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Airbus looks to A321 XLR to 
propel recovery from virus

Aircraft picked up over 450 orders since 2019 Paris Air Show 
PARIS: The COVID-19 pandemic has hit aircraft
manufacturers hard but Airbus is already looking
towards a new plane to help drive its recovery and
get a leg up on rival Boeing.

The A321 XLR will be the latest in Airbus’s sin-
gle-aisle A320 family when deliveries begin in 2023.
The XLR stands for extra-long range and the air-
craft can more than handle crossing the North
Atlantic, opening up the possibility airlines can use
it on routes that have been the preserve of wide-
body long-range aircraft up to now. Since the model
was first presented at the Paris Air Show in June
2019 the aircraft has picked up more than 450
orders, including 37 last year.

Airbus, which has said its new orders plunged 65
percent in 2020 to 268, releases earnings results
today. Boeing already reported last month an annual
$13.8 billion loss for its commercial aircraft division,
with revenues slashed in half by the pandemic to $16.1
billion. “The XLR continues to enjoy a very strong
market demand,” Airbus commercial chief Christian
Scherer said recently.

Among the 24 clients for the A321 XLR are
American Airlines and compatriot United Airlines,
which have ordered 50 each, while Australia’s Qantas
wants 36. The aircraft is positioned at what is known
as the “middle of the market” in the aviation industry-
the gap between single-aisle narrow-body aircraft
and twin-aisle wide-body planes.  The only aircraft to
have served this segment was the single-aisle Boeing
757, which had a range of approximately 4,000 nau-
tical miles (7,400 kilometers), and ended production
in the mid-2000s. This was enough range for the air-
craft to make it across the North Atlantic, although it
was complicated for airlines to use it in practice as in
case of strong winds it would need to make a refu-
elling stop, throwing the travel plans of passengers

with connecting flights into chaos. While the longest-
range aircraft so far the Airbus A320 family met the
range of the Boeing 757, it is only with the XLR and
its range of 4,700 nautical mile that airlines will be
able to use the aircraft on North Atlantic routes with-
out worry. 

Before the pandemic the aircraft was seen as a
flexible option for airlines to test and develop new
routes with less traffic in a more profitable manner as
it carries fewer passengers than Airbus’s wide-body
aircraft, the A330 and A350.

With the pandemic having decimated air traffic,
airlines are likely to have even more need for such air-
craft as they rebuild their route networks. “It’s fitting
very well with the market needs,” said Airbus CEO
Guillaume Faury.  “It was the case before the pan-
demic but we think this is going to be even more the
case after the pandemic,” he added.

Not a niche  
An 321 XLR “costs much less to buy and service”

as well as fly than a wide-body aircraft, said Jerome

Bouchard, an aviation specialist at consulting firm
Oliver Wyman. Especially as “pilot training-an impor-
tant element of costs-can be mutualized between
long-haul operations and those for short- and medi-
um-haul flights,” he told AFP. The various versions of
the A321 account for nearly half of the 6,355 single-
aisle aircraft on Airbus’s order book.

Airbus’s Scherer believes that the XLR “is going to
be the main proportion of our A321s. I don’t see it as a
niche”. Boeing currently has nothing comparable to
the XLR to offer. Last year, preoccupied with the 737
MAX crisis and saddled with a debt of nearly $64 bil-
lion, Boeing decided to not go forward with what it
called its New Midsize Aircraft (NMA) project.

The plan was for delivering by 2025 an aircraft that
could transport up to 275 passengers nearly 9,000
km. For Teal Group aviation analyst Richard
Aboulafia, this means Airbus has seized the middle
market just as “Covid-19 accelerates the shift to the
middle market”.

He said “Boeing faces a very serious mid-market
challenge”. If Boeing won in the 2000s with its choice
of developing the long-range B787 Dreamliner while
Airbus went with the super-jumbo A380, this time the
situation is reversed. The decision to cancel the NMA
“will cost Boeing dearly, at least for the decade to
come”, said Bouchard.

