
CALIFORNIA: A man looks into the Tesla store in Santa Monica, California, where customers are waiting in line to put a
$1,000 deposit on Tesla Model 3. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: US employment increased
solidly in March and wages rebounded, signs
of economic resilience that could allow a
cautious Federal Reserve to gradually raise
interest rates this year. Nonfarm payrolls
increased 215,000 last month, the Labor
Department said yesterday. Data for January
and February was revised slightly down to
show 1,000 fewer jobs created than previous-
ly reported.

Average hourly earnings increased seven
cents. While the unemployment rate rose to
5.0 percent from an eight-year low of 4.9 per-
cent, it was because more Americans contin-
ued to return to the labor force, a sign of con-
fidence in the jobs market. The labor market
has largely shrugged off slowing global eco-
nomic growth, a robust US dollar that has
hurt manufacturing exports, and cheap oil
prices, which have hit energy sector prof-
itability. Fed Chair Janet Yellen said on
Tuesday that slowing world growth and low-
er oil prices posed a downside risk to the US
economic outlook, adding that she consid-
ered it appropriate for policymakers to “pro-
ceed cautiously in adjusting policy.” Fed offi-
cials last month downgraded their economic
growth expectations and forecast only two
more rate rises this year. The US central bank
raised its benchmark overnight interest rate
in December for the first time in nearly a

decade. Financial markets have almost priced
out the likelihood of a rate hike at the Fed’s
June policy meeting and see a roughly 47
percent chance of an increase in November
and a 57 percent probability at the
December meeting, according to CME
FedWatch.

The employment report came on the
heels of recent data showing sluggish con-
sumer spending and weak business invest-
ment on capital in the first two months of the
year, as well as some deterioration in the
international trade balance. Those reports
prompted economists to slash their first-
quarter GDP growth estimates to as low as a
0.9 percent annualized pace from as high as a
2.0 percent rate.  The economy grew at a 1.4
percent rate in the fourth quarter.

Wages bounce back
Though employment gains have slowed

after averaging 282,000 jobs per month in
the fourth quarter, there is little labor market
strain from the global slowdown, which
helped to ignite a massive stock market sell-
off at the start of the year. Wages increased
last month, with average hourly earnings ris-
ing 0.3 percent. That lifted the year-on-year
earnings gain to 2.3 percent from 2.2 percent
in February. 

Economists say a growth rate of between

3.0 percent and 3.5 percent in wages is need-
ed to lift inflation to the Fed’s 2.0 percent tar-
get. Though the Fed’s preferred inflation
measure is currently at 1.7 percent, Yellen has
expressed skepticism over the sustainability
of gains, citing transitory factors.

There were improvements in other labor
market measures. The labor force participa-
tion rate, or the share of working-age
Americans who are employed or at least
looking for a job, rose a tenth of a percent-
age point to 63 percent, the highest level
since March 2014. Employment gains in
March were broad-based. But manufactur-
ing lost 29,000 jobs, the largest number
since December 2009, despite signs of stabi-
lization in the factory sector. Mining purged
12,000 more jobs last month. Mining pay-
rolls have declined by 185,000 jobs since
peaking in September 2014, with three-
fourths of the losses in support activities.
Oilfield service providers Schlumberger and
Halliburton Co have announced thousands
of job cuts as they try to cope with reduced
profits from a prolonged slump in oil prices.
Construction payrolls rose 37,000, increasing
for a ninth straight month. Retail employ-
ment surged 47,700 after rising strongly in
January and February despite weak sales.
Government payrolls increased 20,000 last
month. — Reuters
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UK raises minimum wage

LONDON: Britain’s Conservative government raised the mini-
mum wage by 7.5 percent yesterday in a move denounced by
critics as largely symbolic in an era of state austerity. Around 1.8
million employees will benefit from the National Living Wage
(NLW). Workers aged 25 and over will now earn a minimum
hourly gross wage of £7.20 ($10.36, 9.10 euros) compared with
£6.70 previously.”The National Living Wage will play a central
role in moving Britain to a higher wage, lower tax, lower welfare
economy,” said British finance minister George Osborne.  “It will
also mark the end of the gender pay gap for some of our lowest
paid and hardest working people.”

The new increased amount compares with an 8.50 euro min-
imum wage rate in Germany and almost 9.70 euros in France. In
Britain, where unemployment is relatively low at around 5.0 per-
cent, large wage inequalities persist and London School of
Economics professor Alan Manning described the NLW as “more
symbolic” than anything else. “It’s significant but I don’t think
one should exaggerate its significance,” he told AFP.  The rise in
the NLW represents just 0.1 percent of the country’s wage bill,
while workers under the age of 18 will still earn below £4.00 an
hour as a minimum wage. 

