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WASHINGTON, DC: US President Donald Trump
said Monday he was satisfied with a program
announced by the Federal Reserve to help facili-
tate the government’s massive lending program for
small businesses devastated by the coronavirus
shutdowns.

“It’s really been performing well,” the president
said during his daily coronavirus press briefing. 

“As of today, tens of thousands of small busi-
nesses applied for more than $40 billion in relief,”
he said, noting that the funds will “result in nearly
two million jobs being preserved.”

But Trump was not able to specify how much
had already been paid out to businesses.

The Fed said it will essentially buy loans that
banks make to smal l
businesses under the
Paycheck Protection
Program launched Friday.
That would leave the
lenders with cash on
hand to make other
loans. The program
offers $350 bi l l ion in
government-guaranteed
financing through private
lenders, which wi l l  be
forgiven i f  businesses
ranging from shops to restaurants use the funds
largely to pay their workers.

The program, part of the $2.2 trillion rescue
package approved in late March, was rushed out
by the Treasury and the Smal l  Bus iness
Administration last week. Banks complained that
they did not receive detailed guidance on how to
manage the process while borrowers were left in
limbo.

Trump has also said the government was ready
to ask for more money if necessary.

White House economic advisor Larry Kudlow

said Monday there were 130,000 loans totaling
$38 billion from 2,400 lenders. But questions
about the program have cropped up on everything
from bank money laundering rules to how fast
loans could be issued from lenders not previously
part of SBA programs. 

On top of that were nitty-gritty details about
forms and documentation.

‘Flawed launch’ 
Some businesses that applied for the financing

said their applications were added to the pile, but
with no word on how long they would wait. The
Independent Community Bankers Association on
Monday called the launch of the program “flawed”

and cited a “lack of clear
instructions” and “massive
delays” in getting loans
processed due to logjams
at the SBA.

“Nearly 48 hours after
the program went l ive,
hundreds of lenders are
still trying to get approval
to access the SBA system
so they can process
loans,” ICBA president
Rebeca Romero Rainey

wrote in a letter to the agencies. She also called on
the Fed to launch a secondary market for the
loans-similar to what is done with home mortgages
where loans are sold, getting them off the books of
the original lender-and the Fed announcement on
Monday does just that.

“To facilitate lending to small businesses via
the Small Business Administration’s Paycheck
Protection Program (PPP), the Federal Reserve
will establish a facility to provide term financing
backed by PPP loans,” the Fed said in a state-
ment, adding that “additional details will be

announced this week.”
Rainey also called for increased funding for the

lending program, saying the $349 billion “is frankly
inadequate for the magnitude of need in the
American small business community and is likely to
run out quickly.” The funds “will be depleted rap-
idly, and thousands of cash-starved small busi-
nesses who believe they were promised access to
credit will be frustrated and angry,” she said.

As early as Sunday, Wells Fargo-one of the
largest banks in the US-announced that it had
already exhausted the $10 billion allocated to

the program. The bank is limited in the amount it
can dispense because of mistakes made by past
management.

Social media has become a dumping ground for
entrepreneurs who are angry or disappointed that
they did not receive the money right away. But
there are also satisfied businesses, such as a coffee
shop in North Carolina that was retweeted by the
head of the Small Business Administration.

Kudlow downplayed the problems with the
launch. “I know there are always a few glitches but
I’d give it an A,” he said. —AFP

Italy injects record 
400bn euros into 
virus-hit economy 
ROME:  Italy on Monday unveiled a record 400
billion euro ($430 billion) stimulus to help busi-
nesses hurt by a month-long national lockdown
that is like to run on for many more weeks.

Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte told the
nation to be patient in the face of a pandemic
that has now officially claimed 16,523 lives in the
Mediterranean country and left millions at least
temporarily unemployed.

“We will soon see a new spring for Italy but
for the moment we must stay at home,” the
Italian leader said in a television address. The
program will add to the 340 billion euros in gov-
ernment-backed loans announced last month.

Conte said it represented “the most powerful
intervention in the country’s history”.

