
AUGSBURG: Car-manufacturing powerhouse
Germany is rushing to join the private sector space
race as it looks to ride a boom in mini-launchers for
small satellites and compete with major US firms
such as SpaceX.

Three projects in particular are making Germany
a serious player in the race to provide mini-launchers
for the increasing number of small satellites which
observe the Earth and provide connectivity for the
internet of things and smart vehicles. At the end of
July, German company Rocket Factory Augsburg
(RFA) carried out a first successful test of its “RFA
One” rocket, igniting the engine for eight seconds at
its development site in Kiruna, Sweden.

The rocket’s “staged combustion” system is used
by Elon Musk’s SpaceX and Jeff Bezos’s Blue Origin,
but is yet to be rolled out in Europe. According to
RFA’s operational director Joern Spurmann, it allows
“30 percent more payload to be put into orbit”.

Another German firm, Baden-Wuerttemberg
based HyImpulse, has also made waves with a
20-second engine test on the Shetland Isles in
May, using a candle-wax-based fuel to maximise
efficiency.

“Our technology is advanced enough to serve the
mini-launcher market,” said HyImpulse co-founder
Christian Schmierer. Isar Aerospace, which is run
from just outside Munich by three directors in their
thirties, is yet to carry out its first engine test, but is
the most well-financed of the three.

Backed by investors such as the Swiss bank
Lombard Odier, venture capitalists HV Capital and
holding company Porsche SE, the startup has
amassed more than 150 million euros ($180 million)

in funding, and is hoping to launch its “Spectrum”
rocket for the first time in 2022.

Satellite taxis 
Isar Aerospace predicts that the mini-launcher mar-

ket will grow to “more than 30 billion euros by 2027,
with small and medium-sized satellites making up
around a third of it”. Weighing only a few hundred
kilograms, these small satellites are tiny compared to
the machines of up to 10 tons which are sent into orbit
by the European Space Agency’s Ariane rockets. “A
large rocket is like a long-distance bus which drops all
its passengers at the same stop. A micro-launcher
works like a taxi, placing the satellites exactly where
the client wants them,” explained Christian Schmierer
of HyImpulse.

According to Isar Aerospace founder Daniel
Metzler, the smallest ones will be little more than “box-
es of around 10 centimeters, weighing just one kilo-
gram (2.2 pounds) and orbiting the Earth at 28,000
kilometers per hour.” Reducing size and maximizing
efficiency also means lowering costs.

“In time, we will be able to load 1.3 tons of material
for five million euros, a price significantly lower than
the competition at 3,850 euros per kilo,” said RFA. 

Henry Ford moment 
The three German startups are aiming to eventually

assemble a fleet of 20 to 40 partially reusable rockets,
guaranteeing dozens of launches per year.
Subcontractors in the automobile industry, many of
whom are looking to diversify away from combustion
engine vehicles, will provide engine parts for the rock-
ets. “We want to create a Henry Ford moment for

space travel,” said Spurmann, in reference to the
American industrialist who revolutionized the produc-
tion of cars in the early 20th century.

Yet Germany is far from the only country eyeing
this lucrative market. SpaceX already puts mini-satel-
lites into orbit in collaboration with NASA, while
American rival Rocket Lab is among the pioneers of
commercial extra-terrestrial flights. China is also active

in the sector, while there are half a dozen serious proj-
ects in Europe, including in Spain and the UK.

“The reliability of the different economic models
will be a central question in the next three to five
years,” said Carla Filotico of German space industry
consultants SpaceTec. The “consolidation of the sec-
tor” would probably leave some companies by the
wayside, she added.  —AFP
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US private hiring 
slows sharply in 
July to 330,000
WASHINGTON: Private hiring by American
firms slowed sharply in July to 330,000, with
dramatically lower gains in the construction and
leisure and hospitality sectors, according to pay-
roll services firm ADP. The result was far smaller
than economists had expected and less than half
of the 680,000 positions gained in June, which
could be a worrisome sign ahead of the govern-
ment’s monthly jobs report due out Friday.

