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SAN FRANCISCO: A California court has
given Uber and Lyft until the middle of next
week to reclassify drivers as employees in
compliance with a new state law. The order
came Monday when a judge granted a
restraining order in a lawsuit filed by
California attorney general Xavier Becerra
and three cities including San Francisco,
where Lyft and Uber are based.

The suit calls on the companies to com-
ply with a state law that went into effect at
the start of this year that requires “gig
workers” such as Uber and Lyft drivers to
be classified as employees, eligible for
unemployment, medical and other benefits.

“The court has weighed in and agreed:
Uber and Lyft need to put a stop to unlaw-
ful misclassification of their drivers while
our litigation continues,” Becerra said in a

release.
“While this fight still has a long way to

go, we’re pushing ahead to make sure the
people of California get the workplace pro-
tections they deserve.” Uber is backing a
referendum in the state to overturn the law,
while pledging to provide benefits for a
social safety net that would keep gig work-
ers independent.

The judge wrote in the ruling that Uber
and Lyft could not indefinitely put off their
“day of reckoning” when it came to comply-
ing with the law. Uber has argued that most
of its drivers want to remain independent
even if they also are looking for benefits.

Lyft vowed to appeal the judge’s ruling,
referring to the court battle as a fight for
driver independence.

“Drivers do not want to be employees,
full stop,” Lyft said in response to an AFP
inquiry. “Ultimately, we believe this issue
will be decided by California voters and that
they will side with drivers.”

‘A new model’ 
“Misclassification hurts drivers and it

puts the burden on taxpayers to pay for
benefits that Uber and Lyft should be pro-
viding,” said San Francisco city attorney

Dennis Herrera. “During this global pan-
demic, it’s even more important for drivers
to get access to protections like unemploy-
ment insurance.”

The judge gave Uber and Lyft 10 days to
comply with the order, which the companies
can appeal. Uber outlined proposals this

week for a new type of relationship with gig
workers, including its own drivers, that
would keep them as independent contrac-
tors but with some guaranteed benefits.

The ride-hailing giant described “a new
model for independent platform work” in a
document it hopes can be used as a blue-

print for Uber and similar firms relying on
independent workers.

The company seeks “to deliver certainty
for millions of independent contractors who
will increasingly rely on independent work
to help them face the economic challenges
that lie ahead,” Uber said in its document.
Uber proposed that gig economy compa-
nies be required to establish “benefits
funds,” allowing gig workers to accrue and
use the money for benefits or paid leave.

Chief executive Dara Khosrowshahi,
writing in The New York Times, said that
the current employment system is outdated
and “forces every worker to choose
between being an employee with more ben-
efits but less flexibility, or an independent
contractor with more flexibility but almost
no safety net.” Uber argues that requiring
drivers to be classified as employees would
leave jobs only for a small fraction of its
drivers and that costs would become more
expensive.

More than 85 percent of Lyft drivers in
California work fewer than 20 hours
weekly, with many of them seeking flexible
hours because they are parents, students,
retirees or hold other jobs, according to
the company. — AFP
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LOS ANGELES: Rideshare drivers demonstrate against rideshare companies Uber and
Lyft during a car caravan protest in Los Angeles. — AFP

A handmade oil barrier is seen in the water at the Mahebourg waterfront in Mauritius
yesterday in order to prevent a further oil spill from the MV Wakashio vessel, belonging
to a Japanese company but Panamanian-flagged, that had run aground at the beach in
Bambous Virieux, southeast Mauritius. — AFP

HONG KONG: This file photo shows a Cathay Pacific passenger plane preparing to take
off from Hong Kong’s international airport. — AFP

The Japan
firms behind
Mauritius 
oil-leak ship 
TOKYO: The Japanese firm that oper-
ates a ship leaking fuel off the coast of
Mauritius has been involved in accidents
before, including a 2006 oil spill in the
Indian Ocean.

Mitsui OSK Lines operates the MV
Wakashio, which ran aground on July 25
just off the coast of Mauritius, carrying
4,000 tonnes of fuel that has been seep-
ing into the pristine coral-filled waters of
the island nation.

Both the operator and the vessel’s
owner Nagashiki Shipping have apolo-
gised for the spill, and pledged to help
mitigate the damage.

The accident is not the first involving
Mitsui OSK Lines. In 2006, the Bright
Artemis crude oil tanker operated by the
firm suffered damage while attempting
to rescue the crew of another ship,
according to a company statement from
the time. An estimated 4,500 tons of
crude oil leaked from the ship into the
Indian Ocean.

The leak took place for offshore and
the spill was left to dilute and vaporize
after the firm judged the crude unlikely
to reach land. The company has been
involved in other smaller accidents,
including in 2013, when a container ship
it operated sank in the Indian Ocean.