Half of the new package will be earmarked for
export-oriented companies whose turnover has
imploded over the past month. Italy’s health
“emergency is also an economic and social one,”
Conte said.

The government also announced that it will
take steps to protect Italian companies weak-
ened by the economic crisis from being taken
over by foreign competitors. “This moment of
difficult will not translate into an opportunity to
prey on Italian companies,” cabinet undersecre-
tary Riccardo Fraccaro said. 

Toll shoots back up 
Italy has seen its novel coronavirus infection

rates subside over the past few weeks and its
death toll slowly level off. But the number of
fatalities shot back up on Monday from its lowest
level in more than two weeks.

The civil protection service said the daily
number of official COVID-19 deaths rose to 636
on Monday from 525 the day before.

Sunday’s toll was the lowest since March 19. It
also represented a drop of 23 percent from the
681 deaths reported on Saturday. Italy’s leading
health officials had called Sunday’s drop an
important data point that could potentially lead
to an easing of the country’s strict month-long
lockdown.

But civil protection service chief Angelo
Borrelli said Monday that the data were still
being carefully assessed and that any definitive
ruling was premature. “The technical-scientific
committee is currently carrying out its evalua-
tions. Then, it will be up to the political decision
makers,” Borrelli told reporters.

He said the scientists will draw their conclu-
sions about how to proceed “in due time”. —AFP

Trump pats Fed for massive lending program

US Fed launches program to 
support small business loans

African bank 
chief accused 
of violations 
ABIDJAN: The head of the African
Development Bank, Akinwumi
Adesina, has been accused by bank
staff of multiple abuses and breaches
of the bank’s code of ethics, charges
he flatly denied Monday.

A group of anonymous “concerned
staff members of the AfDB” wrote to
bank governors to detail “cases of
alleged breach” of conduct by the
president, who is seeking a second
term in May.

The staff said they had initially
followed established policies within
the bank to voice their concerns but
in early March “came to the conclu-
sion that the Ethics Committee was
unable or unwilling to proceed with
their preliminary examination of the
complaint.”

Their allegations, first reported on
by the French daily Le Monde, include
“various cases of alleged breaches of
the Code of Conduct: unethical con-
duct, private gain, impediment to effi-
ciency, preferential treatment,
adversely affecting confidence in the

integrity of the Bank and involvement
in political activity.” The bank staff
added: “It looks as if a conscious
effort is done by some staff members
close to the President to sabotage all
attempts by the Ethics Committee to
perform its duties.”

‘Blatantly false’ 
Adesina, 60, replied Monday with-

out referring in detail to the allega-
tions, which he termed “spurious and
unfounded” and “blatantly false”. The
AfDB president added that the board
of directors’ ethics committee was
carrying out an internal review that
should proceed “without interference
from anyone or the media.”

Adesina, a former Nigerian agri-
culture minister, has appeared to be
almost certain to be named to a sec-
ond f ive-year term as head of
Africa’s  foremost development
finance institution.

In the letter, more than a dozen
pages long and dated April 2020,
bank staff also complained of “prefer-
ential treatment for Nigeria and
Nigerians”. They said in particular
that while Nigeria owned a little more
than nine percent of the shares in
AfDB, Nigerians “made up roughly 25
percent of the newly recruited mana-
gerial functions” under a “massive
recruitment drive that was launched

due to the restructuring of President
Adesina between 2016 and 2018.”

The new managers allegedly
include a brother-in-law of the presi-
dent and a childhood friend. Adesina
said: “I am 100 percent confident that
due process and transparency, based
on facts and evidence, will indicate
that these are all nothing more than
spurious and unfounded allegations.

