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WASHINGTON: There’s little doubt that government-
ordered business shutdowns to stop the spread of
COVID-19 damaged the US economy, but the exact
cost has not been clear. Researchers from HEC Paris
business school and Bocconi University in Milan have
reached a sobering calculation: the closures beginning
at the pandemic’s onset in March through May saved
29,000 lives-at a cost of $169 billion, or around $6 mil-
lion per person.

“Governors saved lives on the one hand, but reduced
economic activity on the other,” Jean-Noel Barrot, a
professor at HEC Paris and member of France’s National
Assembly, told AFP. How to address the world’s largest
coronavirus outbreak has become a vexing, politically
charged question in the United States, where the virus
has infected more than 12.2 million people and killed
nearly 257,000.

Virus cases are surging nationwide, prompting many
states to again implement restrictions on businesses. But
Barrot warns that changes in Americans’ behavior may
make renewed business restrictions less effective. “As
people become, perhaps, more responsible, as they
wear more masks and so on, the effect that we’re seeing
on infection is going to probably go down,” he said. 

Unprecedented shutdown 
The March orders were applied unevenly by state

and local governments, but caused unprecedented dis-
ruptions to the world’s largest economy, prompting a

debate over the government’s role in forcing people to
change their lifestyles in the name of public health.
Critics have said the restrictions, which were relaxed to
varying degrees in the spring and summer, are a costly
assault on personal freedom, while supporters say
they’re one of the ways the out-of-control virus can be
contained.

A June study published in Nature found that without
social distancing and business restrictions, the US
would have seen cases hit 5.2 million in early April,
rather than their actual level of around 365,000.

Researchers at Columbia University meanwhile
found that more than 35,000 lives could have been
saved had such measures been put in place just a week
earlier than their mid-March imposition. Though
nowhere near as stringent as in other countries where
curfews were strictly enforced and rulebreakers penal-
ized, the restrictions’ effects on the US economy were
seen almost immediately.

Weekly applications for jobless aid shot up, with
nearly 6.9 million filings in the week ended March 28,
while the unemployment rate skyrocketed to 14.7 per-
cent in April from its historic low of 3.5 percent in
February.  Using data from JHU and the US Census
Bureau, Barrot determined the various US shutdowns
cost about 0.8 percent of total US GDP, but reduced the
death toll in the period surveyed by around a quarter.

States’ moves to loosen the restrictions and massive
stimulus spending helped the economy heal, pushing the

unemployment rate to 6.9 percent in October and
weekly jobless aid filings down to around 750,000 —
still higher than the worst single week of the 2008-2010
global financial crisis.

While Barrot said new blanket restrictions may not

be as effective in preventing deaths this time around,
but they will certainly remain expensive. “What we need
to think of (are) contingency plans to avoid having to, so
to speak, burn so much of our collective wealth in order
to stay alive,” Barrot said. — AFP

$169bn for 29,000 lives? Study 
calculates cost of US shutdowns

People’s behavior may make renewed business curbs less effective

SAN DIEGO, CA: Business owners and local leaders participate in a rally at the County Administration Building in
San Diego, California. Business owners gathered to protest against new COVID-19 regulations as purple tier restric-
tions take effect. — AFP

US directs GM to 
recall 5.9m autos 
with Takata airbags
NEW YORK: US auto safety authorities ordered
General Motors to recall nearly six million pickup
trucks and sport utility vehicles to replace defective
Takata airbags, officials said. The National Highway
Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) rejected a
four-year old appeal from GM to exempt it from a
recall order to replace the Takata airbags, which are
prone to exploding in warmer regions.

The agency said exemptions like the one sought by
GM are “virtually never granted,” as it rejected GM’s
arguments that Takata airbags in its vehicles posed an
“inconsequential” risk to consumers.

“The threshold of evidence necessary to prove the
inconsequentiality of a defect such as this one-involv-
ing the potential performance failure of safety-critical
equipment-is very difficult to overcome,” the agency
said in its decision. “GM bears a heavy burden, and the
evidence and argument GM provides suffers from
numerous, significant deficiencies,” the agency contin-
ued. The decision cited more than 300 public com-
ments from consumers and others opposing the
exemption for GM. It also dismissed the significance of
the lack of known accidents tied to GM from Takata
airbags thus far. “That a rupture has not yet occurred
or been reported does not mean that a rupture will not
occur in the future, and it provides no support for the
notion that in the event of a rupture, the result will be
inconsequential to safety.”

GM will recall 5.9 million vehicles in the United
States and another one million vehicles overseas, a
spokesman said. The recall pertains to a dozen vehicles
from model years 2007-2014, including the Chevrolet

Silverado, the GMC Sierra and the GMC Yukon, the
NHTSA said.  GM said safety and trust of consumers
“is at the forefront of everything we do at General
Motors,” according to a statement. “Based on data
generated through independent scientific evaluation
conducted over several years, we disagree with
NHTSA’s position. However, we will abide by NHTSA’s
decision and begin taking the necessary steps.”