But Boeing may not be giving up on the middle
market segment. Comments by CEO David Calhoun
last month left the impression it was working on such
a plan. He said the firm was taking its time but that its
engineers were advancing “so that we’re ready when
that moment comes to offer a really differentiated
product”. The Aviation Week trade journal has
reported that Boeing has begun to sound out its sup-
pliers about an aircraft that could enter service at the
end of the decade. — AFP

LONDON: A Virgin Atlantic Airbus A330 passenger plane is seen above a hotel coming in to land at London Heathrow Airport
in west London. The A321 XLR will be the latest in Airbus’s single-aisle A320 family when deliveries begin in 2023. — AFP

RAUB, Malayasia: Workers inspecting the quality of durians at a collecting center in Raub in Malaysia’s Pahang state as traders
become more reliant on China’s appetite for the world’s smelliest fruit. — AFP

Malaysian durian 
trade battered as 
lockdown bites
RAUB, Malaysia: Durians falling from trees are col-
lected in nets on a farm in Malaysia, where a long
lockdown has slowed domestic demand and left
traders more reliant on China’s appetite for the world’s
smelliest fruit. Grown across tropical Southeast Asia,
fans love the “king of fruits” for its bittersweet flavors
and creamy texture although critics compare its odor
to rotting garbage, and it is banned from many hotels
and on public transport. 

A first lockdown in Malaysia did not do too much
damage to demand but a serious Covid-19 resurgence
has prompted authorities to re-impose curbs for a
longer period, hitting the economy again and hammer-
ing the durian industry. With the roadside stalls where

people usually eat the fruits largely empty of cus-
tomers, sales have plummeted. “Compared to last year,
the local sales are not as good,” Eric Chan, a trader
and managing director of Dulai Fruits Enterprise, said.
On the farm in Raub, outside Kuala Lumpur, some of
the precious fruits are caught in nets stretched out
under trees to ensure they don’t suffer any damage. 

Many are destined for China, where the virus
emerged but which has largely tamed its outbreak and
is once again recording economic growth. “If there are
no exports, or when there is no stock for the export, I
think (such a scenario) will collapse the whole indus-
try,” said Top Fruits managing director Tan Sue Sian.
The trade in durians has exploded over the past
decade, largely driven by China’s growing appetite,
with prices of the once cheap fruit selling for 60 ring-
git ($14) or more a kilo. 

The fruit was once exported to China only as pulp
and paste but in 2019 officials there allowed the ship-
ment of frozen whole fruits, in a further boost to the
industry. Durians can be found in Malaysia at all times
of the year, though the fruit has bumper harvests at
certain times. — AFP

$59m Hong Kong 
flat sale sets 
new Asia record
HONG KONG: Hong Kong may be in its worst reces-
sion in years but its luxury property market is still
thriving after a five-bedroom apartment broke records
with its $59 million price tag.

While there have been more expensive properties
sold in Hong Kong, the 3,378-square-foot penthouse
in the affluent Mid-Levels neighborhood set a new
benchmark for price per square foot at $17,500. The
HK$459.4 million sale, reported by local media on
Wednesday and recorded in the development’s regis-
ter of transactions, illustrates the stark inequality in
Hong Kong.

Recent political instability coupled with the coron-
avirus has hammered the economy, which contracted a
record of 6.1 percent last year. Unemployment is cur-
rently at 6.6 percent, the highest in 16 years. But bell-
wether luxury property sales suggest the superrich are
weathering the storm just fine.

The price paid by the unidentified buyer for the
property at 21 Borrett Road-a newly built luxury
apartment tower-beat the previous price per square
foot record set in 2017. And it comes a week after a
consortium set a new record when it paid $935.2 mil-
lion-or $6,450 per square foot-for a piece of land on
The Peak, the mountain that dominates Hong Kong
Island and remains the city’s most exclusive neighbor-
hood. Hong Kong is a city of stark contrasts-where
impoverished elderly people can be seen collecting
cardboard to recycle on streets filled with supercars
and luxury goods stores.