“The labor market recovery continues to
exhibit uneven progress, but progress nonethe-
less,” ADP chief economist Nela Richardson said
in a statement. As pandemic restrictions have
eased, allowing businesses like hotels and restau-
rants to reopen, the hard-hit leisure and hospital-
ity sector has been hiring workers at a brisk pace
since March, but the ADP report showed a gain
of just 139,000 jobs last month — the biggest of
any sector by far but less than half of June’s fig-
ures. In recent weeks, rising infections from the
fast-spreading Delta variant of COVID-19 have
created uncertainty and caused some areas of
the United States to again put in place mask-
wearing rules. “The slowdown in the recovery
has also impacted companies of all sizes.
Bottlenecks in hiring continue to hold back
stronger gains, particularly in light of new
COVID-19 concerns tied to viral variants,”
Richardson said. “These barriers should ebb in
coming months, with stronger monthly gains
ahead as a result.” In the dominant US services
sector, hiring slowed in the trade, transportation
and utilities professions, and in healthcare and
education, while manufacturing added just 8,000
jobs and construction 1,000 following four months
of double-digit gains. Economists are projecting
employment gains of over 900,000 and as much
as a million in the key Labor Department report,
and though the ADP data are not always in sync
with the official figures, the big miss could foretell
weak monthly hiring overall. Rubeela Farooqi of
High Frequency Economics noted the weakness in
the ADP report, but said “job growth is set to pick
up over coming months as the factors that are
restraining labor supply presently — health con-
cerns, child-care, supplemental unemployment
benefits — ease.”  —AFP
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Racial employment 
divide continues in 
recovering US economy
WASHINGTON: As vaccines help quell COVID-19
cases, millions of Americans have gone back to
work-but fewer Black and Hispanic workers are
being rehired, entrenching persistent inequalities in
the United States. The divides are fueled by long-
running employment discrimination, experts say,
worsened by unique, virus-related disruptions that
have left many jobseekers unable to find work they
can get to, or feel safe doing.

“We haven’t actually addressed those underlying
power disparities in the economy,” said Kate Bahn,
director of labor market policy with the Washington
Center for Equitable Growth. After skyrocketing to
14.7 percent in April 2020 when business restric-
tions to stop the virus from spreading were at their
tightest, the US unemployment rate dropped to 5.9
percent in June, according to the Labor
Department. But the gains were not shared equally:
the jobless rate for Black workers was 9.2 percent
and for Hispanics 7.4 percent, compared with 5.2
percent for whites.

The racial and ethnic employment gaps in the
world’s largest economy were present even when
unemployment was at record lows before the pan-
demic. In Washington, the issue is receiving
renewed attention from President Joe Biden, who
has put forth massive spending plans he says will
help reshape the economy and make it more inclu-
sive. And the Federal Reserve has pledged to keep
interest rates low for longer to increase hiring of
racial minorities-something that took nearly a

decade following the 2008 global financial crisis.
“We all do better when the pie is bigger, and you

get the pie bigger by being aggressive about this,”
William Spriggs, chief economist of the AFL-CIO
trade union federation, told AFP.

‘Fixed disparity’ 
The Labor Department is due to release the lat-

est employment report on Friday, which some econ-
omists expect will show the economy gaining over
one million jobs in July, lowering the unemployment
rate to 5.6 percent as more businesses reopen. The
June data showed unemployment for white women
was five percent, despite losing jobs last year at
about the same rate as Black workers, who have
seen much slower rehiring. The trend is similar for
Hispanics.

“There is a fixed disparity between Blacks and
whites in terms of being rehired,” Spriggs said. A
higher share of Black women are looking for jobs
than white women, but large and small companies
nationwide nonetheless complain they cannot find
people fill open positions, especially skilled workers.

“These employers are all yelling we can’t find
workers, we can’t find workers. Black women are
more available and yet they’re not hiring them,”
Spriggs said. “It’s discrimination. Until we get seri-
ous about discrimination in hiring and discrimina-
tion in labor force, we just can’t advance.”

Scholars blame the disparity on factors that push
Black and Hispanic workers into jobs that pay less
and often put them most at risk of contracting
COVID-19.

Virus still a threat 
Walter L. Simmons, president and CEO of non-

profit Employ Prince George’s, which serves a
mostly Black and Hispanic county outside

Washington, said the ongoing pandemic disruptions
are keeping some people from taking jobs, or even
looking for work. Bus and ride-sharing services
have not yet returned to normal, meaning many job-
seekers often cannot get to work. Childcare also has
been curtailed, so working parents have to figure
out what to do with their children.

Many people in Prince George’s county live with
extended family, and may be reluctant to take a job
where they risk infection, Simmons said-a fear that
has grown more acute as the highly-infectious Delta
variant spreads. “Those are three areas we’re seeing
that nobody really has an answer for. They’re just
saying come back to work,” Simmons said in an
interview.