The Tokyo-based company traces its
history back to 1878, when trading house
Mitsui and Co. began operating a steam-
boat between Nagasaki and Shanghai.

In 1884, the shipping operation was
devolved to a firm named Osaka Shosen

Kaisha Lines, or OSK lines, under the
umbrella of the Mitsui zaibatsu, or con-
glomerate. The firm gradually expanded
its routes in the 1930s and began carry-
ing passengers and cargo between Japan
and major cities in North and South
America, including New York.

It was renamed Mitsui Steamship in
1942 and-like many other Japanese pri-
vate shipping lines-was heavily involved
in military transport before and during
World War II.

It survived the chaos of the post-war
period and was part of Japan’s so-called
economic miracle, involved in the export
of Japanese cars overseas and the import
of natural gas to the energy-poor nation.
Following a series of mergers and acqui-
sitions, it was renamed Mitsui OSK Lines
in 1999, and now operates 740 vessels
around the world, employing more than
1,000 people.

The MV Wakashio is owned by
Nagashiki Shipping, which is based in
western Japan’s Okayama. The company
currently owns 11 ships, including con-
tainer ships, tankers and bulkers like the
Wakashio, a so-called cape size bulker
built in 2007. The MV Wakashio had
passed its latest annual inspection in
March without any problems, according
to Japan’s ClassNK inspection body.

Nagashiki Shipping began life as a
salt ship line in the final years of Japan’s
Edo period (1603-1868), according to
the firm’s website.

It later expanded into the transport of
bamboo, timber and charcoal and began
plying coastal routes. Originally known
as Nagashiki Ship Department, the firm
also transported rice to Japan from the
Korean peninsula, which was under
Tokyo’s colonial rule from 1910 to the
end of World War II in 1945.

The firm lost all its vessels after the
war, but was re-established in 1958 and
renamed Nagashiki Shipping. — AFP

HONG KONG: Hong Kong carrier Cathay
Pacific said yesterday it lost HK$9.9 billion
(US$1.27 billion) in the first half of this year
as the coronavirus pandemic sent passen-
ger numbers tumbling, eviscerating its busi-
ness. “The first six months of 2020 were the
most challenging that the Cathay Pacific
Group has faced in its more than 70-year
history,” chairman Patrick Healy said in a
stark statement announcing the results.

“The global health crisis has decimated
the travel industry and the future remains
highly uncertain, with most analysts sug-
gesting that it will take years to recover to
pre-crisis levels,” he added.

Before the pandemic struck, Cathay was
one of Asia’s largest international airlines
and the fifth largest air cargo carrier glob-
ally. But like others worldwide, it has been
battered by the evaporation of global trav-
el. The firm said it carried 4.4 million pas-
sengers in the first six months of 2020 — a
76 percent plunge on-year-as the new dis-
ease burst out of central China and then
spread around the world.

At the height of the global lockdowns in
April and May, its entire fleet was averag-
ing just 500 passengers a day. Cargo
remained the lone bright spot, rising nine
percent on-year to HK$11,177 million.
Demand was driven up by a squeeze on
space for cargo, which is often carried in
the hold of passenger planes. Cathay is
especially vulnerable as it has no domestic
market to fall back on, and it was already
under pressure after months of huge
protests in Hong Kong last year caused
passenger numbers to plunge.

It was also punished by Beijing last year
when some of its 33,000 employees
expressed support for Hong Kong’s pro-
democracy movement. The airline’s stock
surged more than eight percent to
HK$5.70 in afternoon trade in Hong Kong.

Rescue package 
Healy said 2020 had started promising-

ly, with signs that demand was beginning
to return after the sometimes-violent
protests had put travellers off visiting the
financial hub. But “the global health crisis
has decimated the travel industry and the
future remains highly uncertain, with most
analysts suggesting that it will take years
to recover to pre-crisis levels”, he warned.

In response to the health crisis, Cathay
has tried to save cash by reducing capaci-
ty, cutting executive pay, introducing vol-
untary leave schemes and slashing other
non-essential costs.

It has so far refrained from any large-
scale job cuts. Hong Kong’s government
also came to its rescue earlier this year
with a HK$39-billion recapitalization plan.
The deal allowed Cathay to raise some
HK$11.7 billion in a rights issue on the
basis of seven rights shares for every 11
existing shares held. 

Preference shares were sold to the
government via Aviation 2020, a new
company it owns, for HK$19.5 billion and
warrants for HK$1.95 billion, subject to
adjustment.

In return Aviation 2020 received two
“observers” to attend board meetings.
Healy predicted little optimism for busi-
ness picking up any time soon, quoting the
International Air Transport Association as
saying global travel is unlikely to reach
pre-pandemic levels until at least 2024.
And he said Asia-Pacific airlines were like-
ly to suffer for longer given spiralling ten-
sions between the US and China.

