
ROME: Bars, restaurants, cinemas and concert
halls reopened across Italy yesterday in a boost
for coronavirus-hit businesses, while parliament
was to debate the government’s €220-billion
($266-billion) EU-funded recovery plan. After
months of stop-start restrictions imposed to man-
age second and third waves of COVID-19, Italy
hopes this latest easing will mark the start of
something like a normal summer.

Prime Minister Mario Draghi has admitted to
taking a “calculated risk” with the reopenings, as
infection rates and intensive care admissions have
fallen but COVID-19 deaths still mount by hun-
dreds every day and now total  more than
119,000. Three-quarters of regions dropped yes-
terday into the lower-risk “yellow” category, with
bars and restaurants permitted to restart table
service outside - including, for the first time in six
months, in the evening, although a 10 pm curfew
remains in place.

“Finally!” said Daniele Vespa, the 26-year-old
head waiter at Baccano, a restaurant near Rome’s
Trevi Fountain, as he made preparations for the
return of customers. “Hopefully... we can soon
reopen inside as well,” he told AFP, adding: “It’s
the start of a return to normality.” Cinemas, the-
atres and concert halls can also open at 50-per-
cent capacity, followed by the staggered opening
of swimming pools, gyms, sporting events and
theme parks by July 1.

In Milan, the Beltrade cinema claimed the title
of being the first to reopen after six months of
inaction with a special 06:00 am screening of
“Caro Diario,” a classic Italian film from the
1990s. The show was sold out, despite people
having to wake up before dawn to catch it. “I
went with my husband, and it was great to be
back together in a cinema and do this crazy
thing,” Francesca Pierangeli, one of the 82 people

who got a seat, told AFP.
Draghi had been under intense pressure to

ease restrictions, including from far-right leader
Matteo Salvini and increasingly vocal anti-lock-
down street protests, as Italy battles its deepest
recession since World War II. The vaccination
program is gaining pace with 17.75 million jabs
administered so far and 5.2 million people fully
vaccinated in a population of around 60 million,
but experts doubt this could be enough to stave
off a new health crisis.

“Clearly if the gradual reopening is interpreted
as a ‘free-for-all’, a new surge in infections risks
compromising the summer season,” warned Nino
Cartabellotta, head of the GIMBE Foundation
health think tank. Already at the weekend, throngs
of people took advantage of the warm weather and
packed the streets of central Rome and other
cities, many not wearing masks. In the capital,
police closed off a shopping avenue and a few
squares that had become too crowded.

‘Necessary reforms’ 
Italy was the first European country to be hit by

the pandemic in early 2020 and remains one of the
worst affected, with the EU’s highest reported
death toll and one of the deepest recessions. The
economy contracted by a staggering 8.9 percent
last year and a million jobs have been lost.

Italy is pinning its hopes on a €222.1-billion
investment and reform plan funded largely by the
European Union. Rome is the biggest recipient of
the bloc’s €750-billion post-pandemic recovery
fund. In parliament yesterday, Draghi was to formal-
ly present the program he hopes will boost growth
by 3.6 percentage points by 2026, ahead of a Friday
deadline to submit the package to Brussels.

The government said Sunday the plan was a
“historic intervention” that would repair the dam-

age caused by the pandemic and address “the
structural weaknesses” of the economy, while put-
ting it on a greener footing. Priorities include infra-
structure, notably high-speed railways; green
energy, including hydrogen power projects; invest-
ment in internet services and digitalization of pub-
lic administration.

There will be money to help women and young
people, who have disproportionately lost out dur-
ing the pandemic, while around 40 percent will be
targeted at historically under-performing southern

Italy. Draghi, a former European Central Bank
chief, has also highlighted the importance of tax
reform and speeding up the snail-paced justice
system.

