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MELBOURNE: A Centrelink worker (center) speaks to some of the hundreds of people queued outside an Australian government welfare center, Centrelink, in Melbourne yesterday as jobless Australians flooded unemployment
offices around the country after Prime Minister Scott Morrison warned the coronavirus pandemic would cause an economic crisis akin to the Great Depression.— AFP
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SYDNEY: Jobless Australians flooded unemploy-
ment offices around the country yesterday as Prime
Minister Scott Morrison warned the coronavirus
pandemic would cause an economic crisis akin to
the Great Depression. After a record 29 years of
economic growth, Australia is poised to spiral into
recession as the global coronavirus outbreak
wreaks havoc on the country’s economy despite a
Aus$189 billion ($109 billion) government relief
package.

In scenes not seen in Australia for decades,
queues stretched around the block at unemploy-
ment offices around the country as the forced clo-
sure of pubs, casinos, churches and gyms began at
midday yesterday. An online portal for government

services also crashed as jobseekers rushed to reg-
ister for income support payments, which have been
temporarily doubled by Aus$550 a fortnight to help
people cope with the coronavirus crisis.

With hundreds of thousands of jobs on the line,
Morrison told his compatriots they faced an eco-
nomic crisis “the likes of which we have not seen
since the Great Depression”, referring to the global
financial meltdown in the late 1920s and 1930s.
“They are lining up at Centrelink offices as we
speak-something unimaginable at this scale, only
weeks ago,” he told Parliament.

“They have lost their jobs, many, and we know
many more will. This is the biggest economic shock
our nation has faced in generations.” Services Aus-

tralia, which operates the social welfares offices
known as Centrelink, urged people not to visit
physical locations unless there was a “critical need”
to do so.

After a key government website crashed, minister
Stuart Robert initially claimed a demand surge had
been worsened by hackers attempting a distributed
denial of service (DDoS) attack.

He later told Parliament the DDoS alarm had in
fact been set off by almost 100,000 people trying
to access the site at once. Ahead of closing non-es-
sential services, Australia had already shut its bor-
ders to international arrivals, while some interstate
borders have been effectively shuttered and all non-
essential travel is banned. Morrison has warned the

measures would remain in place across the country
for up to six months, with stricter rules looming in
an effort to contain the spread of coronavirus. He
said the once in a 100 years event meant that 2020
would be “the toughest year of our lives”. Australia’s
benchmark ASX 200 has lost 38 percent on coron-
avirus fears since its peak in mid-February, falling
on Monday to lows not seen since November 2012.

Seven people have died from the disease in Aus-
tralia, which has a death rate of just 0.44 percent
compared to over four percent in countries like the
United States, Britain and France. The nation has
recorded more than 1,600 cases of COVID-19,
with infection rates accelerating in the most pop-
ulous states. — AFP 

Morrison warns coronavirus pandemic could cause economic havoc

Australians revive Great Depression memories

Airbus cancels 
2019 dividend, 
2020 forecasts 
PARIS: European aviation giant Air-
bus said yesterday it would cancel the
planned dividend payment for 2019
and also abandon its earnings forecasts
for the current year because of the
economic uncertainty sparked by the
coronavirus pandemic. “We have with-
drawn our 2020 guidance due to the
volatility of the situation,” Airbus chief
executive Guillaume Faury said in a
statement.

And as part of measures to bolster
the group’s liquidity and balance sheet
in response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, Airbus would also “withdraw
the 2019 dividend proposal of 1.80
euros per share with an overall cash
value of approximately 1.4 billion
euros” ($1.5 billion), the statement said.

“Our first priority is protecting peo-
ple while supporting efforts globally to
curb the spread of the coronavirus,”
Faury said. “We are also safeguarding
our business to protect the future of
Airbus and to ensure we can return to
efficient operations once the situation
recovers.”

Faury said he was convinced that
Airbus and the broader aerospace sec-
tor will overcome this critical period.”

To ensure Airbus’s financial flexibility,
the board of directors had agreed to
secure a new credit facility amounting
to 15 billion euros in addition to the ex-
isting 3.0-billion-euro revolving credit
facility, the statement continued.

With these decisions, Airbus would
have “significant liquidity available to
cope with additional cash require-
ments related to the coronavirus. Avail-
able liquidity now amounts to
approximately 30 billion euros.”

Airbus said the measures were in-
tended to “secure business continuity

for itself even in a protracted crisis.”
Airbus is scheduled to hold its an-

nual shareholders meeting in Amster-
dam on April 16, but was discouraging
physical attendance due to the coron-
avirus pandemic.  The group had al-
ready announced on Sunday that it
planned to partially resume production
and assembly work at its plants in
France and Spain following four days
of health and security checks. In 2019,
Airbus, which employs a global work-
force of 135,000, generated revenues
of around 70 billion euros. —AFP

Oil prices remain
volatile as virus
saps demand
SINGAPORE: Oil prices were mixed in
volatile Asian trade yesterday but remained at
multi-year lows due to the double shock of the
coronavirus pandemic and the Saudi-Russia
price war.

Both main contracts plummeted at the
open after a trillion-dollar support package
for the American economy crashed to defeat,
and virus deaths surged in Europe and the US
over the weekend. International benchmark
Brent crude was off 2.3 percent in afternoon
trade at $26 a barrel, after earlier being down
about five percent.

US benchmark West Texas Intermediate
however was up 1.3 percent at nearly $23 a
barrel as traders bought at bargain prices-
after having fallen over three percent in earlier
deals. Both contracts remain at multi-year
lows as lockdowns and travel restrictions to
fight the virus hit demand, and top producers
Saudi Arabia and Russia engage in a price
war. Coronavirus deaths soared across Eu-
rope and the United States at the weekend
despite heightened restrictions, with the tally
jumping to more than 14,700, according to a
Johns Hopkins University tracker. Prices also
fell after a trillion-dollar Senate proposal to
rescue the US economy was defeated be-
cause of zero support from Democrats, and
with five Republicans absent from the cham-

ber because of virus-related quarantines.
The bill had proposed funding for Amer-

ican families, thousands of shuttered or suf-
fering businesses and the nation’s critically
under-equipped hospitals. Oil markets
began plunging earlier this month after top
exporter Saudi Arabia launched unilateral
price cuts following a failure to secure an
agreement with Russia to further reduce
output and support prices. There were
hopes for some action to support the market
after an envoy from Texas, a top oil-produc-
ing US state, was given a rare invite to an
OPEC meeting in June. 

But hopes for an agreement fizzled after he
faced criticism for suggesting output curbs.
Even if cuts are agreed at some point, they
“alone will not be enough to see prices fully
recover the lost ground over the last month”,
said Peter Kiernan, energy analyst from the
Economist Intelligence Unit. “This would need
a noticeable recovery in demand, which is un-
likely in the short to medium term.” 

Meanwhile, Oil producer Algeria decided
to reduce its public spending in the wake of a
coronavirus-induced collapse in hydrocarbon
prices that has destroyed revenue projections
for the current year. 

At the end of a cabinet meeting chaired by
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune, the presi-
dency announced the state’s operating
budget would be slashed by 30 percent,
without specifying the new level of spending.
The 2020 budget had been based on an oil
price of $60 per barrel, but prices dipped to
$22.50 at one stage last week, due to the im-
pact of the deadly new coronavirus on global
demand and a price war among major oil
producers. — AFP

This file photograph shows a logo at the Airbus A380 assembly site in Bla-
gnac, southern France. — AFP 


