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LONDON: European stock markets were steadier
yesterday after the European Central Bank stepped
up its stimulus action to combat the huge economic
fallout from the coronavirus pandemic. The dollar,
seen as a safe haven investment, was in demand as
people scramble for cash to pay debts or stash away.

Elsewhere, the pound was stuck around its low-
est levels since the mid-1980s, while Asian stock
markets closed lower. Oil prices rebounded, but the
gains did little to overturn massive losses Wednes-
day, which saw WTI lose around a quarter of its
value. Oil markets have been hammered by collaps-
ing demand as the virus prompts sweeping travel re-
strictions and business closures combined with a a
price war between key producers Saudi Arabia and
Russia.

Approaching the half-way mark, the Frankfurt,
London and Paris stock markets dropped but
Madrid and Milan rose as investors eyed the Euro-
pean Central Bank’s $820-billion plan to stem the
economic damage from the COVID-19 crisis. In-
vestors have seen “the European Central Bank calm
markets, at least for now, with their stimulus pack-
age”, Scope Markets analyst James Hughes told AFP.

Oil prices bounced nearly 7 percent yesterday

after a three-day selloff drove them to their lowest
in almost two decades as demand plummeted due
to the coronavirus and supplies surged in a fight for
market share between Russia and Saudi Arabia.

Benchmark Brent, which has lost half its value in
less than two weeks, got some respite as investors
across financial markets assessed the impact of mas-
sive central bank stimulus measures.

Brent crude jumped $1.43, or 5.75 percent, to
$26.33 a barrel by 1045 GMT, after plunging to
$24.52 on Wednesday, its lowest level since 2003.
US crude gained $2.40, or 11.8 percent, to $22.77
after dropping nearly 25 percent in the previous ses-
sion to an 18-year low.

But analysts said gains were likely to be tempo-
rary, as tumbling demand was compounded by the
collapse this month of a deal on supply curbs be-
tween OPEC and other producers. The drop in de-
mand, particularly in transportation, is also leading
to a rapidly growing glut in refined products such as
jet fuel and gasoline.

Saudi Arabia, the de facto leader of the Organi-
zation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, which
kicked off a price war with Russia that sent prices
into tailspin, is planning to keep pumping at a record

rate of 12.3 million barrels per day (bpd) for months.
“From April 1, about 4 million bpd could flood the
markets, potentially pushing down crude oil prices

into the teens,” Jefferies said in a note. “Unless
somebody intervenes, no oil producer benefits from
the current environment.” —AFP

European stocks steadier as 
ECB bazooka targets virus

Oil jumps after three-day slump but virus and oversupply still weigh

LONDON: A man poses in front of a screen displaying London Exchange’s FTSE-100. European stock markets
were steadier yesterday after the European Central Bank stepped up its stimulus action to combat the huge
economic fallout from the coronavirus pandemic. —AFP

Russia props up 
ruble, oil producers
MOSCOW: Russia announced yesterday new measures to prop up
the ruble and its oil producers, both of which have been suffering
from sinking oil prices and the global panic over the coronavirus.

“The government and the central bank will continue to take the
necessary actions to ensure financial stability,” Prime Minister
Mikhail Mishustin said. He announced that the central bank would
increase sales of foreign currency reserves, which helps support
the value of the ruble, after the Russian currency exceeded the
symbolic barrier of 80 rubles per dollar on Wednesday evening, a
rate not seen since early 2016 during Russia’s last economic crisis.

Mishustin said the central bank would also compensate oil
producers the difference when the market price for Urals crude
falls below $25 per barrel. On Wednesday, it was selling for
$24.65 per barrel.

This new mechanism will remain in place until the end of Sep-
tember. The prime minister on Monday announced that the gov-
ernment would unlock reserves of 300 billion rubles ($3.8 billion
at current exchange rates) to help support the economy. Yesterday
he announced a month-long “green corridor” from Friday to allow
the import of the most essential goods without paying duty.

He sought to reassure the public that Russia will not run out
of food. “Agriculture is the basis of our security, not just in terms
of providing food but also in terms of economic and social se-
curity,” he said.

“We have enough food.” Mishustin added that from Friday gov-
ernment agencies will be monitoring “all prices in each region, in
each chain of stores and pharmaceutical organizations”.  —AFP

US automakers 
to shut North 
American plants 
DETROIT: US automakers announced they will temporarily shut
down North American production as the economic hit from the
coronavirus spreads to manufacturing.

The “Big Three” car makers-General Motors, Fiat Chrysler
and Ford-will halt operations throughout North America through
the end of the month, the companies announced in conjunction
with the United Auto Workers (UAW). The move comes only
hours after the companies said the plants would be kept open
with modified procedures to employ social distancing.

But that plan quickly fell by the wayside as the number of
coronavirus cases in the US rises. 

UAW officials admitted privately they were facing a situation
where absenteeism was increasing as schools closed in states
such as Michigan and Ohio. In addition, employees were refusing
to work after co-workers tested positive for the virus. “Today’s
action is the prudent thing to do. By taking a shutdown and work-
ing through next steps, we protect UAW members, their families
and the community,” UAW President Rory Gamble said in a
statement with Ford.

“GM and the UAW have always put the health and safety of
the people entering GM plants first, and we have agreed to a sys-
tematic, orderly suspension of production to aid in fighting
COVID-19/coronavirus,” said GM Chief Executive Mary Barra.
“We have been taking extraordinary precautions around the
world to keep our plant environments safe and recent develop-
ments in North America make it clear this is the right thing to do
now.” Ford closed an assembly plant in Michigan on Wednesday
morning after an employee tested positive and “is thoroughly

cleaning and disinfecting the building,” the statement said.
Japanese giant Toyota also decided to pause all production in

North America, but for only two days at the moment, next Mon-
day and Tuesday. Nissan also announced yesterday it would sus-
pend production in the US from March 20 until April 6. The
shutdowns reached into Canada where Unifor, the union repre-
senting Canadian workers, had been under pressure to withdraw
the labor of its members.

Jessica Caldwell of motoring site Edmunds.com described the
announcement as “a seismic move by the Detroit 3, but also a
commendable one.” “These automakers are currently well-
stocked with inventory and as more of the country moves to fol-
low shelter-in-place orders, vehicle sales will inevitably be
softer,” she said in a note. 

“But if the proposed stimulus package ends up moving
through the Senate, this could help sales get to a bit of a healthier
place when normal life resumes.”  —AFP

DETROIT: Workers leave FCA Chrysler Warren Truck Assembly after the Detroit three
automakers have agreed to UAW demands to shut down all North America plants
as a precaution against coronavirus.  —AFP


