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With economy sinking, Trump’s  
own business empire is in peril

President is watching another financial drama

10

WASHINGTON: As if presiding over the 
threatened destruction of the US economy 
by the coronavirus pandemic is not enough, 
President Donald Trump is watching anoth-
er financial drama: the Trump Organization 
hotel, golf course and real estate business 
that made him a billionaire. 

His five-star US and Canada hotels with 
more than 2,200 rooms are mostly empty, 
his golf courses in the United States, 
Scotland and Ireland are under pressure to 
close, and his cherished “Southern White 
House”-the beach-front Mar-a-Lago club 
in Palm Beach, Florida is shuttered. 

Like other hotels around the country, 
Trump’s have been forced to lay off most 
workers and face the fact that the $435 mil-
lion in revenues that the Trump 
Organization reported in 2018 is likely to 
plummet this year. How severe that would 
be to a family-controlled business notori-
ously untransparent about its finances is 
unknown. 

And it has raised questions over 
whether Trump’s concerns about his own 
company are shaping his response to the 
crisis: whether part of the giant $2 trillion 
economic rescue plan in Congress will be 
used to prop up his hotel and resort busi-
nesses, and whether his push for a quick 
end to the coronavirus lockdown is to save 
the company. 

“Our country-it’s not built to shut down,” 

Trump said Tuesday, calling for an end to 
restrictions by the second week of April. 
“You can destroy a country this way by 
closing it down.” 

 
‘It’s hurting me’  

Neither Trump nor his sons who oversee 
the company have detailed the financial 
damage they face.  But it is clear: the name-
plate hotels in New York, Washington, 
Chicago, Las Vegas, Vancouver and Hawaii 
are virtually empty. 

Likewise, his golf resorts are being 
ordered to lock up, even in remote Scotland. 
On Monday the Scottish Golf organization 
said it anticipates a shutdown order and 
urged “all golfers in Scotland refrain from 
golfing until further notice.” “It’s hurting me 
and it’s hurting Hilton and it’s hurting all of 
the great hotel chains all over the world,” 
Trump said Saturday. 

Yet the Trump Organization, for vanity or 
other reasons, insists on keeping them open. 
“The hotel is open, the restaurants are 
closed, the spa is closed, the pool is closed,” 
a receptionist at the Trump International 
Hotel & Tower on Central Park in New York 
told AFP, not giving her name. 

“There’s a Whole Foods across the 
street. We can get something for you and 
bring it to your room,” she suggested. John 
Boardman, head of the Washington branch 
of the Unite Here labor union, said the 

Trump International in Washington was still 
operating despite sweeping staff layoffs. 

“It doesn’t make sense for them to stay 
open. The hotel has like three percent occu-
pancy,” said Boardman. “He may not be 
shutting it down just to be able to say they 
are still operating.” 

 
Profiteering allegations  

Since entering office, Trump has fended 
off pressure and lawsuits that alleged he 

was profiting from his properties while 
president. Business executives, diplomats 
and Middle Eastern kings seeking his favor 
stayed at his hotels, especially the Trump 
International just blocks from the White 
House. 

The Washington Post has reported on 
the huge amounts Saudis have paid to book 
up Trump hotel wings, and the high rates he 
charges his own Secret Service contingent 
when he travels to his own properties, 

including tens of thousands of dollars for 
golf carts. Several lawsuits have accused 
him of profiteering from his office-against 
the US constitution’s “emoluments” clause-
but none have stuck. 

 
‘It’s one of those things’  

But now much of that is moot, with the 
spread of COVID-19 forcing the country’s 
hotel industry into crisis. Last week the 
industry, which provides jobs for some eight 
million people, asked the White House for 
$150 billion in support. Many are now won-
dering whether part of the bailout-a pro-
posed $500 billion discretionary fund to 
support businesses that will be run by the 
US Treasury without public reporting-will 
be deployed to aid Trump’s hotels along 
with the rest of the industry. 