For now, jobless workers are able to survive off
of expanded unemployment benefits authorized by
the federal government, which pay some low-wage
workers more than their previous jobs. —AFP

German car sales 
slump in July
HAMBURG: Sales of new cars in Germany were down
significantly in July compared to the same month last
year, official data showed yesterday. A total of 236,393
new cars were registered last month in Europe’s
largest car market — 25 percent fewer than during the
same month last year, the KBA transport authority
said. New registrations in July last year were particu-
larly high due to an extra work day and the effects of
a sales tax reduction, designed to counter the eco-
nomic impact of the coronavirus pandemic, the VDIK
car importers’ federation said in a press release.

Nonetheless, the figures represent the second low-
est month for new car sales in Germany since 1991, the

VDIK said. The slump is the first after four consecu-
tive months of increasing registrations of new cars.

“The hoped for market recovery is still far off,” said
Peter Fuss, a partner at EY. “Despite the economy
growing well and the fact only a few restrictions on
public and economic life remain in place, the uncer-
tainty is still large, particularly in light of the increas-
ing case numbers and the sluggish vaccination cam-
paign.” The global shortage of semiconductors, which
has been felt acutely by car manufacturers, is also a
factor.

The effects of the chip crunch could also have a
“significant impact” in the second half of the year,
according to Fuss. The growth in the sale of electric
vehicles slowed to 52 percent in July, in comparison
with almost 300 per cent in June. Electric models rep-
resented 11 percent of all those sold, or 25,464 units in
total. Hybrid car sales increased by 33 percent year on
year, according to the KBA.  —AFP

AUGSBURG, Germany: A mechanic checks the cables on a tank of a rocket upper stage at Rocket Factory
Augsburg in Augsburg, southern Germany. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Reporters raise their hands after US
President Joe Biden speaks about COVID vaccinations in the
East Room of the White House in Washington, DC,
Tuesday.—AFP

DUISBURG: An aerial view of new cars for sale at the har-
bor of Duisburg, western Germany. The German car mar-
ket experienced a 25 percent drop in July 2021. —AFP

Belgium swoops 
on counterfeit 
cigarette gang
BRUSSELS: Belgian customs officers
yesterday mounted their biggest-ever
operation against counterfeit cigarette
production, swooping on 10 illegal sites
and making at least 40 arrests.

International gangs have turned

Belgium into a production hub for
fake cigarettes, falsely packaged as
leading brands and sold tax-free to
smokers in neighboring countries,
particularly Britain.

In a non-descript industrial park in
Aartselaar, on a main road into the port
city of Antwerp, officers arrested 18
men in a pre-dawn raid in an unmarked
warehouse. The suspects, from eastern
Europe, lived in a ramshackle dormito-
ry inside the plant, working shifts to
dry tobacco then pass it through ciga-
rette-roll ing machines. Some were

sleeping in their bunks when the armed
officers burst in while others were run-
ning the machines.

They were led off in handcuffs as
senior officers arrived with reporters.
“While this depot was working 24 hours
a day, the workers never left the plant,
so as not to alert the neighborhood,”
said Florence Angelici, spokeswoman
for the Belgian finance ministry in
charge of the customs service.

Behind her, a partitioned section of
the warehouse featured messy bunks,
overflowing suitcases and signs of a

hastily abandoned breakfast. “They
slept here, worked here, ate here, took
their showers-they didn’t leave for
weeks, even months,” she said. A vast
stock of cigarettes was ready for ship-
ment, apparently to Britain, with pack-
ages resembling popular Richmond and
Marlboro brands and printed with stan-
dard UK health warnings in English. In
total four production sites were found,
alongside six more sites used for logis-
tics, to shred raw tobacco or to store
supplies like cigarette paper, filters
and glue.

Some of the plants were in northern
Belgium, in Tongeren, Eeklo and
Frasnes-lez-Anvaing-close to the port
and allegedly serving the gang’s mar-
kets in Britain, France and the
Netherlands. Officials processing the
vast haul estimated they had seized
tens of millions of cigarettes falsely
branded as Marlboro, Richmond, Prince
or Regina. The raids brought the num-
ber of illegal cigarette production sites
closed down in Belgium so far this year
to seven, more than the five raided in all
of 2020. —AFP


