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WASHINGTON, DC: Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin (center) leaves the offices of Minority Leader Charles Schumer (D-NY) as negotiations continue into the night on a $2 trillion economic stimulus in response to the
coronavirus pandemic at the US Capitol on Tuesday in Washington, DC. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: The Senate and White House have
reached agreement on a $2 trillion stimulus package
for the US economy and millions of Americans rav-
aged by the coronavirus crisis, top lawmakers said
early yesterday.

“At last, we have a deal,” Senate Majority Leader
Mitch McConnell said, hailing the massive “wartime
level of investment into our nation” reached after five
days of arduous and tense negotiations.

“We have a bipartisan agreement on the largest
rescue package in American history,” top Senate De-
mocrat Chuck Schumer said shortly after McConnell
spoke. “So many people are being put out of work
through no fault of their own. They don’t know what
their future is going to be like, how are they going to
pay the bills,” Schumer added. “Well, we come to
their rescue.”

The Senate and House of Representatives still need
to pass the legislation before sending it to President
Donald Trump for his signature. McConnell said the
Senate will vote on the measure later. The deal aims to
buttress the teetering economy by giving roughly $2
trillion to health facilities, businesses and ordinary
Americans buckling under the strain of the coronavirus
pandemic. The measure will put cash directly into the

hands of Americans hard hit by the crisis, provides
grants to small businesses and hundreds of billions of
dollars in loans for larger corporations including air-
lines, and expands unemployment benefits.

It will also inject some $130 billion into what
Schumer calls “a Marshall Plan for hospitals” and

health care infrastructure, referring to the huge
American aid program to rebuild Europe after World
War II. 

With viral outbreaks spreading coast to coast,
hospitals have been in dire need of equipment like
protective gear, intensive care beds and ventilators.

US stocks had already surged Tuesday on expecta-
tions of an agreement.  The agreement followed mul-
tiple failed attempts to advance a Republican-led
proposal, and pressure had soared to swiftly reach a
compromise that provides relief for hundreds of mil-
lions of Americans. President Donald Trump called for
an immediate resolution to the stalemate.

‘Stop negotiating’
Democrats rejected the original package, arguing

it put corporations ahead of workers, including health
professionals on the front lines of the battle against a
pandemic that has infected 55,000 and killed nearly
800 in the US alone. As the hours ticked away Tues-
day, several lawmakers voiced their anxiety.

“Pass the damn bill. Stop negotiating. Enough is
enough,” a visibly angry Republican Senator Lindsey
Graham said on the floor, after accusing Democrats
of “nickeling and diming at a time people are dying.”
Any relief package that passes the Senate will need
to clear the Democratic-led House too before going
to Trump. Speaker Nancy Pelosi unveiled a more gen-
erous, roughly $2.5 trillion counterproposal that in-
cluded ambitious elements like guaranteed paid and
family medical leave, student loan forgiveness and

oversight of the $500 billion earmarked for corpora-
tions. But she signalled the House may simply take up
the Senate bill and try to pass it. 

“Much of what we have in our bill is reflected in
this supposed agreement,” Pelosi said. According to
Schumer, the compromise legislation includes an
oversight mechanism for the company loans, and ex-
panded unemployment provisions for workers laid off
or sickened during the pandemic.

“Every American worker who is laid off will have
their salary remunerated by the federal government,
Schumer said. Pelosi suggested the measure might
even pass the House by unanimous consent. But get-
ting 435 lawmakers to swallow a gargantuan rescue
package without debate could be an uphill proposi-
tion in a sharply divided chamber. 

Asian shares gained yesterday in the wake of Wall
Street’s massive rebound as US senators and Trump
administration officials reached an agreement on a
giant economic stimulus bill to alleviate the economic
impact of the coronavirus outbreak. European
benchmark stock futures rose more than 1 percent in
early trade but US stock futures were down 1 percent
as the news about the deal invited profit-taking after
big gains the previous day. — Agencies

Asian shares ride Wall St surge as investors pin hopes on US package

US Senate, W House agree on $2tn stimulus

India’s outsourcing 
industry grapples
with new scenario
NEW DELHI/BENGALURU: As the coronavirus
pandemic pushes India into a lockdown, the call centers
and IT services firms that function as the world’s back
office are struggling to piece together work-from-
home solutions and other business-continuity plans.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Tuesday ordered
1.3 billion Indians to stay at home for 21 days to stem
the spread of SARS-CoV-2, following earlier lock-
down orders in many Indian cities and states. As of
Tuesday, India had reported over 500 cases of the
virus and nine deaths. Many of the companies that pro-
vide business services such as call centers, information
technology services and business process automation
were not prepared for work-for-home arrangements,
according to interviews with more than a dozen em-
ployees of several companies.