The cramped financial hub regularly tops various
rankings of cities with the least affordable housing in
the world, with even the cheapest apartments far out
of reach for most workers.

Successive governments have failed to tackle
inequality or the yawning shortage of housing, some-
thing that helped fuel huge democracy protests in
recent years. A 2019 report by real estate firm CBRE
ranked Hong Kong as the most expensive city for resi-
dential property, with an average price of $2,091 per
square foot.  It listed the average property price in
Hong Kong as $1.2 million-far above second-placed
Singapore at $874,372.

A report that year by UBS said a “skilled worker”
needed 22 years of income to afford a 60-square-
metre (645-square-foot) flat, up from 12 years a
decade ago, with salaries staying largely the same
since 2008. But the ultra-wealthy have seen their for-
tunes continue to grow. 

According to Knight Frank’s global wealth report,
the number of billionaires in Hong Kong grew from 40
in 2013 to 71 in 2019, giving the city one of the highest
ratios of billionaires per capita in the world. — AFP

HONG KONG: This general view shows residential build-
ings at 21 Borrett Road in Hong Kong yesterday where a
five-bedroom, 3,378 square-foot penthouse flat has sold
for $59.3 million. — AFP

KUWAIT: Benchmark equity markets were mostly
weaker in January as worries over the economic impact
of new restrictions in some countries, the slow pace of
vaccine rollout and vaccine efficacy against new virus
strains partially clipped earlier risk appetite, overshadow-
ing the prospect of large US fiscal stimulus likely to be
implemented by the end of the quarter. This came as the
IMF revised up its forecasts for world economic growth
this year - to 5.5 percent from 5.2 percent in October -
incorporating a more positive post-pandemic recovery
story due in large part to stronger US growth (up 2 per-
cent to 5.1 percent) relative to its previous pre-vaccine
projections. The path of the virus of course remains key
to the global recovery story, with developing markets
potentially lagging due to lower vaccine access and less
capacity for policy support. Meanwhile, Brent crude oil
rallied to above the $60/bbl mark for the first time in a
year, helped in particular by large, unilateral if time-
bound cuts in oil output by Saudi Arabia. 

Biden digs in on stimulus proposal
President Biden’s first weeks in office have focused

on tightening health measures to cope with the virus
pandemic and advancing his huge proposed fiscal stim-
ulus package to support an economic recovery showing
signs of waning. The latter risk was underlined by
another soft month for the labor market in January,
which saw a rise of just 49,000 (mostly government)
jobs with layoffs in the virus-exposed leisure and hospi-
tality sectors continuing. Biden’s team now looks more
determined to push through most of the $1.9 trillion (8
percent of GDP) stimulus including individual checks of
$1,400, even if it means abandoning a bipartisan deal
with congressional Republicans who want a smaller

boost. Criticism of the Biden plan has even come from
former (Democratic) Treasury Secretary Larry
Summers, who argued that it is excessive, potentially
inflationary and a risk to financial stability. The Biden
team continues to argue that given the precarious eco-
nomic picture and stress on household finances, the risk
of too much stimulus is smaller than the risk of too little.
The aim is to approve the deal by mid-March when key
unemployment benefits are set to expire.

Eurozone economy enters double-dip downturn
Lockdown and curfew measures imposed across

much of the Eurozone since December have seen new
virus cases fall significantly, but the economic cost has
been large and may now be extended due to sluggish
vaccine rollout and as governments threaten to keep
restrictions in place to address new virus strains. The
Eurozone economy entered a double-dip downturn in
4Q20, although GDP contracted a less-than-feared -0.7
percent q/q with Germany (+0.1 percent, helped by a
temporary VAT cut) and Spain (+0.4 percent, which suf-
fered the largest drop in Q2) managing to eke out small
gains. GDP in 1Q21 is expected to decline again, with the
PMI falling further below the ‘no change’ 50 mark at 47.8
in January and some countries suffering Brexit-related
disruptions to trade. Regional output is unlikely to reach
pre-pandemic levels until mid-2022, with the IMF recent-
ly lowering its 2021 growth forecast to 4.2 percent from
5.2 percent before. 

