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LOS ANGELES, CA: A shop advertises a job opening while holiday beachgoers head to Venice Beach. The number of people filing new claims for state unemployment benefits likely totaled a seasonally
adjusted 2.1 million for the week ended May 23, down from 2.438 million the prior week.— AFP

WASHINGTON: Job cuts by US state and local
governments whose budgets have been crushed
fighting the COVID-19 pandemic and more sec-
ond-wave layoffs in the private sector likely con-
tributed last week to a 10th straight week of more
than 2 million Americans seeking unemployment
benefits. The Labor Department’s weekly jobless
claims report yesterday, the most timely data on
the economy’s health, is also expected to show the
number of people on jobless benefits hitting a new
record high in mid-May.

The report is being watched to assess how
quickly the economy rebounds after businesses
shuttered in mid-March to control the spread of
COVID-19 and almost ground the country to a
halt. While non-essential businesses are starting
to reopen, claims have stayed at astonishingly high
levels. “I am concerned that we are seeing a sec-
ond round of private sector layoffs that, coupled
with a rising number of public sector cut backs is

driving up the number of people unemployed,”
said Joel Naroff, chief economist at Naroff Eco-
nomics in Holland, Pennsylvania.

“If that is the case, given the pace of reopening,
we could be in for an extended period of extraor-
dinary high unemployment. And that means the
recovery will be slower and will take a lot longer.”
The number of people filing new claims for state
unemployment benefits likely totaled a seasonally
adjusted 2.1 million for the week ended May 23,
down from 2.438 million the prior week, according
to a Reuters survey of economists.

The number has fallen steadily since hitting a
record 6.867 million in late March, but have not
registered below 2 million since mid-March. State
governors have requested $500 billion to help
cover public health expenses and lost tax rev-
enues, underscoring the devastating impact of
COVID-19 on the economy.

The Commerce Department was expected to

confirm in another report yesterday that gross do-
mestic product contracted at a 4.8 percent annu-
alize rate in the first quarter, the deepest decline
in output since the 2007-09 Great Recession. The
second wave of layoffs could grow bigger, with
Boeing announcing on Wednesday it was elimi-
nating more than 12,000 US jobs and also disclos-
ing it planned “several thousand remaining layoffs”
in the next few months.

Outlook clouded
After weeks of economic shutdowns, the out-

look for a US rebound remains “highly uncertain”
and businesses nationwide are gloomy about how
quickly things can return to normal, the Federal
Reserve said Wednesday. 

At the same time firms worry that generous un-
employment benefits make it difficult to retain
workers or to bring them back to their posts once
they are able to reopen, according to the Fed’s

beige book survey of economic conditions.
The survey showed activity in the world’s

largest economy continued to fall sharply in recent
weeks in all regions, with auto sales falling sharply
and tenants unable to pay rent.

The Federal Reserve’s Beige Book comprising
anecdotal information on business activity from
contacts nationwide on or before May 18, was
equally grim. Its depiction of the labor market said
“employment continued to decrease in all dis-
tricts” and “continued to fall sharply in retail and
in leisure and hospitality sectors.” In addition to
the spill over to segments of the economy not ini-
tially impacted by the closure of nonessential
businesses, some economists said initial claims
were staying elevated also because of backlogs
from the flood of applications that overwhelmed
state unemployment offices. But this was dis-
missed by many who argued these backlogs
should have been eliminated by now. —Agencies
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