The agency gave GM 30 days to establish a sched-
ule for notifying vehicle owners and repairing the vehi-
cles. NHTSA has confirmed 18 fatalities in the United
States due to Takata airbag explosions and another
250 cases in which people have been injured. About 63
million airbags have been recalled. The Center for Auto
Safety applauded the NHTSA, calling its decision
“important” in a Monday tweet. In a 2019 letter to
NHTSA, the nonprofit said a petition for inconsequen-
tiality “is typically submitted and granted when a vehi-
cle fails to conform to certain safety standards but is at
least as safe as if it had conformed.—AFP

In blow to struggling 
Cubans, Western 
Union offices close 
HAVANA: Western Union Co suspended its operations
across Cuba on Monday evening as new US sanctions
kicked in, cutting a key lifeline for many struggling
Cuban families as the coronavirus pandemic deepens
the Communist-run island’s economic crisis.

US President-elect Joe Biden has promised to roll
back some sanctions on remittances. But any lifting of
the suspension could take time and until then, Cuban
Americans are expected to resort to alternatives that
are more costly, less secure and less rapid. Remittances
to Cuba are believed to be around $2 billion to $3 bil-
lion annually, representing its third biggest source of
dollars after the services industry and tourism.

Money transfers from the United States via Western
Union were estimated at more than $1 billion last year,
the majority of which was sent from Florida, according
to John Kavulich, president of the US-Cuba Trade and
Economic Council. Current options for remittances
include agencies that hire “mules” to fly out to Cuba
with cash and which predate Western Union’s start in
Cuba 20 years ago, as well as companies that transfer
dollars to Cuban accounts - though that money can only
be used at state stores.

Cryptocurrency exchanges are also promoting
themselves as an alternative. Cuban Americans can
transfer digital currencies to middle men on the island
who then give money to the Cuban Americans’ relatives.
But such platforms lack oversight, cryptocurrencies can
fluctuate rapidly and unexpectedly in value and internet
access is still not a given in Cuba, Kavulich said.

“We’ve looked but there are no safe services,” said
local resident Arturo Labaut. The closures of Western
Union’s 407 offices in Cuba came into effect after US
President Donald Trump’s administration banned US
firms sending remittances via military-controlled com-
panies that include Western Union’s main Cuban part-
ner. His administration has also previously capped the
amount Cuban Americans can send family members at
$1,000 per quarter, and transfers of money to non-fam-
ily members are no longer allowed. The new ban comes
just as Cuba has started enacting structural reforms to
revive its state-run economy which have been long
called for but which will spell pain for its residents in the
meantime. “It’s a bad time to be doing this because of
the suffering it will cause,” said Florida International
University professor Guillermo Grenier. “It’s not gov-
ernments that suffer, it’s people.” — Reuters

US manufacturing, 
services activity 
expanding rapidly 
WASHINGTON: US business activity expanded
at the fastest rate in more than five years in
November led by the quickest pickup in manufac-
turing since September 2014, a survey showed on
Monday in an indication the economy keeps mak-
ing progress at clambering out of the COVID-19
recession even as infections surge.

IHS Markit’s manufacturing and services sec-
tor purchasing managers’ indexes both topped
even the most optimistic forecasts in a Reuters
poll that predicted both would level off, offering a
counterweight to data suggesting economic
momentum was slackening after the third-quar-
ter’s torrid rebound from an historic plunge last
spring. The readings also offered one of the first
pictures of the state of the US economy after a
presidential election three weeks ago in which
Democrat Joe Biden beat incumbent Republican
President Donald Trump. “The upturn reflected
a further strengthening of demand, which in turn
encouraged firms to take on staff at a rate not
previously seen since the survey began in
2009,” IHS Markit Chief Business Economist
Chris Williamson said in a statement. Markit’s
manufacturing index climbed to 56.7 from 53.4
in October, above the median forecast in a
Reuters economists’ poll of 53. A reading above
50 indicates expansion.

The services index, meanwhile, rose to 57.7 -
the highest since April 2015 - from 56.9 a month
earlier. The Reuters poll had pegged the expec-
tation at 55.0. Markit’s composite index - a
blend of the manufacturing and services read-
ings - increased to 57.9 from 56.3 in October. It
was also the highest since April 2015. Markit
said its subindex for employment also rose at a
record pace as well, potentially welcome news in
a US job market that still features more than 10
million people without work who had been
employed before the COVID-19 pandemic
erupted in the first quarter.

With the election now over and subsequent
news of successful COVID-19 vaccine candidates,
Markit said survey respondents were the most
optimistic about the year ahead since May 2014.

Nonetheless, Markit’s survey results about
current activity are at odds with a number of
other recent readings on the US economy that
are far less favorable as a result of a resurgence
in COVID-19 that has led to record after record
of new daily infections and rising deaths. Last
week, October retail sales reported from the
Commerce Department showed the weakest
increase in six months , while the Labor
Department reported the first weekly increase in
new claims for unemployment benefits in a
month.—Reuters

In this file photo, line workers work on the chassis of fill-
size General Motors pickup trucks at the Flint Assembly
plant in Flint, Michigan. — AFP


