
Tuesday, March 24, 2020

7
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

SYDNEY: Airlines cancelled more flights yesterday,
as Australia and New Zealand warned against non-es-
sential domestic travel, the United Arab Emirates
(UAE) halted flights for two weeks and Singapore and
Taiwan banned foreign transit passengers in the coro-
navirus battle. As demand evaporates, the number of
scheduled flights last week was down more than 12%
globally from the year earlier, flight data provider
OAG said, with many airlines having announced fur-
ther cuts to come.

“It is a war against a
virus,” Andrew Herdman,
director general of the As-
sociation of Asia Pacific
Airlines, told Reuters in a
telephone interview.
“What we have to do is
take care of the institutions
and people’s livelihoods,
the soft capital, so that we
can restart effectively in a
timely way when the time
comes.” Ratings agency
Moody’s estimated global capacity would fall by 25%
to 35% this year, assuming the spread of the virus
slowed by the end of June.

The UAE, home to major carriers Emirates and Eti-
had Airways, said it would suspend all passenger flights
and airport transit for two weeks to help rein in the
virus. The decision takes effect in 48 hours, it added,
with cargo and emergency evacuation flights ex-
empted. Emirates said on its website it would temporar-
ily suspend all passenger services for two weeks
starting March 25 due to the government directive. Sin-
gapore Airlines Ltd had been planning to halve its in-
ternational capacity before the Asian city-state banned

entry or transit by short-term visitors on Sunday.
It stepped that up to a cut of 96% through at least

the end of April, responding to what the carrier yes-
terday called the greatest challenge it has faced in its
existence. “Without a domestic segment, the group’s
airlines become more vulnerable when international
markets increasingly restrict the free movement of
people or ban air travel altogether,” it said, announc-
ing plans to ground most of its fleet.

The airline normally relies heavily on connecting
passengers from markets
such as Australia to Europe
and India to North America
through its hub. Singapore
Airlines would look to defer
aircraft deliveries and has
drawn on lines of credit to
meet immediate cashflow
requirements, it added. Tai-
wan announced similar
curbs that will hit China Air-
lines Ltd and EVA Airways
Corp, which have marketed

Taipei as a convenient and affordable transit airport,
competing with Hong Kong and Singapore.

In Hong Kong, Cathay Pacific Airways Ltd has cut
its passenger capacity by 96% in April and May as
government curbs hit travel. Planemaker Airbus an-
nounced new steps to bolster its financial position, in-
cluding the signing of a credit facility for 15 billion
euros ($16.1 billion). Airbus added it was withdrawing
its 2020 financial guidance, dropping a proposed 2019
dividend that had a cash value of 1.4 billion euros and
suspending funding to top up staff pension schemes.

In the southern hemisphere, Qantas Airways Ltd,
Virgin Australia Holdings Ltd and Air New Zealand

Ltd were re-examining domestic schedules after their
governments advised against non-essential domestic
travel. Regional Express Holdings Ltd (REX), which
serves remote Australian towns, said it would shut all
operations, except some subsidized routes, from April
6, unless governments quickly expressed a willingness
to underwrite its losses.

Australia’s largest airport operator, Sydney Airport
Holdings Pty Ltd, wants to cut capital spending from
a forecast A$350 million to A$450 million ($200 to
$257 million), so as to focus only on critical projects,
it said yesterday. In Hawaii, which ordered 14 days in
quarantine for all arrivals from Thursday, Hawaiian Air-

lines said it would suspend most long-haul passenger
services except for a daily flight from Honolulu to Los
Angeles and a weekly flight to American Samoa.

In mainland China, the first to have been hit by the
virus, domestic capacity has been rising as some in-
ternal curbs are eased, but there are concerns that
passengers on international flights could re-import
the virus. China’s aviation regulator said all interna-
tional flights due to arrive in the capital will be di-
verted to other airports in the country. More than
570,000 flights to, from and within, China alone were
cancelled from Jan 1 to March 16, flight data provider
Cirium says. — Reuters

Domestic travel, airline hubs the 
latest hit as virus curbs tighten

United Arab Emirates to suspend flights for two weeks 

DUSSELDORF: A file photo shows an Airbus A380 of the Emirates airline during landing at the airport
in Duesseldorf, western Germany. Dubai carrier Emirates Airline announced yesterday, it will suspend
all passenger flights from March 25 amid the novel coronavirus outbreak. — AFP 

Pandemic
money: Where’s
it coming from,
who pays?
PARIS: The mammoth bailout sums un-
leashed to combat the 2008 financial crisis
fuelled populist backlashes in many coun-
tries as taxpayers were handed a whopping
bill. This time feels different. Governments
and central banks are all too aware that they
face an unprecedented test from an invisible
enemy that could kill their economies. The
sums mobilized now-trillions in direct fiscal
and monetary support, and loan guaran-
tees-outstrip what was offered in 2008 to
rescue banks from their own folly.