“Now more than ever, it is crucial that 
the American people know that the presi-
dent is acting in the public’s best interest 
and not for his own personal financial gain,” 
Elizabeth Wydra, president of the 
Constitutional Accountability Center, told 
AFP. Asked Saturday if he would benefit 
from a bailout, Trump replied: “I don’t 
know.” “I just don’t know what the govern-
ment assistance would be for what I have. I 
have hotels. Everybody knew I had hotels 
when I got elected. They knew I was a suc-
cessful person when I got elected. So it’s 
one of those things,” he said. —AFP 

President Trump’s five-star US and Canada hotels with more than 2,200 
rooms are mostly empty, his golf courses in the United States, Scotland and 
Ireland are under pressure to close.— AFP 

As borders 
shut, farmers 
sound alarm  
in Europe 
 
BEELITZ OT KLAISTOW, Germany: 
Whether it’s served with butter and 
ham, drowned in hollandaise sauce or 
topped with a fried egg, nothing says 
spring in Germany like asparagus. 

But this year, the cherished veg-
etable may be a rare sight on dining 
tables as many of the foreign seasonal 
workers who would usually harvest the 
crop are unable to enter the country 
because of travel bans imposed over 
the coronavirus. “The situation is very 
tense for us farmers,” says Thomas 
Syring, who runs a farm in Beelitz, a 
town in the state of Brandenburg 
known for its cultivation of white 
asparagus. 

Syring is just one of hundreds of 
farmers faced with the threat that his 
crops may be left rotting in the fields 
because of a serious shortage of work-
ers. With warmer weather looming, 
farmers across Europe are scrambling 
for ways to fill the manpower gap as 
travel restrictions imposed to halt 
COVID-19 contagion toughen. 

 
Tens of thousands needed  

During a normal season, Syring’s 
farm employs about 60 workers from 
Romania, Poland and Bulgaria. At pres-
ent, only 10 have arrived. “At the 
moment it is cold again, it will slow 
down the growth of the asparagus. But 
in a week, at the latest, the asparagus 
will come out of the ground and contin-
ue to grow,” he warns at his farm, where 
rows upon rows of asparagus are wait-
ing beneath sheets of white plastic to 
keep the soil warm. 

Juergen Jakob of Beelitzer Spargel, 
an association for asparagus farmers in 
Beelitz, says only half of the 5,000 sea-
sonal workers required in the region 
have arrived so far this year. 

“There is a need for quick clarifica-
tion on how workers from Romania and 
Poland in particular can enter 
Germany,” says Udo Hemmerling, gen-
eral secretary of the German Farmers’ 
Association. 

Around 300,000 seasonal workers 
come to Germany each year, mainly 

from Poland and Romania, to help with 
fruit and vegetable harvests, according 
to Hemmerling. In Austria, which is fac-
ing a manpower shortage of 5,000 to 
help in fruit and vegetable farms, the 
ministry has set up a website to get 
people in other sectors to sign up and 
help. And in Switzerland, fears are 
growing that only a fraction of the 
33,000 seasonal workers required 
annually will be available this year. 

 
Double pay  

German agriculture minister Julia 
Kloeckner said Europe’s biggest econo-
my requires “30,000 seasonal workers 
in March alone, with the number rising 
to 85,000 in May”. She has suggested 
filling some of the vacancies with work-
ers who have suddenly found them-
selves unemployed because of the coro-
navirus crisis.  

Measures agreed by the cabinet on 
Monday to help farmers include allow-
ing the workers that are available to 
work for longer, and easing red tape 
around hiring temporary workers from 
other sectors. 

But the farmers still prefer to bring in 
experienced farmhands from abroad. 

With land transit routes blocked, 
some have resorted to flying workers in 
on chartered flights, but even though 
they have valid work permits, some are 
still not being allowed in. Others are 
offering better deals to entice workers. 
“For asparagus, our partners are offer-
ing to double salaries, as well as very 
good conditions on accommodation and 
catering to assure workers that they 
won’t need to go out,” says Emese 
Molnar, who runs a Romanian company 
that sends seasonal workers to coun-
tries including Germany and the 
Netherlands.  