Disputes over the spending plan brought down
the previous prime minister and his coalition, after
which Draghi was parachuted in to lead a national
unity government in February. His broad support in
parliament “gives him significant room for maneu-
ver to deliver the necessary reforms”, noted
Natixis economist Jesus Castillo. — AFP 

Parliament debates €220bn post-COVID recovery plan

Italy reopens in boost to businesses

VENICE: A couple has coffee in a bar next to the Rialto bridge in downtown Venice yesterday. —AFP

ExxonMobil investor 
says its climate strategy 
an ‘existential’ risk
NEW YORK: ExxonMobil’s strategy in the face
of climate change poses an “existential business
risk” to the company, according to an activist
hedge fund that is a shareholder in the oil giant, a
report in the Financial Times said Sunday. The
company, which has been criticized over the last
year for both its financial performance and its
approach to renewable energy investment, “has
no credible plan to protect value in an energy
transition,” hedge fund Engine No. 1 said in an
80-page investor presentation.

ExxonMobil has said its business would focus
on carbon capture and storage technology as a
means to counter the emissions that cause global
warming. However, it  also plans to continue
pumping oil and expects to spend $20 to $25 bil-
lion per year between 2022 and 2025 to fuel its
growth, mainly through new oil and gas explo-
ration projects.

In the document, which will be distributed to
other shareholders, the hedge fund criticized
ExxonMobil’s “value destruction” and “refusal
to accept that fossil fuel demand may decline,”
according to the Financial Times. Engine No. 1
is campaigning for the oil company to consider
alternative energy more seriously. The docu-
ment also claims that Exxon’s total emissions,
including those from the products it sells, will

increase by 2025.
World leaders came together virtually this

week at the request of US President Joe Biden for
a 40-leader climate summit. Biden doubled US
targets to s lash greenhouse gas emissions
responsible for climate change by 2030, with
Japan and Canada also raising commitments and
the European Union and Britain locking in force-
ful targets earlier in the week. The US oil giant,
which lost $22 billion in 2020 amid collapsing oil
prices, is due to report its first-quarter results on
Friday. —AFP 

World military 
spending grows 
despite pandemic
STOCKHOLM: Military expenditure world-
wide rose to nearly $2 trillion in 2020, defy-
ing the economic impact of the COVID-19
pandemic, researchers said yesterday. Global
military spending increased by 2.6 percent to
$1,981 billion in 2020, when global GDP
shrank 4.4 percent, according to a report
from the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI).

Diego Lopes da Silva, one of report’s
authors, told AFP the development was unex-
pected. “Because of the pandemic, one would
think military spending would decrease,” he
said. “But it’s possible to conclude with some
certainty that COVID-19 did not have a sig-
nificant impact on global military spending, in
2020 at least,” Lopes da Silva said.

He cautioned however that due to the
nature of military spending, it could take
time for countries “to adapt to the shock”.
The fact that military spending continued to
increase in a year with an economic down-
turn meant the “military burden”, or the
share of military spending out of total GDP,
had increased as well.

The overall share rose from 2.2 percent to
2.4 percent , the largest  year-on-year
increase since the financial crisis of 2009.
As a result, more NATO members hit the
Alliance’s guideline target of spending at
least two percent of GDP on their military,
with 12 countries doing so in 2020 com-
pared to nine in 2019.

Some COVID effects 
There were however indications the pan-

demic had affected some countries. Nations
such as Chile and South Korea openly decid-
ed to reappropriate mil i tary funds in
response to the pandemic. “Other countries,
such as Brazil and Russia, did not explicitly
say this was reallocated because of the pan-
demic, but they have spent considerably less
than their original budget for 2020,” Lopes
da Silva said.

Another response, as in Hungary for exam-
ple, was to increase military spending “as
part of a stimulus package in response to the
pandemic”. Lopes da Silva noted many coun-
tries responded to the 2008-2009 economic
crisis by adopting austerity measures, but
“this time around it might not be the case”.

