
NEW YORK: They were omnipresent on the
streets of New York day and night, as emblematic
of the Big Apple as the Empire State Building or
Yankees caps. But the pandemic has made yellow
taxis scarce and facing an uncertain future. On a
February morning in a parking lot near La Guardia
Airport, a few dozen of the yellow cabs patiently
queue in the freezing cold to catch a fare from one
of the terminals.

“This lot used to be full with hundreds of cabs
and even a line outside,” says 65-year-old Joey
Olivo, recalling the days before coronavirus. “Now
there is only about 50 and you wait two hours,
when before you’d wait 20 minutes,” adds Olivo, a
taxi driver for three decades.

Widespread working from home, school clo-
sures and no tourists means rides have plummeted
for Olivo, as they have for all of New York’s cab-
bies.  “It’s been pretty bad. My earnings dropped
80 percent. I went from making maybe $1,000 a
week to making two or 300 dollars a week,” he
told AFP.

Olivo, who lives in Brooklyn, is trying to put a
brave face on his situation, joking that he is lucky
his wife “makes good money” as a nurse, otherwise
“I would have had a rope around my neck.”

‘Free fall’ 
New York taxi drivers, most of whom are first-

generation immigrants, were once able to make
$7,000 a month or more if they worked long hours
seven days a week. Competition from Uber, Lyft
and other vehicle-for-hire firms had already drasti-
cally dented their income, but with the pandemic it
is in “free fall,” says Richard Chow, a 62-year-old
taxi driver originally from Myanmar.

Chow is not feeling the press as much as most,

because he bought his license, called a “medallion”
in New York, for $410,000 in 2006. In the years
that followed, medallion prices soared, inflated by a
nexus of bankers, investors and lawyers. 

In 2009, his younger brother Kenny Chow paid
$750,000 for his license. In 2014, the cost of
medallion reached $1 million. The arrival of thou-
sands of new drivers working for Uber and others
has caused the medallion bubble to burst and con-
demned thousands of cabbies who had bought
medallions at a high cost on credit to fall into debt
or bankruptcy. Kenny Chow and at least seven oth-
er drivers, including of black cars and limousines,
committed suicide in 2018, underscoring a dire sit-
uation that has been worsened by the pandemic.
“The pandemic has just been devastating,” said
Bhairavi Desai, executive director of the Taxi
Workers Alliance.

“Before the pandemic, ridership had been down
by 50 percent. Since the pandemic, it’s down closer
to 90 percent,” she said. “The parts of the city that
are the most deserted are the parts of Manhattan
where drivers depend on in order to earn their liv-
ing, and the airports,” Desai added.

Hence the scarcity of yellow taxis. Out of some
13,000 licenses, only about 5,000 taxis are running
regularly at the moment, according to the union.
Some 7,000 others aren’t even leaving their
garages. According to William Pierre, a driver from
Haiti, it is no longer profitable.

He continues to drive even though his daily
earnings barely exceed $100 to $150, which he
shares 50/50 with the company that leases the car
to him. “I don’t want to stay home. I want to be out
there to feed my family,” he says. So could the yel-
low taxis, which replaced checkered-striped cabs
in the 1960s, actually disappear?

‘Cultural icon’ 
Olivo and Pierre believe business will pick up

eventually, even though they agree it will never be
the same again. Desai fears yellow cabs “will slowly
phase out” if the city government does not erase
drivers’ debts. Her union is stepping up protests and
dozens of drivers briefly blocked traffic on the
Brooklyn Bridge on Wednesday.