But beyond border barriers, some 
are simply worried about travelling. 

“If they’re too afraid to leave their 
home, how can they go abroad?” asked 
Simona, a Romanian seasonal labor 
agent. For Beelitz’s Jakob, time might be 
running out. 

“We are now very close to the 
asparagus harvest, but if we do not have 
enough harvest workers, we will not be 
able to harvest the whole crop,” he 
warns. Bringing in workers from other 
sectors won’t solve the problem 
because of the time it takes to train 
them.  “Perhaps they will have learned 
how to do it by the end of the asparagus 
season, but that doesn’t help us very 
much,” Jakob says. — AFP 

German farmers are concerned that the restrictions imposed to fight 
coronavirus will mean they struggle to find the migrant workers they 
need to bring in their asparagus crops. — AFP 

 
Facebook revenue  
slips as usage  
leaps during virus 
 
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook on Tuesday said 
the coronavirus pandemic has users flocking to its 
services while it undermines ad revenue on which 
the world’s biggest social network depends. 
Online voice and video calls at Facebook-owned 
Messenger and WhatsApp have more than dou-
bled in places hit hard by the new coronavirus, 
according to a post by vice president of analytics 
Alex Schultz and Jay Parikh, vice president of 
engineering. “As the pandemic expands and more 
people practice physically distancing themselves 
from one another, this has also meant that many 
more people are using our apps,” Parikh and 
Schultz said. 

Much of the increased use has been at 
Facebook’s free messaging services which don’t 
generate ad revenue, according to the executives. 
“We don’t monetize many of the services where 
we’re seeing increased engagement, and we’ve 
seen a weakening in our ads business in countries 
taking aggressive actions to reduce the spread of 
COVID-19,” Parikh and Schultz said. 

Soaring use at Facebook’s “family” of services 
and across the internet industry have been 
unprecedented, they added. Facebook, which has 
more than two billion users, is among numerous 
firms expected to take a hit from the crisis, which 
has already altered many consumer and online 
habits. Online advertising is expected to be 
affected by the pandemic as many marketing 
campaigns are cut back, and ad targeting is 
thrown into chaos. Twitter on Monday dialed 
back its earnings expectations for the current 
quarter, citing the pandemic’s impact on its adver-
tising revenue, even though the service has 
become a hub of conversation about the crisis. 

Twitter withdrew an earlier forecast for the 
first quarter of 2020 and now expects an operat-
ing loss along with declining revenues. —AFP 

Paraguay closes  
borders, Avianca  
grounds planes  
 
MONTEVIDEO, Uruguay: Paraguay 
closed its borders until the end of the 
week while Latin America’s second-
largest airline grounded its commercial 
services on Tuesday. The Galapagos 
Islands also recorded their first cases of 
the new coronavirus and Mexico upped 
its outbreak response as Latin American 
countries continued to roll out measures 
to contain the COVID-19 disease. 

 
Paraguay 

President Mario Abdo Benitez closed 
the country’s borders until Sunday fol-
lowing a second death from COVID-19. 
“People can only leave, not enter,” said 
Interior Minister Euclides Acevedo, 
adding that Paraguayans and residents 
were exempt but would face quarantine 
in military barracks upon return. 

Commercial airlines will not be 
allowed to land at Paraguayan airports 
during the timeframe. 

 
Colombia 

Avianca, the second-largest airline in 
Latin America, said it was suspending all 
passenger operations. Last week it had 
grounded international flights but was 
continuing to provide domestic services. 
The measure came after Colombia 
President Ivan Duque closed the coun-
try’s airspace as the number of confirmed 
cases there rose to more than 300, with 
three dead. Avianca’s 10 freight planes 
will continue to operate but 142 passen-
gers planes have been grounded. 

