s transition team.

Responding to a question from a reporter, Biden, a
former vice president, warned “more people may die”
of coronavirus if the administration refuses to coordi-
nate with the incoming team, particularly on distribut-
ing potential vaccines. Biden has found easier recog-
nition of his victory outside Washington politics,
meeting virtually on Monday with heads of major
American companies like Mary Barra of General
Motors and Microsoft’s Satya Nadella, as well as
Richard Trumka, president of the AFP-CIO trade
union federation. 

The president-elect outlined his economic pro-
gram, pledging his support for unions and for raising
the national minimum wage to $15 per hour, and invest

$300 million into making the US competitive in
emerging technologies, “creating three million good-
paying jobs.” He also repeated his plan to alter the
US tax structure.

“We’re going to have a fair tax structure that
makes sure the wealthiest among us and corporations
pay their fair share,” Biden said. The president-elect
spoke as the United States faces an increasingly grim

outlook for the coming winter months as COVID-19
infections hit levels unseen since the pandemic took
off in March. “We’re going into a very dark winter,”
Biden said. He said he agreed with union and corpo-
rate leaders that the world’s largest coronavirus out-
break could be stemmed by “rallying the country
behind a national strategy with robust public health
measures, like mandatory masking.” —AFP

President-elect meets business and labor leaders amid pandemic resurgence

Biden calls for new US stimulus package

UK airline EasyJet 
dives into historic 
loss on virus
LONDON: EasyJet yesterday posted the
first annual pre-tax loss in its 25-year
history, prompting it to seek more gov-
ernment help as the coronavirus pan-
demic hammers air travel. The British no-
frills carrier suffered a pre-tax loss of
£1.27 billion ($1.7 billion, 1.4 billion
euros) in its reporting year to September.
That contrasted with a year-earlier profit
of £430 million.

Passenger numbers halved to 48.1 mil-
lion as Covid-19 travel restrictions
slammed demand. Revenue slumped by a
similar proportion to stand at £3.0 billion,
EasyJet said in a results statement.

It added that it plans to fly no more
than 20 percent of normal capacity during
its current first quarter ending on
December 31. But chief executive Johan
Lundgren said the company was “well
positioned and expecting to bounce back
strongly” after responding “robustly and
decisively” to the virus fallout.

The airline is in the process of axing up
to 4,500 jobs or almost one third of its
staff as it seeks to navigate the crisis, mir-
roring painful cost-cutting across the

world aviation sector.
It has raised more than £3.1 billion in

extra liquidity since the start of the deadly
pandemic, including £600 million from the
British government’s emergency Covid
Corporate Financing Facility.

The carrier yesterday said it is “plan-
ning to extend... borrowing” from the facil-
ity after talks with the Bank of England
and UK Treasury department.

‘Robustly and decisively’ 
“I am immensely proud of the perform-

ance of the EasyJet team in facing the
challenges of 2020,” Lundgren said in the
statement. “We responded robustly and
decisively, minimizing losses, reducing cash
burn and launching the largest... restruc-
turing program in our history.” He also
cheered “welcome news” on a Covid-19
vaccine that could potentially herald a
longer-term return to normality.

“We retain the flexibility to rapidly
ramp up when demand returns... We know
our customers want to fly with us,” he said.
The carrier grounded its entire fleet on
March 30 as Britain went into an initial
lockdown, returning to the skies with only
a very limited schedule in the middle of
June. There was a modest recovery in
summer demand-but “widespread quaran-
tine measures introduced in September
once again eroded demand and consumer
confidence to travel”, it noted.

The airline has been hit additionally by
a second lockdown currently in force
across much of Britain. In reaction to the
results, EasyJet shares sank 4.0 percent to
746.20 pence in morning London deals.
The stock is down by about 45 percent in
2020, mirroring sharp falls across the
entire aviation sector.

Hopes of there being a vaccine as early
a this year have however handed airlines

some big gains over the past week.
“EasyJet shareholders will be hoping that
the worst is now behind them,” noted
William Ryder, equity analyst at
Hargreaves Lansdown stockbrokers. 

“Although capacity is still expected to
be down dramatically in the first quarter of
EasyJet’s 2021 financial year, positive vac-
cine news has promised light at the end of
the tunnel.”  —AFP

US retail sales 
miss forecasts;
Walmart shines
WASHINGTON: US retail sales
increased less than expected in October
and could slow further, restrained by
spiraling new COVID-19 infections and
declining household income as millions
of unemployed Americans lose govern-
ment financial support.

Retail sales rose 0.3 percent last
month, the Commerce Department said
yesterday. Data for September was
revised down to show sales surging 1.6
percent instead of shooting up 1.9 per-
cent as previously reported. Economists
polled by Reuters had forecast retail
sales would gain 0.5 percent in October.
Excluding automobiles, gasoline, build-
ing materials and food services, retail
sales nudged up 0.1 percent after a
downwardly revised 0.9 percent
increase in September. These so-called
core retail sales correspond most closely
with the consumer spending component

of gross domestic product. They were
previously estimated to have risen 1.4
percent in September.

Daily new coronavirus cases have
been exceeding 100,000 since early this
month, pushing the number of infections
in the United States above 11 million,
according to a Reuters tally. Some state
and local governments have imposed
new restrictions on businesses.
Restrictions and consumer avoidance of
crowded places like bars and restaurants
could undercut spending and trigger
another wave of layoffs, further squeez-
ing incomes following the loss of a gov-
ernment weekly unemployment subsidy.