“You know you are in NYC when you see that
yellow,” says Desai, adding that the taxis are famous

the world over. “It’s a cultural icon... a 24-hour serv-
ice that is part of the economic, social and cultural
fabric of our beautiful city.” New York’s Democratic
mayor, Bill de Blasio, has promised to help the taxi
drivers provided the city, economically ravaged by
the pandemic, is bailed out by the federal govern-
ment. “If we can get the kind of stimulus support we
deserve. I think it opens the door to coming up with
a solution to help taxi drivers and families who have
suffered so much,” he said on Wednesday. — AFP
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SYDNEY: Google and Facebook are
“very close” to deals with major
Australian media to pay for news, a top
government official said yesterday, as
the tech giants scramble to avoid land-
mark regulation.

Australian Treasurer Josh
Frydenberg said talks with Facebook
CEO Mark Zuckerberg and Google
CEO Sundar Pichai had made “great
progress” in resolving a standoff being
closely watched around the world.
Australia is poised to adopt legislation
that would force digital companies to
pay for news content, something that
would create a global precedent and,
according to Facebook and Google,
wreck the way the internet works.

The companies have threatened to
partially withdraw services from the
country if the rules become law, spark-
ing a war of words with Canberra. But
that disagreement appeared to ease
Monday, with Frydenberg telling pub-
lic broadcaster ABC that talks with the
companies “made great progress over
the course of the weekend”. “I think
we’re very close to some very signifi-
cant commercial deals,” he said, “and in
doing so that will transform the domes-

tic media landscape.”
The agreements could be enough to

see Facebook and Google avoid the
most severe parts of the legislation-
including binding arbitration to ensure
they are not using their online adver-
tising duopoly to dictate terms in deals
with media companies. Following
Frydenberg’s remarks, SevenWest
Media, owner of broadcaster 7NEWS
and The West Australian newspaper,
announced Monday a new agreement
for its content to be hosted on
Google’s News Showcase product.

The Sydney Morning Herald report-
ed the first major deal with a large
Australian news organization was
worth more than Aus$30 million
(US$23 million) a year. SevenWest
chairman Kerry Stokes said it was a
“great outcome” and hailed the gov-
ernment’s work on its news media bar-
gaining code as “instrumental in the
outcome of this ground-breaking
agreement”. 

The firm will join several smaller
local publishers on News Showcase,
which Google said had received more
than one million views since launching
in Australia eight days ago.

Frydenberg’s comments suggest
major Australian media organizations,
such as Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp
and Nine Entertainment, could be close
to reaching similar deals. A Google
spokesman said the company was in
discussions with publishers both “large
and small” while a Facebook
spokesperson said the firm had been
negotiating to “land commercial deals
that reflect the commercial value of
news content on our platform”. Peter
Lewis, director of the Centre for
Responsible Technology at the
Australia Institute think tank, said the

platforms’ current willingness to nego-
tiate showed regulation was “essential”. 

“Any deals that Google and
Facebook do will only occur because of
the prospect of the bargaining code-so
it is already doing its job,” he said.
Frydenberg hinted to local media that
amendments could be made to the code
before it is presented to parliament
Wednesday, but his office declined to
provide details. Lewis said the treasur-
er’s discretion on what to include in the
code-such as designating which tech
firms are covered-was “a critical lever-
age point for the government”. —AFP

Google and Facebook face a crackdown in Australia over using content from media
organizations. — AFP

World’s biggest 
wealth fund makes 
push for more 
women on boards
OSLO: Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, one
of the world’s biggest investors, wants to see
more diversity, especially gender equality, on
the boards of the companies in which it invests,
a document published yesterday showed. “The
board (of a company) should have a diversity
of competences and backgrounds,” read a new
policy document from the fund, the world’s
biggest with more than $1.3 trillion in assets.

“Boards where either gender has less than 30
percent representation should consider setting
targets for gender diversity and report on
progress,” it said. The policy document also
reviewed the arguments for and against diversity.

On the one hand, diversity enriches the
decision-making process with a variety of
points of view, it illustrates the quality of the
recruiting process which is not limited to a
small circle, and it increases the legitimacy of
decision-makers. On the other hand, the
effects of diversity on financial earnings are
not yet documented in serious academic stud-
ies, it can complicate recruiting by eclipsing
other competences, and the process of femini-
sation is already ongoing without the involve-
ment of shareholders. The fund’s management
concluded that “diversity will likely bring addi-
tional perspectives and approaches to the
board’s discussions and ultimately improve the
quality of its decision-making process,” it said.