The world’s two biggest spenders by far
were the US and China, with Washington
accounting for 39 percent of overall expendi-
ture and Beijing for 13 percent. China’s mili-
tary spending has risen in tandem with its
growing economy and has seen an increase
for 26 consecutive years, reaching an esti-
mated $252 billion in 2020. —AFP
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HICKSVILLE, New York: An Exxon station is seen in this file
photo taken on March 20, 2020. —AFP

EU chief says 
vaccinated US tourists 
to be able to visit
WASHINGTON: US tourists vaccinated against
COVID-19 will be able to visit the European Union
in the coming months, European Commission chief
Ursula von der Leyen said in an interview on
Sunday with The New York Times. Signaling a
major change in EU policy as vaccinations step up
worldwide, von der Leyen gave no timetable, but
the Times said that the new rules could be in place
by this summer.

“The Americans, as far as I can see, use
European Medicines Agency-approved vaccines,”
she said. “This will enable free movement and the
travel to the European Union. “Because one thing is
clear: All 27 member states will accept, uncondi-
tionally, all those who are vaccinated with vaccines
that are approved by EMA.”

The EMA, the bloc’s drug regulator, has
approved the three vaccines being used in the
United States - Moderna, Pfizer and Johnson &
Johnson. The Times said the US’s rapid vaccination
program, and progress in talks over how to use vac-
cine certificates, were behind the plan to allow the
return of leisure travel from the US to EU.

Von der Leyen said that the United States was
making “huge progress” and noted it was on track
to vaccinate 70 percent of adults by the middle of
June. Resumption of travel would depend “on the
epidemiological situation, but the situation is

improving in the United States, as it is, hopefully,
also improving in the European Union,” she added.

The pandemic has ravaged tourism on the conti-
nent, with many nations shutting borders for non-
essential travel. Greece said last week that travelers
from the EU and five other countries who are vacci-
nated or have a recent negative COVID test will no

longer have to quarantine on arrival. The country is
eager to reopen its badly hit tourism sector and has
ramped up its vaccine rollout in the hopes of build-
ing up immunity among residents. The European
Union has said it wants to launch a vaccine passport
for travelers, though plans have not yet been for-
malized. —AFP

Business

Russia launches new 
batch of UK telecom 
satellites into space
MOSCOW: A Soyuz rocket blasted off from the
Vostochny cosmodrome in Russia’s Far East yesterday
carrying 36 UK telecommunications and internet satel-
lites, the Roscosmos space agency said. OneWeb, a
London-headquartered company, is working to complete
the construction of a constellation of low earth orbit
satellites providing enhanced broadband and other serv-
ices to countries around the world.

The company is competing against billionaires Elon
Musk and Jeff Bezos in the race to provide fast internet
via satellites for the world’s remote areas. Images released
by Russia’s space agency Roscosmos showed the Soyuz
rocket taking off against hazy skies yesterday morning at
7:14 am local time (2214 GMT). “All satellites have been
successfully placed in target orbits and have been taken
under customer control,” Roscosmos said in a statement.

“Mission success!” OneWeb wrote on Twitter. The
UK company plans for its global commercial internet
service to be operational by next year, supported by
some 650 satellites. Yesterday’s launch was the third
batch of its satellites placed into orbit from Russia,
with earlier launches from the Vostochny cosmodrome
of 36 satellites each taking place last month and in
December. 

OneWeb’s first six satellites were also launched by a
Russian-made Soyuz rocket, taking off from the space
center in Kourou in French Guiana in Feb 2019. The com-
pany launched 68 more from the Baikanour launch site in
Kazakhstan last year. —AFP

SAINT-LAURENT-SUR-MER, France: In this file photo taken on June 5, 2019, US WWII veteran KT Robbins,
97, from Olive Branch, Mississippi, poses with a tourist on Omaha Beach as part of D-Day commemora-
tions marking the 75th anniversary of the World War II Allied landings in Normandy. —AFP 