The hourly rate of £7.20 is below the amount recommended
by the lobby group Living Wage Foundation, which claims that
workers aged 18 and over should earn at least £8.25 a hour, ris-
ing to £9.40 in London where housing rents tend to be far high-
er compared with the rest of the country. “Today’s new legal
minimum is an important step forward in tackling low pay in the
UK,” said Katherine Chapman, director of the Living Wage
Foundation. “We welcome the news that millions of workers will
get a pay rise.  However, the job is not done when it comes to
tackling low pay,” she said. “Around six million people earn
below the voluntary Living Wage in the UK, with women, young
people and part-time workers most affected by low pay.”

Key issue for voters
Workers’ representatives meanwhile stress that the introduc-

tion of the NLW should be seen alongside cuts to welfare pay-
ments. Tim Nichols, senior media officer at the Trades Union
Congress-Britain’s biggest union organization-said “many peo-
ple on the lowest pay are also reliant on in-work benefits, such
as tax credits or housing benefit, to ensure a sufficient minimum
household income”. Nevertheless, the NLW is a notable turn-
around for the Conservative Party of Prime Minister David
Cameron after it opposed the introduction of the minimum
wage in 1999 when Tony Blair’s Labour was in power. “When
they opposed it, they thought the national minimum wage
would destroy lot of jobs,” said Manning. 

“The minimum wage is often popular with voters who are
actually quite conservative on many issues, because many of
them think that if people work hard and can’t earn enough to
support themselves and their families, there is something
wrong with... society.” Business lobby group the Confederation
of British Industry (CBI) gave a lukewarm response to the
National Living Wage. “Companies are committed to raising
prosperity and living standards, but for wage increases to be
sustainable they must go hand-in-hand with productivity
growth,” said Josh Hardie, deputy director-general for policy
and campaigns at the CBI. 

“If the National Living Wage doesn’t get this balance right,
it will risk being unaffordable for many firms. Smaller business-
es and those in key sectors like hospitality, retail and care are
likely to be particularly affected,” he said. The Federation of
Small Businesses has meanwhile called on the Low Pay
Commission, an independent body advising the government
on the minimum wage, to take into account any economic dif-
ficulties as the government looks to lift the NLW to around
£9.00 by 2020. — AFP 

SAN FRANCISCO: Tesla unveiled a new,
cheaper model of its electric car aimed at
the mass market on Thursday, taking
more than 115,000 orders in the past 24
hours-nearly three times the number of
cars it produced in all of last year. The
company said orders were piling up even
though the new car won’t be available
until late next year. The new Model 3 will
have a base price of $35,000, half that of
the two models it now sells-the Model S
and the Model X, which start at $70,000.
“The total number of orders for the Model
3 in the past 24 hours has now passed

115,000,” said company founder Elon
Musk at a presentation of the new car.
The Model 3 is scheduled to hit the mar-
ket late next year. Musk described it as
“the final step in the master plan: a mass
market, affordable car.” With Model 3,
Tesla aims to show it can appeal to the
general public and produce cars en
masse.

It should account for the lion’s share of
the 500,000 cars that Tesla had set as its
production goal for 2020. Last year, it
turned out 50,000. Model 3 is designed to
have a range of at least 215 miles with a

fully charged battery and be able to carry
five adults comfortably. The car will also
be compatible with a fast-charging bat-
tery system and Tesla’s “Autopilot” self-
driving system. Special safety features are
available at no extra cost, Musk said with-
out going into detail. “Even if you buy no
options at all, this will be an amazing car,”
he said.  Some analysts said this moment
is as big for Tesla as the unveiling of the
iPhone was for Apple.

Before Thursday’s presentation, lines
formed outside Tesla stores as people
waited to place orders for the new car.

Jessica Caldwell, an analyst with the auto-
motive website Edmunds.com, put it this
way: “This has to be a first for the automo-
tive industry: lines of people waiting to
place an order for a car that won’t be
available for over a year.” “This is the type
of buzz that you see with Star Wars
movies or new iPhones or even cronuts.
And it’s not just in Silicon Valley or LA.
This is a phenomenon we’re seeing across
the country,” she wrote. “If there’s ever
been any evidence that Tesla is primed to
make the leap to mainstream car buyers,
this is it,” Caldwell wrote. — AFP 

Tesla unveils cheaper model aimed at mass market