The supplement, which was part of
more than $3 trillion in government
coronavirus relief, has lapsed for millions
of unemployed and underemployed
workers. Millions more will lose benefits
next month when a government-funded
program for the self-employed, gig
workers and others who do not qualify
for the regular state unemployment pro-
grams expires. 

Another government program pro-
viding benefits for people who have
exhausted their six months of eligibili-
ty for state aid will also lapse at the

end of December.
A second rescue package is unlikely

before President-elect Joe Biden takes
office in January. Economists expect
moderate retail sales growth for the
rest of the year, which will contribute
to slower economic growth after a his-
toric rebound in gross domestic prod-

uct in the third quarter. A JPMorgan
survey of credit and debit cardholders
showed a broad decline in spending
through Nov 9, with big drops in
states where COVID-19 is spreading
most rapidly. Growth estimates for the
fourth quarter are below a 5 percent
annualized rate.  —Agencies 

US being left behind 
after Asia forms 
RCEP: US Chamber
WASHINGTON: The US Chamber of
Commerce said on Monday it was concerned
the United States was being left behind after 15
Asia-Pacific economies on Sunday formed the
world’s largest free-trade bloc, cementing
China’s dominant role in regional trade.

The Chamber welcomed the trade-liberaliz-
ing benefits of the new Regional
Comprehensive Partnership Agreement (RCEP),
saying US exporters, workers and farmers
needed greater access to Asian markets. But it
said Washington should not join the bloc. RCEP
covers 30 percent of the global economy and
30 percent of the global population, joining for
the first time Asian powers China, Japan and
South Korea. It aims in coming years to pro-
gressively lower tariffs across many areas.

The United States is absent from both RCEP
and the successor to the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP), leaving the world’s biggest
economy out of two trade groups that span the
world’s fastest-growing region. Myron Brilliant,
executive vice president of the Chamber, said
US President Donald Trump’s administration
had moved to confront unfair trade practices by
China but secured only limited new opportuni-
ties for US exporters in other parts of Asia.

Trump in early 2017 quit the TPP agreement,
which his predecessor, Barack Obama, had
negotiated as part of a US pivot to Asia. Trump
has not concluded any comprehensive new
trade deals in Asia since then, Brilliant said.
“Given the shortcomings of RCEP, we would not
recommend the United States joining,” Brilliant
said, noting that recent US trade agreements
had included stronger, enforceable rules on
issues such digital trade, non-tariff barriers and
intellectual property protections.

“The United States should, however, adopt a
more forward-looking, strategic effort to main-
tain a solid US economic presence in the
region,” he said. “Otherwise, we risk being on
the outside looking in as one of the world’s pri-
mary engines of growth hums along without us.”

Brilliant noted that US exports to the Asia-
Pacific market had increased steadily in recent
decades but that the market share of US firms
had declined. He underscored the importance
of the Asia-Pacific market, citing forecasts that
call for an average growth rate of over 5 per-
cent in 2021 and a rapid expansion in the mid-
dle class.  —Reuters
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In this file photo,  a Walmart logo is seen outside a store in Washington,
DC. —AFP

WILMINGTON: US President-elect Joe Biden (left) and US Vice President-elect Kamala Harris (right) meet
virtually with business and labor leaders at The Queen in Wilmington, Delaware on Monday. —AFP

GENEVA: In this file photo, empty check-in area of British low-cost airline
EasyJet in Geneva. British no-frills airline EasyJet yesterday posted the
group’s first ever annual pre-tax loss as a result of the devastating impact of
the coronavirus pandemic on global travel. —AFP

Report names and
shames countries 
cosy with Big Tobacco
PARIS: The global tobacco industry has aggressively
lobbied governments during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic to expand markets and blunt measures designed to
curb their business, a report from watchdog groups
aligned with the World Health Organization claimed
yesterday. A ranking of 57 countries based on their

willingness to keep Big Tobacco at bay puts Japan
and Indonesia at the bottom of the list, with Romania,
China and Lebanon among the 10 worst offenders.

The United States is the lowest-ranked wealthy
nation, with Malaysia, Spain, Germany and India also
seen as too accommodating, said the report by non-
profit groups based in France, England and Thailand.
“The tobacco industry has a well-documented histo-
ry of deception and of capitalizing on humanitarian
crises, and it is using the pandemic to attempt to
improve its deteriorating public image,” commented
Adriana Blanco Marquizo, head of the secretariat for
the World Health Organization Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control.

Tobacco claims some eight million lives each year
from cancer and other lung diseases, a million in
China alone.  In several countries, stringent tobacco
control measures were defeated or diluted.

Philip Morris International (PMI), for example,
“lobbied for the promotion and sale of its heated
tobacco product in a dozen countries”, resulting in
the lifting of bans, lower taxes, and a voice in govern-
ment-led deliberations on regulating tobacco prod-
ucts, the report found.

Taxes on these new nicotine delivery devices are
now lower than cigarettes in France, Germany and
Japan. Costa Rica, Zambia and Bangladesh also
eased the tax burden for tobacco firms.  

During the pandemic, tobacco firms have been
handing out personal protective equipment, venti-
lators  and hand sanitizers in countries across the
world.  “While publicizing its charitable acts to
resuscitate its image as being part of the solution,
the industry was simultaneously lobbying govern-
ments not to impose restrictions on its business,”
the report said. In Kenya, the government listed
tobacco products as “essential products” during
the pandemic, and in Jordon cigarettes were deliv-
ered with bread and other foods directly to neigh-
borhoods.  In contrast, India and South Africa
banned the sale of tobacco products during the
pandemic. —AFP