 
Mexico 

Hugo Lopez-Gatell Ramirez, under-
secretary of health prevention and pro-
motion, said the country was entering 
“phase two” of its coronavirus approach, 

moving from containment to “mitigation.” 
The decision came after Mexico’s con-
firmed cases rose to 367, five percent of 
which have come from domestic trans-
mission. 

Lopez-Gatell said the new measures 
would help “reduce the speed of propa-
gation” of the virus. 

 
Ecuador 

Galapagos Islands government 
authorities said four people on the 
Ecuadoran archipelago had tested posi-
tive for the virus. All four had returned to 
the islands from the port of Guayaquil, 
the worst affected city in Ecuador with 
more than half of the country’s 1,000 
confirmed cases. 

A week ago, the government ordered 
a total ban on visitors to the islands-
which lie more than 900 kilometers (560 
miles) west of Ecuador’s coast-where 
measures were already in place to restrict 
the movement of people. The infected 
individuals will undergo health protocols 
before being transferred to the mainland, 
the regional government said. 

 
Brazil 

The Sao Paulo stock exchange surged 
alongside world markets amidst renewed 
optimism regarding plans to fight the 
coronavirus pandemic. The Ibovespa 
index closed up nearly 10 percent having 
fallen just over five percent on Monday. 
“It’s still too early to draw any conclusions, 
but we are seeing less volatility” than last 
week, said trading analyst Thiago Salomao 
of brokerage firm Rico Investimentos. The 
Brazilian real also strengthened 1.1 percent, 
to 5.08 to the dollar. 

 
Chile 

A wild puma was captured after it was 
found wandering around the deserted 
center of  Santiago in search of food, 
Chilean authorities said. The one-year-
old, 35-kilogram (77-pound) feline came 
down from the nearby surrounding hills 
to take advantage of a nighttime curfew 
due to the virus outbreak.—AFP 

Economic fears as 
Africa escalates  
virus response 
 
DAKAR: African nations have ordered cur-
fews and lockdowns in response to the grow-
ing coronavirus epidemic, raising fears of tur-
moil for low-income workers and cash-
strapped governments across the continent. 
Cases have risen across the world’s poorest 
continent over the past week to a total of 2,137 
and 62 deaths, according to an AFP tally, 
prompting countries to enact strict counter 
measures. 

South Africa, the continent’s most devel-
oped economy-which at 554 cases has Africa’s 
largest outbreak-on Monday announced a 
nationwide lockdown. 

“Without decisive action, the number of 
people infected will rapidly increase... to hun-
dreds of thousands,” South African President 
Cyril Ramaphosa said at the time. 

There are fears that weak health infrastruc-
ture in Africa will leave the continent particu-
larly exposed to an outbreak on the scale of 
virus-stricken Europe. Other countries are fol-
lowing suit with similar measures. More are 
expected to be announced in the coming days. 

On Monday, Senegal and Ivory Coast both 
declared states of emergency and ordered 

night-time curfews.  Ivory Coast on Tuesday 
said it had recorded 73 coronavirus cases and 
would lock areas down progressively, depend-
ing on how the virus spreads. Senegal has 
recorded 86 coronavirus cases, its health min-
istry said on Tuesday. 

Ivory Coast PM in self-isolation  
In a sign of coronavirus’ increasing reach, 

Ivory Coast’s Prime Minister Amadou Gon 
Coulibaly said on Twitter on Tuesday that he 

was in a self-isolation after coming into contact 
with a positive case. 

As the virus spreads, there are also fears 
that poor and debt-saddled countries will be 
unable to provide an adequate response. 
Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed on 
Tuesday asked G20 leaders for $150 billion in 
emergency funding to deal with the coron-
avirus, saying it “poses an existential threat” to 
the economies of African countries.—AFP 

LESOTHO: A queue of cars are seen at the Maseru Bridge border post 
between Lesotho and South Africa yesterday as residents and retailers of 
Lesotho head to South Africa to stock up on groceries and other essential 
goods after South African President Cyril Ramaphosa announced a 21-day 
national lockdown for South Africa. — AFP 


