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‘Apocalypse now’: Airlines 
turn to cargo for revenue 

US Senate bill would give airlines $58 billion in aid
SYDNEY: Delta Air Lines Inc and Air New Zealand
Ltd said they would offer cargo charter services on
passenger planes to boost revenue as the US Sen-
ate unanimously passed a bill to give its carriers
$58 billion in aid, including payroll support. The
passenger travel industry has been ravaged by the
coronavirus pandemic, with Australia’s Flight Cen-
tre Travel Group Ltd announcing plans to cut
6,000 travel agent roles globally, either temporarily
or permanently.

The International Air Transport Association
(IATA), which represents airlines, said it has written
to the heads of governments of 18 countries in the
Asia-Pacific region, including India, Japan,
Malaysia, South Korea, Thailand, Vietnam and the
Philippines for emergency support for carriers.
“Travel restrictions and evaporating demand mean
that, aside from cargo, there is almost no passenger
business,” IATA Director General Alexandre de Ju-
niac said in a statement. 

“For airlines, it’s apocalypse now.” Singapore
Airlines Ltd yesterday went into a rare trading halt
pending an announcement, days after it said it
would ground almost its entire fleet and seek more
financing as it grapples with the coronavirus pan-
demic. IATA estimates the COVID-19 crisis will re-
duce passenger demand in Asia-Pacific by 37%
this year compared to 2019, with a revenue loss of
$88 billion. 

Singapore, Australia and New Zealand are
among the few countries in the region that have an-
nounced some financial relief for airlines, but it has
not stopped carriers from putting staff on leave and

grounding planes. Virgin Australia plans to perma-
nently cut more than 1,000 jobs among the 8,000
staff that have been stood down due to cuts to its
flying schedule, chief executive Paul Scurrah said.

In a move unthinkable under normal conditions,
Australia’s competition regulator said it would
allow Virgin, Qantas Airways Ltd and Regional Ex-
press Ltd to coordinate flight schedules and share
revenue on 10 regional routes. The approval is con-
ditional on the carriers charging fares no higher
than those in place on Feb 1. “We hope that this
temporary measure will also support airlines’ abil-
ity to again compete with each other on these
routes once the pandemic crisis has passed,” Aus-
tralian Competition and Consumer Commission
Chairman Rod Sims said.

In the United States, United Airlines Holdings
Inc unveiled more domestic capacity cuts, meaning
its total, including international, will drop by around
68% in April. Alaska Air Group Inc said it would
cut its schedule by 70% in April and May and had
suspended its dividend, drawn down a $400 million
credit line and secured an additional $425 million
loan to help weather the crisis.

The US Senate on Wednesday evening passed
an industry aid package, half in the form of grants
to cover some 750,000 employees’ paychecks.
Companies receiving funds cannot lay off employ-
ees before Sept 30 or change collective bargaining
agreements. The bill has restrictions on stock buy-
backs, dividends and executive pay, and allows the
government to take equity, warrants or other com-
pensation as part of the rescue package. The US

House of Representatives is expected to vote to
approve the measure today and President Donald
Trump has promised to sign it into law.

In an effort to raise much-needed revenue and
keep some planes in the air, Delta and Air New
Zealand said they had joined the growing number
of carriers offering cargo charters on passenger
planes. Hawaiian Airlines said it had added more
cargo-only turboprop flights between the state’s
islands. “We’ve shared these options with our
global cargo customer base and are getting some
strong interest from customers wanting to ship to
and from Shanghai, Hong Kong, San Francisco, Los
Angeles, Sydney and Melbourne,” said Rick Nel-
son, Air New Zealand’s general manager for cargo. 

About half of the world’s air cargo normally

travels in the bellies of passenger planes rather than
dedicated freighters, so the cancellation of passen-
ger flights has led to a sharp reduction in cargo ca-
pacity. Roughly 1,800 planes had been grounded
globally on Monday and Tuesday, according to avi-
ation research firm Cirium.

IATA said red tape is holding up medical and
other emergency supplies needed to help tackle
the virus crisis. Examples include two shipments,
each containing about five to 10 tons of medical
supplies, bound for Latin America and currently
held up in Dubai and India. Figures to be pub-
lished next week will show global air freight traf-
fic fell around 10% in February, putting it on
course for a 15%-20% drop for the year as a
whole, IATA said. — Reuters

BRASILIA: Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro drew
blistering criticism from the medical community
and opponents Wednesday for downplaying the
coronavirus pandemic, but renewed his attacks on
containment measures to slow its spread. The far-
right leader has repeatedly lashed out at restrictive
measures to fight the virus, which he has called a
“little flu” that caused an “overblown” reaction. 

He triggered new outrage among critics with a
national address Tuesday night condemning
“scorched-earth” containment measures by local
authorities, such as closing businesses and confin-
ing people in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil’s
biggest cities. He said such measures risked wreck-
ing the Brazilian economy, Latin America’s largest.

His stance, which flies in the face of World
Health Organization recommendations, drew a
strongly worded letter of condemnation from a
group of eight medical professional associations.
They called Bolsonaro an “enemy of the people’s

health” whose response to the crisis was “incoher-
ent and criminal.” “He denies the body of scientific
evidence guiding the fight against the COVID-19
pandemic worldwide, disdaining the serious and
dedicated work by a national and global network
of researchers and health technology profession-
als,” it said.

Politicians of various stripes also attacked Bol-
sonaro, including center-right Senate president
Davi Alcolumbre, who said Brazil “needs a serious,
responsible leader who cares about the people’s
lives and health.” Undeterred, Bolsonaro doubled
down. “Companies aren’t producing anything. They
can’t pay their employees... We are facing chaos,”
he told journalists outside the presidential resi-
dence in Brasilia. “We could end up with problems
like people looting supermarkets... What do we
need to do? Get people back to work. Protect the
elderly, protect people with health problems, but
that’s it.”— AFP 

Brazil’s Bolsonaro sparks backlash
for downplaying virus

COPENHAGEN: Photo shows aircrafts of nordic airline company SAS parked on the tarmac at Copen-
hagen’s Airport, as most of the flights have cancelled due to the novel coronavirus pandemic. — AFP 

RIO DE JANEIRO: A graffiti of Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro wearing a face mask is seen on a
wall while a delivery man rides a bike in downtown Rio de Janeiro during the coronavirus COVID-19
pandemic. — AFP 