That raises questions about whether one of India’s
showpiece industries can function smoothly amid the
coronavirus crisis. “The industry has been scrambling
to set up its own business continuity plan,” said R.
Chandrashekhar, a retired federal government official
and a former president of India’s IT services lobby
group, NASSCOM.

In the southern tech hub of Bengaluru, an employee
working at a JPMorgan call centre said that until last

Friday, her managers had repeatedly declined staffers’
pleas to work from home.

“Even if I am infected with the virus, I know the
death rate for young people isn’t very high, but I am
very very scared that I might transfer it to family,” she
said on condition of anonymity, as she is not authorized
to speak to the media. After a state government order,
JPMorgan on Sunday asked its Bengaluru staff to “stay
at home until further notice,” according to a message
to employees, reviewed by Reuters.

In some cases, companies must seek client permis-
sion before allowing employees to work on sensitive
projects outside the office, a senior human resources
executive at a top Indian IT firm said of working re-
motely. “These days the challenge is not really the
technology, the challenge is the regulations, and, in
case something goes wrong, who’s going to take the
responsibility,” the person said on condition of
anonymity.

Indian software services firms, led by Tata Consul-
tancy Services and Infosys, gained prominence by giv-
ing Western clients low-cost solutions to routine
computer problems. Over time, they assumed a major
role at many global companies.

Three employees of mid-sized IT services firm
Mphasis, in the western Indian city of Pune, said they
were all being asked to come to the office until last Fri-
day, even as some expressed concerns about working
in close proximity with roughly 90 other people. Ma-
harashtra state, where Pune is located, had imposed
restrictions on private company employees going to
offices in an effort to curb the spread of the virus. But
it made exemptions for essential services including
some IT companies. — Reuters

Currency black
market re-emerges
in Egypt 
CAIRO: A small black market in the Egyptian pound
has re-emerged in the last few days as the coronavirus
takes a toll on the country’s main sources of foreign
currency, three bankers and businessmen said on
Monday. Some unofficial trades were taking place at
16.15 pounds to the dollar, compared to the 15.75
pounds offered by currency exchange bureaus and
banks, they said.

Egypt has so far registered 327 cases of the respi-
ratory disease caused by the virus, including 14
deaths, the health ministry said on Sunday. The gov-
ernment last week suspended almost all commercial
flights in an bid to control the spread, devastating the
vital tourism industry that earned the country $12.5
billion in 2019. The number of container ships passing
through the Suez canal fell by 7.3 percent in February,
an indication the coronavirus is dampening world
trade, Al Mal reported on Monday.

A brisk carry trade in Egyptian treasury bills has
slowed in the last few weeks, economists say, with for-
eign investors pulling dollars out of Egypt. Still, with
$45.51 billion in foreign reserves as of end-February,
Egypt has a strong armory to support the currency -
which has lost little value on official markets since the
outbreak compared to currencies of other emerging

market countries such as Russia, Turkey and South
Africa.

Naeem Brokerage said in a note on Monday that
the dollar was trading at 16.10-16.15 pounds in the
parallel market, but that trade was very thin as im-
porters postpone orders. “Banks have begun rationing
their FX inventories (prioritizing on the imports of ne-
cessities) adjusting to the drop in inflows from tourism
and hot money outflows,” the note said.

“With interbank (foreign exchange) liquidity ex-
pected to dry up further in the coming months, we ex-
pect the (central bank) to intermittently plug the
deficit by selling dollars to the banks,” Naeem said,
adding that it expected foreign reserves to decline by
$1-1.5 billion a month. On Tuesday, Naeem issued a
correction of its note saying there was no parallel cur-
rency market. The central bank closely manages the
currency, sometimes putting pressure on banks not to
let it weaken.

A licensed money changer in downtown Cairo said
on Monday that retail trade had ground to a near halt
in the last few weeks, with little demand for either dol-
lars or pounds. “The government has some tools to
deal with this,” said an Egyptian banker at a state bank
who asked not to be named.

One step already taken was for banks to issue cer-
tificates of deposit (CDs) for Egyptian pound ac-
counts, with a 15 percent guaranteed rate of interest
over a fixed period to deter people from switching to
dollar holdings, he said. Another investment banker
said colleagues had asked a state bank for dollars as
a test. They were “asked to wait for 48 hours but were
granted what they requested, but not before some ne-
gotiations regarding the quantity,” he said. — Reuters
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