What’s on offer?    
All major economies are battling to halt

the carnage on financial markets, interven-
ing directly to save businesses and jobs, and
indirectly via their central banks. “We are
witnessing a panic movement in which mar-
kets, like businesses, are seeking liquidity at
all costs, and selling anything that is sell-
able,” said Agnes Benassy-Quere, professor
at the Paris School of Economics. There is
“no other way than to issue a lot of debt and
to make sure that it will be bought by central
banks”, she said. While the virus appears
contained in China, European countries and
the United States are going all out with
spending promises to limit the fallout of
their own runaway outbreaks.

The biggest stimulus package comes
from Washington where Senate Republi-
cans on Thursday introduced a $1 trillion
plan in line with demands from President

Donald Trump. Democrats are unconvinced
by some of Trump’s wish-list. But eschewing
the traditional Republican aversion to debt
and deficits, Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell underscored that “this is no or-
dinary time”. Treasury Secretary Steven
Mnuchin said the government had “no
problem issuing more debt” at super-low
rates after recent interventions by the Fed-
eral Reserve.

What’s the cost?   
The Fed and others including the Euro-

pean Central Bank are engaged in shock-
and-awe tactics to reassure the markets and
ensure plenty of money is on hand for busi-
nesses. Their actions, slashing interest rates
or engaging in outright purchase of govern-
ment debt (“quantitative easing”) finally
brought some calm to markets on Friday. 

One benefit for governments-at least

richer ones with access to deep capital mar-
kets-is that they can issue long-term bonds
now at fixed rates at next-to-no cost.  “The
only issue is in 10-20 years when you have
to refinance the debt,” said Charlie Robert-
son, global chief economist at Renaissance
Capital in London. “No one foots the bill be-
cause borrowing costs are close to zero-it’s
magic money,” he said, adding there is no
risk of inflation given the scale of the shock.   

The situation is a lot more alarming for
developing economies that lack both access
to cheap borrowing and advanced medical
systems. “If South Africa can’t afford to con-
trol the virus, it will spread again. No coun-
try can afford to keep every other country
banned from travelling,” Robertson told
AFP. “So I would argue there has to be a
global financing solution to address this
virus crisis,” he said, urging action from the
G7 and G20 nations. — AFP 

HONG KONG: People wear face masks, as a precautionary measure against the COVID-
19 coronavirus, as they sit in an open area of the former Central Police Station, also
known as Tai Kwun, in Hong Kong. — AFP 
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Facebook
Messenger in
virus battle
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook yester-
day began enlisting outside developers
to create ways its Messenger service
can help health organizations battling
the novel coronavirus. The social net-
work also invited software savants to
take part in an online “hackathon”
aimed at creating ways to use Messen-
ger to ease social-distancing and de-
liver accurate information about the
pandemic, according to Messenger
vice president Stan Chudnovsky in a
blog post.

He unveiled a global program in-
tended to connect government health
organizations and UN agencies with
developers who can create ways to use
Messenger share accurate information
and speed up responses to people’s
questions. Software makers, for exam-
ple, could help agencies automate an-
swering common questions, to allow
staff to tackle more challenging tasks.
Developers can also help organizations
use software to quickly distribute up-
dated information.

UNICEF and Pakistan’s Ministry of
National Health  already use Messen-

ger to keep people posted about
COVID-19, according to the Face-
book-owned messaging platform.
Facebook-owned messaging service
WhatsApp recently launched a free
World Health Organization alert de-
signed to answer questions about the
coronavirus and debunk “coronavirus
myths.” The service, launching in Eng-
lish, is to expand in coming weeks to
include Arabic, Chinese, French, Russ-
ian and Spanish.

WhatsApp last week launched a
Coronavirus Information Hub in part-
nership with WHO and United Nations
organizations. WhatsApp, which claims
more than a billion users, issued a $1
million grant to an International Fact
Checking Network alliance devoted to
reporting on coronavirus rumors
spreading on messaging services. “We
think the most important step What-
sApp can take is to help connect people
directly with public health officials pro-
viding crucial updates about coron-
avirus,” spokesman Carl Woog told AFP.

Concerns have been raised about
WhatsApp and other messaging serv-
ices being used to spread bogus infor-
mation about coronavirus. WhatsApp
software prevents users from blasting
messages to massive numbers of peo-
ple at once, which tends to be a spam
tactic. The service also labels for-
warded or chain messages to show
people they did not come directly from
a friend or family member. — AFP 

Nursing homes
a vector for
deadly virus
MADRID: Death arrived slowly at the
nursing home where Chelo Megia
works. Then it was everywhere. On
March 11, a Wednesday, Megia still
thought the Residencia Nunez De Bal-
boa in central Spain, where she had
been an auxiliary nurse for 15 years,
might avoid the new virus spreading
rapidly across the country. “We saw it
as far away,” she said.