Another example raised by the

bank staff was that of awards received
by Adesina in 2017 and 2019 of
$250,000 and $500,000 from groups
in the United States and South Korea.
“It is not clear if he received these
awards as the President of the AfDB
or as a private citizen,” but “dozens of
people, bank staff, executive direc-
tors” and others including family
members “attended the award cere-
monies at the bank’s costs.” —AFP

The head of the African Development Bank, Akinwumi Adesina, has been
accused by bank staff of multiple abuses and breaches of the bank’s code
of ethics, charges he flatly denied on Monday. —Reuters

As COVID-19 hits 
tourism, Wizz 
Air finds new role
BUDAPEST: Hungarian low-cost airline
Wizz Air is repatriating citizens and
transporting medical equipment for east
European governments, in a move cou-
pling one-off charter traffic with savvy
government relations amid the coron-
avirus crisis. Wizz Air is one of several
airlines involved in the largest peacetime
repatriation effort in Europe as travel
firms turn their attention from tourists to
serving governments.

“We try to do the right thing,” Wizz
Air Chief Executive Jozsef Varadi told
Reuters. “Yes, governments and other
institutions pay for the flights, but this is
not the time to make a profit ... The most
important issue here is to help.” Wizz
has operated two repatriation flights
from the United States to Hungary, with
the Budapest government picking up the
tab and securing onboard meals.

The airline charged the government

for a charter flight, a lump sum which it
declined to disclose. The government
then advertised one-way tickets to
Budapest for $880 on the Los Angeles
consulate Facebook page. A Wizz Air
spokeswoman said that US regulations
precluded passengers from picking up
the bill, as the flights counted as non-
commercial, humanitarian missions.

“US authorities gave us the green
light to operate on the basis that we do
not charge passengers,” she said.
“Otherwise we would not get permits.
And this is what we strictly kept to.”

A government spokesman said pas-
sengers did eventually pay for the flight.
“The Hungarian citizens paid below-
market prices through the foreign mis-
sions, with the Hungarian state paying for
the rest. The repatriating flights were a
Hungarian government mission, therefore
the passengers had no payment obliga-
tion to Wizz Air,” the Foreign Ministery
said. Wizz has also operated flights for
other governments in the region, includ-
ing those of Slovenia and Macedonia,
and is in talks with others. The carrier is
deploying 10 percent of its fleet and 200
staff in the effort, which included its first

ever transatlantic flights as Airbus jets
acquired to serve Europe’s tourist boom
zig-zagged across the United States and
stopped in Iceland for fuel.

Hungary’s nationalist government has
given Wizz Air ample publicity for the
repatriation, featuring the airline in
videos and media appearances and
infusing it with patriotic appeals.

“Home is here,” Foreign Minister

Peter Szijjarto posted on Facebook
alongside a video of the repatriation of
hundreds of people from the United
States, showing Wizz planes against the
setting sun with a soundtrack of roman-
tic music. As a six-plane Wizz fleet flew
back from China, Szijjarto met with
Varadi and told the businessman: “You
play a key role here ... in more ways
than one.” —Reuters
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Airbnb gets $1bn 
investment 
for recovery 
SAN FRANCISCO:  Airbnb on Monday
announced it was taking a billion dollars in new
investment to endure and, it hopes, thrive in a trav-

el world transformed by the coronavirus pandemic.
Silver Lake and Sixth Street Partners will

invest the money into the home-sharing platform
in the form of debt and equity, according to
Airbnb.

“While the current environment is clearly a
difficult one for the hospitality industry, the
desire to travel and have authentic experiences is
fundamental and enduring,” Silver Lake managing
partner Egon Durban said in a release.”Airbnb’s
diverse, global, and resilient business model is

particularly well suited to prosper as the  world
inevitably recovers and we all get back out to
experience it.”

The fresh resources wi l l  enable the San
Francisco-based company to invest in its commu-
nity of “hosts” as well as local experiences pro-
vided along with stays in homes, according to
Airbnb co-founder and chief  Brian Chesky.
Airbnb said it will focus particularly on long-term
stays, from students needing housing to remote
workers, building on a rising demand the platform

has seen as people self-isolate during the pan-
demic. Terms of the investment include putting $5
million into a Superhost Relief Fund for estab-
lished, highly-rated hosts who need help with rent
or mortgage payments due to the coronavirus’s
devastating effects. 

Airbnb employees started the fund with a mil-
lion dollars, and the two co-founders contributed
another $9 million, according to the company.
Airbnb is also helping hosts with financial losses
after guests cancelled travel plans. —AFP