Despite the weak conditions, the European Central
Bank (ECB) kept policy unchanged in January (deposit
rate at -0.5 percent, PEPP asset purchases of Ä1.85 tril-
lion), preferring to give previous stimulus more time to
play out. The prospect of additional loosening has been

slightly clouded by a very sharp jump in core inflation to
a more than five-year high of 1.4 percent y/y in January
from 0.2 percent in December, bringing it closer to the
bank’s near-2 percent target. 

In the UK, the Bank of England as expected left policy
on hold in February (Bank rate at 0.1 percent and total
asset purchases of £895 billion), though warned banks to
prepare for a possible move to negative interest rates no
sooner than six months into the future if the recovery
needs supporting. The Bank lowered its 2021 growth fore-
cast to 5.0 percent from 7.3 percent three months earlier
due to the impact of the latest lockdown which began ear-
ly January and will hit growth hard in 1Q21. However while
stressing the uncertainties, it remained optimistic in its
baseline outlook, forecasting a strong pick-up from mid-
year as the UK’s relatively rapid vaccine rollout bears fruit,
consumers’ spending appetite returns helped by accumu-
lated savings and as initial frictions caused by new trading
arrangements with the EU (including customs checks and
additional paperwork) dissipate. Growth in 2022 could
reach an even faster 7.3 percent.

Japan factory output
Japan’s factory output declined further in December,

falling 1.6 percent, as dwindling production of general
machinery and cars offset strength in inorganic and
organic chemicals. Meanwhile, household spending fell
0.6 percent y/y in December for the first time in three
months. For 2020, household spending was down 6.5
percent, the worst decline on record, adversely affected
by the coronavirus pandemic and the October 2019
sales tax hike. 

Chinese activity cools 
The Chinese manufacturing PMI dipped in January, to

51.3 from 51.9 in December, according to the National
Bureau of Statistics. The slowdown in activity, though the
second in a row, was attributed to the onset of the slow
‘off-season’ for firms ahead of the Chinese Lunar cele-

brations (The Spring Festival). The recent appearance of
some COVID-19 cases was also a factor. Activity in the
services sector also cooled. The IMF, in its January WEO
Update, pegged China’s growth at 8.1 percent this year,
following 2020’s increase of 2.3 percent, which was the
lowest in more than 40 years. 

India releases FY22 budget 
India’s economy continued to show signs of recov-

ery in January amid improving sentiment due to the
loosening of COVID restrictions, lower virus cases and
the rollout of vaccines. The manufacturing and services
PMI’s reached three and four-month highs of 57.7 and
52.8 respectively, extending the improvement observed
during 4Q20. This follows two consecutive quarters of
steep GDP contractions in 2Q and 3Q as the pandemic
and high virus infection rates brought the economy to a
near halt. Looking forward, the economy may receive a
boost from an expected pickup in government spend-
ing of about 3.4 percent of GDP according to what
remains of the FY20/21 (ending April) budget, though
total stimulus spending over the year remains muted
compared to EM peers. 

Oil tops $60 on vaccine optimism 
Vaccine rollout optimism and OPEC+ supply cuts

continue to underpin the oil market rally, helped to a
lesser extent by US stimulus hopes, seen as supporting
overall demand, and US dollar weakness. Brent crude is
up more than 20 percent year-to-date at $62.4/bbl (as
of 12 February), recently topping the $60 level for the
first time in just over a year, following a gain of 8 percent
in January. This is due mainly to Saudi Arabia’s surprise
decision in early January to unilaterally cut crude pro-
duction by 1 mb/d in February and March over and
above the general trend of OPEC+ compliance in 2020
(101 percent in December). Additional compensatory
cuts from non-compliers such as Iraq could also help
firm the market. 

Faster economic recovery expected 
but virus path remains still a risk 


