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IN THE AIR: This undated handout from Vietnam Airlines released yesterday shows a crew member in a protective suit, as a preventive measure against the COVID-19 novel coronavirus, serving passengers onboard a flight
between Europe and Vietnam.—AFP

NEW YORK: Fears of massive bankruptcies and calls for
emergency bailouts swept global airlines yesterday as a top
US official warned the coronavirus crisis threatens the
industry even more than the September 11 attacks, which
saw US airspace shut down entirely. Italy moved to take
over insolvent Alitalia while Sweden and Denmark offered
275 million euros in guarantees to help prop up
Scandinavian carrier SAS. 

In the United States, airlines sought $50 billion in help
from the government as the White House prepared a report-
edly $850 billion plan to support the entire economy. “This is
worse than 9/11 for the airline industry - they are ground to a
halt,” US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin said. Industry
officials said most airlines face burning through their cash
reserves in three months or less. And airlines warned that
vital air cargo could be impacted by the shutdown of
185,000 passenger flights around the world. 

“Most airlines in the world will be bankrupt” by the end of
May, Market intelligence firm CAPA warned. “If the crisis will
continue at that intensity, it’s clear we will see a consolida-
tion,”  Alexandre de Juniac, director general and CEO of the
International Air Transport Association, said in Geneva.

Alitalia nationalized 
More airlines slashed flights Tuesday as millions of pas-

sengers cancelled travel to self-quarantine and countries
blocked arrivals to stem the spread of the COVID-19 infec-
tion. Belgium-based Brussels Airlines, a Lufthansa subsidiary
which operates 48 aircraft, suspended all flights for at least a
month on Tuesday. Lufthansa has already cut back flights by
90 percent.

In Australia, Qantas slashed international capacity by 90

percent early Tuesday, as the government required that any-
one arriving from abroad needs to isolate themselves for 14
days to be sure they are not carrying the virus. Italy’s gov-
ernment said it would take over Alitalia, the former flag carri-
er already mired in bankruptcy negotiations since 2017. “At a
time like this, a flag carrier gives the government more lee-
way,” said Deputy Economy Minister Laura Castelli. “We all
saw the difficulties our compatriots faced in returning to Italy.

Our decision stems from this.”
Even with the takeover, the plan was to furlough 4,000 of

Alitalia’s 11,000 employees. In Russia, Alexander Neradko,
head of the federal agency Rosaviation, said their airlines, hit
beginning in February with the shutdown of flights to China,
the original epicenter of the virus, were also in trouble.
“There is a rising risk of bankruptcies by airlines that are in a
tough financial situation,” Neradko said. “The government is
actively discussing how to support airlines,” said Kremlin
spokesperson Dmitry Peskov.

Airports also desperate  
Brian Pearce, economist of IATA, said their early March

estimate of $113 billion in losses to the global industry now
looks very low. “Seventy-five percent of the airlines we have
looked at have less than three months of cash to pay their
fixed costs,” Pearce said. Such numbers put aviation in per-
haps the top position of industries requiring a bailout, like
banks in the 2008 financial crisis. “Connectivity is crucial,”
said the IATA’s de Juniac. 

“The world will get through this crisis,” he said. “And when
it does it will need a functioning air transport sector. Without
financial relief that is not guaranteed.” Airports too said they
were under threat. The Airports Council International Europe
said they were bracing for a “near total collapse” of traffic,
wiping out earnings while they hold high fixed costs. ACI
Europe president Jost Lammers called in a letter to the
European Union Tuesday for urgent financial support.

“This funding needs to be available under similar condi-
tions as those that will be considered for airlines,” Lammers
wrote. In the United States, however, some bristled at again,
like in 2008, using taxpayer funds to rescue industries and
well-paid executives who took excessive risks with their com-
panies. Critics said US airlines, rather than build up cash
reserves, used nearly all their profits in recent years to buy
back shares to prop up share prices. According to Bloomberg,
over the past decade US airlines used nearly 96 percent of
their free cash flow to buy back shares, with American Airlines
the most aggressive, paying out $12.5 billion. “We cannot per-
mit American and other airlines to use federal assistance,
whether labeled a bailout or not, to weather the coronavirus
crisis and then return to business as usual,” wrote Columbia
Law School professor Tim Wu in The New York Times. —AFP

‘Most airlines in the world will be bankrupt’

Iran rivalry takes 
the stage at Saudi 
music festival 
AL-ULA: Exile Iranian musicians critical of religious
hardliners in Tehran converged this month to perform in
the most unlikely locale: Saudi Arabia. Taking place amid
heightened tensions between the regional enemies, the
event was promoted as cultural dialogue but also allowed
the kingdom a subtle dig at Tehran, with Saudi-owned
MBC Persia airing the concerts for Iranian viewers.

The concerts in the Al-Ula desert site were among
the last big public events in Saudi Arabia before
authorities imposed a virtual lockdown to curb the
spread of coronavirus. They featured two of Iran’s most
celebrated singers, Ebi and Leila Forouhar, alongside
stars like Sasy, Arash and Andy. “Never. I never thought
one day I would be able to sing in Saudi Arabia ... but
I’m very, very happy that I’m here,” Ebi, who flew in
from Los Angeles, told Reuters.

Some of the performers have previously attracted
scorn from Iranian authorities, including for some overt-
ly political tunes, and their Saudi tour drew criticism on
social media. “If someone goes and sings in Saudi
Arabia, which is the symbol of hostility (against Iran)
and the direct source of many problems of Iranians, the
most polite word to describe this person is ‘traitor’,”
tweeted one user. Ebi, whom fans describe as “Iran’s
Frank Sinatra”, sang in Farsi, drawing applause from a
dancing crowd of Saudis and invited Iranian guests that
only partially filled the 500-capacity theatre.