By Thursday, several elderly residents
had been hospitalized. The staff learned
later that some residents had tested pos-
itive for COVID-19, the disease caused
by the coronavirus. On Friday a medical
team arrived in head-to-toe hazmat gear
that Megia had only ever seen in movies.
“They started isolating everybody and
telling us, ‘Protect yourselves.’ We were
wearing a mask and gloves and that was
it,” she said.

That day, the regional government
replaced the management of Megia’s
home, which it had been running as part
of social services, with medical staff, and
transferred it to its health department in
a bid to tackle the outbreak. Just one
week later, according to unions and of-
ficials, 10 of the home’s 200 or so resi-
dents are dead, 13 have tested positive
for coronavirus and 50 more are possi-
bly infected in a country with one of the
biggest outbreaks after China and Italy. 

Not all have been tested. A patient

ombudsman’s group has filed a com-
plaint of negligence against the home
with Spanish authorities; the home’s
owner, the regional government, de-
clined to comment on it. Worldwide,
nursing homes have become hotspots
for the disease. As it courses through
Spain, the death toll has more than dou-
bled in the past week to 1,720 people,
says Spain’s health emergencies depart-
ment. So far at least 100 of those have
reportedly been from nursing homes,
but the central government can’t say
how many. “Right now, this isn’t a nurs-
ing home, it’s a hospital,” said Megia, 49,
exhausted and shaken after seven
straight days on the job. “Everything has
completely changed.”

The coronavirus has wrought dra-
matic transformations of nursing homes
across Spain, turning dozens of its
5,500 homes into plague houses and
propelling their ill-equipped staff onto
the frontlines of an accelerating pan-
demic. Spain’s overwhelmed hospitals
have asked homes for the elderly like
Megia’s to care for seriously ill residents,
but the homes lack ventilators and must
compete with hospitals for scarce med-
ical equipment and virus testing kits, in-
dustry representatives say.

Many face dwindling supplies of face
masks, gloves and gowns, according to
staff, union leaders, care home operators
and industry groups interviewed by
Reuters. In some homes, staff said they
were rationing masks or making their
own out of cloth, or wearing disposable
gowns for multiple shifts. Some workers
said they were too scared to come to
work, while others had fallen sick, leav-
ing homes short-staffed during a time of
unprecedented need. — Reuters

First French
doctor dies as
virus death toll
rockets
PARIS: The first French doctor battling the
coronavirus has died as the death toll in the
country spiralled to 674 Sunday. With the
outbreak spreading to eight regions - and
112 more dying in a single day - authorities
admitted their count does not include those
who died at home and in old people’s
homes. “We are looking at an epidemic that
is widening and escalating,” the head of the
health service Jerome Salomon said. With
hospitals flooded with 7,240 victims, the
military are having to transfer some from the
worst-hit areas.

“The virus kills and it is continuing to
kill,” Salomon added. The 67-year-old
emergency room medic who died worked at
Compiegne hospital, north of Paris, the
town’s mayor said. He was hailed as a hero
by his family for coming back from holiday
to treat the first major outbreak in the coun-
try. Mayor Philippe Marini said that Mada-
gascar-born Jean-Jacques Razafindranazy
“came back to work voluntarily to treat
people and knew he was taking a risk”.

Calls for curfew 
His wife, a family doctor, is now also sick

with the virus and has been quarantined at
home. Dr Razafindranazy’s death came as
controversy raged over a shortage of pro-
tective gear for medical staff in some parts
of France. Despite Health Minister Olivier
Veran saying more than 250 million masks
had been ordered, some doctors and nurses
have complained that they have had to do
without. The French government is also
under pressure from doctors’ unions to im-
pose a total nationwide curfew. 

The northeast city of Mulhouse, where
French soldiers have already set up a mili-
tary field hospital to help hospital staff over-

whelmed by the number of cases, declared
its own curfew from Sunday night from 9:00
pm to 6:00 am. Some other cities, including
Nice and Perpignan, have already imposed
their own curfews.With authorities ex-
pected to extend the lockdown beyond the
end of March, doctors want it tightened to
“at a minimum” stopping people going out
to jog or exercise. Parliament toughened
fines for people who break the current con-
finement measures late Saturday. Repeat of-
fenders now face six months in prison and a
fine of 3,700 euros ($3,950). And on Sun-
day it declared a health emergency in the
country, granting greater powers to the
government to fight the pandemic. — AFP

PARIS: A homeless sits at a bus stop in Paris, as a strict lockdown comes into effect
to stop spread of the COVID-19 caused by novel coronavirus in the country prohibiting
all but essential outings in a bid to curb coronavirus spread. — AFP 