“While there are many different dimensions
to diversity, we are particularly concerned by
persistent under-representation of women on
boards,” it added. With holdings in some 9,200
companies, the fund-yesterday valued at 11.14
trillion kroner ($1.32 trillion, 1.09 trillion euros)
— controls the equivalent of 1.5 percent of the
world’s market capitalization. Its decisions are
closely watched by other investors and are
therefore highly influential. Several countries,
including Norway, France, Germany and the
Netherlands, have imposed quotas to ensure
that more women are represented on boards of
directors. — AFP

Pandemic threatens New 
York’s iconic yellow taxis

School closures, tourism woes and working from home culture hit rides 

A yellow cab taxi driver walks between cars as he waits in line at a taxi hold at LaGuardia Airport in New York City. —AFP

Tech giants ‘close’ to deals
with Australian media

China overtakes US 
as EU’s biggest 
trading partner
BRUSSELS: China last year overtook the United
States as the EU’s biggest trading partner, the EU
statistics agency Eurostat said yesterday. Britain
meanwhile, which is no longer part of the
European Union, was the third-largest trading
partner for the bloc, behind China and the United
States, the agency said.

The supremacy of China came after it suffered
from the coronavirus pandemic during the first
quarter but recovered vigorously with consump-
tion even exceeding its level of a year ago at the
end of 2020. This helped drive sales of European
products, particularly in the automobile and luxury
goods sectors, while China’s exports to Europe
benefited from strong demand for medical equip-
ment and electronics.

The dethroning of the US comes as the EU and
China are seeking to ratify a long-negotiated
investment deal that would give European compa-
nies better access to the Chinese market. Eurostat
said the trade volume with China reached 586 bil-
lion euros ($711 billion) in 2020, compared to 555

billion euros ($673 billion) for the US. The agency
said EU exports rose by 2.2 percent to 202.5 billion
euros while at the same time, imports from the
People’s Republic of China increased by 5.6 percent
to 383.5 billion euros.

EU exports to the United States fell by 13.2 per
cent in the same period and imports by 8.2 percent.
In addition to the COVID-19 crisis, transatlantic
trade has been impaired by a series of tit-for-tat
feuds that have resulted with tariffs being on steel
and products such as French champagne or Harley-
Davidson motorcycles.   Eurostat said trade with the
UK plummeted in 2020, the year Britain officially left
the bloc, though it was in a transition period to blunt
the effects of Brexit until December 31. — AFP

WTI crude breaks 
$60 a barrel on 
oil supply worries
HONG KONG: US oil prices rallied past $60 a
barrel yesterday for the first time in more than a
year, fuelled by concerns about supplies as Texas is
hit by a severe cold snap that traders warn could
slash output. West Texas Intermediate surged 2.19
percent to $60.77 in Asian trade, its highest since
January last year before the oil market collapsed as
the coronavirus pandemic battered demand.

Crude has been rallying for months on the back
of optimism over an expected recovery in the global
economy, Joe Biden’s stimulus package, and hopes
that slowing virus infection rates and vaccine roll-
outs will see a surge in demand as life gradually
returns to a semblance of normality. Brent broke the
$60 marker last week, while both contracts have
rallied more than 20 percent since the start of the
year. A decision by OPEC and other major produc-
ers to slash output last spring has also provided
crucial support, particularly after prices crashed
into negative territory in the early days of the pan-
demic. Saudi Arabia’s announcement last month that
it would reduce production even further in February
and March added to the price gains. — AFP

BRUSSELS: China last year overtook the United States as
the EU’s biggest trading partner, the EU statistics agency
Eurostat said yesterday. —AFP