He dedicated one song to women, including two
bandmates on stage: “I wish one day the ladies in my
country are allowed to perform on a stage.” Saudi
Arabia has enacted social reforms to open up the con-
servative Muslim kingdom, including allowing concerts
and letting women drive and enter sports stadiums. Yet
it remains locked in a decades-long rivalry with Iran
that has played out in regional conflicts.—Reuters

Asked about the concerts’ political undertone, per-
formers and attendees said they preferred to focus on
the tunes. “I try not to get so much involved into the
politics,” said Swedish-Iranian pop singer Arash. “This
is not my work, my work is to make people happy.”
Wisam Kabli, a 30-year-old consumer goods importer
from Jeddah, said he came to learn something new and
that geopolitics should be set aside at least for an
evening. “Music doesn’t know language, doesn’t know
religion, doesn’t know country,” he said.  —Reuters

Threat: Surge in 
COVID-themed 
cyberattacks
WASHINGTON: It may look like an email from a super-
visor with an attachment on the new “work from home
policy.” But it could be a cleverly designed scheme to
hack into your network. The abrupt move of millions of
people to working remotely has sparked an unprece-
dented volume of attacks to trick people into giving up
credentials to attackers, according to security
researchers.

“We’ve never seen anything like this,” said Sherrod
DeGrippo, head of threat research for the security firm
Proofpoint. “We are seeing campaigns with message vol-
umes up to hundreds of thousands which are leveraging
this coronavirus.” The pandemic has created a perfect
storm for cyberattacks, with millions of people working
in unfamiliar, less secure circumstances and eager for
information about the virus and new organizational poli-

cies being implemented. This opens up a new avenue for
malicious actors using phishing emails or “social engi-
neering” to gain access or steal sensitive information.
“When someone is working form their home it is a similar
threat profile as at an airport or a Starbucks, you just
don’t have that protection you might have in the work-
place,” DeGrippo said. “And if we’re at home with our
family where we feel safe, you might see a family member
hop on to do homework, and might not understand the
security controls. Keeping mom’s and dad’s computer for
mom and dad is the right thing to do.”

Preying on fear, sympathy 
Tom Pendergast of the security and privacy training

firm MediaPRO said many of the millions of people
adjusting to the new landscape are unprepared for tele-
working. “It’s one thing if people have been working
remotely with equipment that has been properly config-
ured,” Pendergast said. “It’s different for people who
haven’t had that experience.” Attackers are taking
advantage of people’s fears about COVID-19 with scare
tactics to get people to click on malicious links or
attachments, but also playing on sympathies with fake
crowdfunding pages purported to be for people who

have fallen ill, he added.
Pendergast said health care organizations are espe-

cially susceptible to schemes such as ransomware
because “they are less likely to shut down their systems
by refusing to pay.” This was highlighted with a major
hospital in the Czech Republic hit with ransomware fol-
lowing an email campaign with a coronavirus “aware-
ness” message, according to media reports.

“The COVID-19 scare has proven lucrative for
cybercriminals in recent weeks as healthcare institutions
scramble to test patients, treat the infected and protect
their own staff from the contagion,” said a blog post
from Filip Truta of the security firm BitDefender.
“Healthcare infrastructures are highly susceptible to
hacker attacks because of lax cybersecurity skills and
safeguards.”

Stepped-up warnings 
The potential for costly cyberattacks has prompted

warnings for stepped up vigilance. The French public-
private cybersecurity alliance this week warned busi-
nesses to be alert for faked emails related to purported
orders or bank transfers, or phone calls aimed at
obtained financial account information. —AFP

Europe airports 
bracing for ‘near 

total collapse’

RIYADH: An electronic billboard displays a message by
the Saudi health ministry advising people to wash
their hands for 40 seconds as a precaution against
COVID-19 coronavirus disease, along Tahli street in the
centre of the Saudi capital Riyadh. —AFP

Pope urges hugs, 
and phone calls to 
fight off isolation
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis stressed yesterday
the importance of families and friends making small
gestures such as hugs and phone calls during times
of isolation in a pandemic. “We must rediscover the
concrete nature of small things, of making small ges-
tures toward those around us - family, friends,” the
83-year-old pontiff told the La Repubblica newspa-
per. “They are gestures of tenderness, of affection,

of compassion, which are nonetheless decisive and
important - for example, a hot dish, a caress, a hug, a
phone call.”

Italian rules instruct everyone to keep one
meter apart while in public but say nothing about
what people can do at home. Most business have
been closed and public events cancelled since last
week. Italian streets stand deserted except for the
few who go out shopping or walk their dogs. The
Argentine-born pope has made no secret of his
own discomfort at having to communicate with
the world’s 1.3 billion Catholics via livestream.

The Vatican’s Saint Peter’s Square has also
been sealed off. He complained of feeling like he
was sitting in a “cage” this month while delivering
his first Sunday Angelus Prayer into a camera

instead of out of his Vatican window facing thou-
sands of faithful. Italy was the first country in
Europe to be seriously hit by the coronavirus
pandemic. Its 2,503 official COVID-19 deaths
account for more than half of those reported out-
side China.

Some of the “social isolation” measures now
being unrolled across the rest of Europe and parts
of the United States have been in effect in Italy’s
northern epicenter of the virus since last month. A
Italian government hinted yesterday that some
measure such as school closures will be extended
past their April  3 expiration date. “I do not
exclude it,” Transport Minister Paola De Micheli
said. The pope himself has been suffering from a
cold since last month.—AFP