“With a global recession looming, and
geopolitical tensions intensifying, trade
will likely come under significant pressure,
and this is expected to have a negative
impact on both air travel and cargo
demand,” he said. —AFP

Airbnb backs
OECD 
approach to
digital tax
LONDON: Home rental startup
Airbnb said yesterday it supported
the development of a digital serv-
ices tax regime being discussed by
the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development
(OECD) to bridge a divide between
the United States and Europe.

The OECD talks involve over
100 countries on a major rewrite of
global tax rules to bring them up to
date for the digital era, but they
have so far not produced results as
the negotiations have been compli-
cated by the coronavirus pandem-
ic. “The almost century-old system
we still use today was not designed
with today’s increasingly digital
economy in mind and it should be
improved,” Airbnb said in a state-
ment backing the OECD talks.

“We believe that for a global tax
system to work effectively and effi-
ciently, it needs to be truly global,
consistently applied across bor-
ders, and simple to comply with.”
The EU and Britain view digital
service taxes as a way to raise rev-
enue from the local operations of
big tech companies which they say
profit enormously from local mar-
kets while making only limited con-
tributions to public coffers.

But the United States has said
that a digital services tax
announced last year by France dis-
criminates against US tech firms
such as Alphabet’s Google,
Facebook and Apple Inc.

Both the French tax and retalia-
tory US duties have been deferred,
in hope of a breakthrough in the
OECD process. In June, the United
States said it would pull out of
negotiations, citing a lack of
progress, though the OECD has
said Washington is still committed
to the talks. Google boss Sundar
Pichai told Reuters last month that
the tech giant supports the multi-
lateral solution for taxing digital
services being discussed by the
OECD, saying its frameworks were
the “right approach”. — Reuters

Cathay Pacific reports 
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WELLINGTON/SYDNEY: New
Zealand’s central bank surprised markets
yesterday by expanding its bond-buying
program and warned that policy rates might
have to go below zero to revive the coron-
avirus-battered economy as the country was
plunged back into lockdown. The Reserve
Bank of New Zealand expanded its large
scale asset purchase (LSAP) program to as
much as NZ$100 billion ($65.39 billion), from
NZ$60 billion previously, and extended the
deadline for purchases out to mid-2022. It
left interest rates at an all-time low of 0.25
percent, as widely expected.

Underlining policymakers’ readiness to

step-up support, the RBNZ said it is also
actively considering a package of additional
monetary tools, including negative interest
rates and low-cost funding to banks. The
purchase of foreign assets also remain an
option. “The Bank sent its clearest message
yet that negative rates are coming,” said Ben
Udy of Capital Economics. “We still expect
the Bank to wait until next year before bring-
ing the OCR into negative territory, though
the risk now is that the Bank moves sooner
rather than later.” In response to the central
bank’s statement, the New Zealand dollar
slipped 0.5 percent to $0.6540.       The cen-
tral bank’s dovish tone comes as New

Zealand re-introduced mobility restrictions
earlier in the day due to the emergence of a
coronavirus cluster after sailing through for
more than 100 days without COVID-19 cas-
es at home. The discovery of four infected
family members in Auckland led Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern to swiftly reimpose
tight restrictions on movement in New
Zealand’s biggest city and travel limitations
across the entire country. “Given the ongoing
health uncertainty, there remains a downside
risk to our baseline economic scenario,”
RBNZ said in a post-meeting statement.

In addition, members agreed the central
bank should retain the flexibility to adjust the

pace and composition of bond purchases.
“The Committee also agreed that any

future move to a lower or negative OCR, if
complemented by a Funding for Lending
Program, could provide an effective way to
deliver monetary stimulus in addition to the
expanded LSAP if needed.”

The RBNZ stunned markets with a 75-
basis-point cut in March as the coronavirus
surfaced in the country, but has since left it
unchanged. The pandemic jolted the econo-
my into its worst slump in nearly three
decades in the first quarter, and gross
domestic product is expected to have con-
tracted further in the June quarter, tipping

the country into its first recession since 2010.
Recent data had indicated that the eco-

nomic impact of the pandemic was not as
dire as first feared, with unemployment rates
falling, inflation seen picking up and the
housing market being resilient.

All the same, the Auckland virus cluster
has heightened the uncertainty about the
outlook. “Short of cutting the OCR today, it’s
difficult to imagine a more dovish outcome,”
ANZ bank’s chief economist Sharon Zollner
said. “The bad news delivered last night has
ramped up uncertainty, but certainly done
nothing to reduce the odds of further OCR
cuts next year.” — Reuters
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