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FRANKFURT: European Central Bank gover-
nors met yesterday to take stock of their mon-
etary stimulus efforts as more infectious strains
of the coronavirus and stricter shutdowns cloud
the economic outlook. Policymakers were ex-
pected to stop short of taking fresh action after
ramping up their pandemic support for the eu-
rozone last month.

But observers will be scrutinizing ECB chief
Christine Lagarde’s words for hints of concern
about the virus resurgence and the recent
strength of the euro against the dollar. The
Frankfurt institution “will want to stay on the
sidelines for as long as possible,” ING bank
economist Carsten Brzeski said. “The short-term
path of the eurozone economy will be deter-
mined by the virus, vaccines, lockdowns, and fis-
cal stimulus, not additional monetary stimulus.”

The emergence of more contagious virus
variants in Britain and South Africa has fuelled
fears of a possible surge in outbreaks, at a time
when many countries are already struggling to
bring down COVID-19 cases. Europe’s top
economy Germany this week extended its partial
lockdown until February 14, while France and
Spain have tightened evening curfews.

A sluggish start to vaccination drives in the
European Union is also expected to drag on the
recovery in the first quarter of 2021. The ECB in
December forecast 3.9 percent growth for 2021,
after an estimated contraction of 7.3 percent in
2020. Lagarde recently said she had “no reasons
to believe our forecast is wrong at this point”.

But it would become “a concern”, she said, if
member states had to extend their shutdowns
beyond March.

Unprecedented 
Under former French finance minister La-

garde, the ECB has taken unprecedented steps
to cushion the economic blow from the pan-
demic in the 19-nation euro area, and stressed it
stands ready to do more as needed. Its main tool
is a massive pandemic emergency bond-buying
scheme, known as PEPP, that was bulked up last
month to total 1.85 trillion euros ($2.2 trillion).

The scheme, aimed at keeping borrowing
costs low to encourage spending and invest-
ment, was also prolonged until March 2022. Also
in December, the ECB announced more ultra-
cheap loans for banks, with rates getting more
attractive the more they lend on to the real econ-
omy. Interest rates were likely to hold steady at
record lows yesterday, observers said, and no
tweaks are expected to the ECB’s pre-pandemic
purchases of government and corporate bonds
to the tune of Ä20 billion a month.

As with PEPP, the purchases are meant to
keep credit flowing in a bid to bolster growth
and drive up inflation. But eurozone inflation has
stayed stubbornly low for years and even turned
negative in 2020.

‘Close attention’ 
By the ECB’s own estimates, price growth will

gradually inch up to 1.4 percent by 2023, still far

off the bank’s target of just under two percent.
In December, inflation stood at minus 0.3 per-
cent. Analysts say inflation could bound higher
later this year, powered by pent-up consumer
demand once lockdowns start easing, particu-
larly in travel and dining out. But any boost is
likely to be short-lived, they cautioned.

Complicating the ECB’s efforts is the appre-
ciation of the euro, which has risen by more than
10 percent against the greenback since late Feb-
ruary. “The currency remains a concern for the
ECB as it could add to deflationary pressures

and hurt the recovery,” said HSBC economist
Fabio Balboni. A stronger euro makes imports
cheaper, keeping the lid on consumer prices,
while exports become less competitive, hurting
growth prospects. Minutes of the last ECB meet-
ing showed that the 25-member governing
council was paying “close attention” to the ex-
change rate. Nevertheless “the euro has not
reached a level where the ECB would step in,”
said Berenberg bank analyst Florian Hense. “An
interest rate cut in response to a stronger euro
still seems like a very long shot.” —AFP 

ECB govs meet as COVID
woes weigh on eurozone

Unprecedented steps have been taken to cushion economic blow

FRANKFURT: This file photo taken on March 24, 2020 shows the sun setting behind the headquarters of the European
Central Bank (ECB) and the city skyline. — AFP 

Amazon offers to 
help with COVID
vaccine effort
SAN FRANCISCO: Tech colossus Amazon on Wednesday of-
fered to put its vast operation to work helping President Joe
Biden get 100 million Americans vaccinated against COVID-19
in the next 100 days. Chief of Amazon’s worldwide consumer
business Dave Clark sent a letter to Biden urging that its work-
ers get vaccinated as early as possible and offering to put the
company’s resources to work in the broader vaccination effort.

Amazon is the second largest employer in the US with more
than 800,000 employees, most of whom are “essential workers”
who can’t do their jobs from home, according to a copy of the
letter obtained by AFP. The e-commerce giant has seen business
boom during the pandemic as people staying home to avoid risk
of getting COVID-19 resorted to shopping online and having
items delivered.

“We are committed to assisting your administration’s vacci-
nation efforts as we work together to protect our employees
and continue to provide essential services during the pan-
demic,” read the letter. Amazon has agreements in place with a
health care provider to administer vaccines on-site at its facil-
ities, including fulfillment centers, data centers, and Whole
Foods Market grocery stores, according to Clark. 

“We are prepared to move quickly once vaccines are avail-

able,” Clark said in the letter. “Our scale allows us to make a
meaningful impact immediately in the fight against COVID-19,
and we stand ready to assist you in this effort.”

Uber has also offered logistical assistance. Chief executive
Dara Khosrowshahi last month urged US states to make sure
rideshare drivers get quick access to COVID-19 vaccines so they
can help with broader distribution plans. Biden’s top pandemic
advisor Anthony Fauci said this week the new president’s goal of
seeing 100 million doses of coronavirus vaccine injected within
his first 100 days in office is “absolutely” achievable. — AFP 

Israel, UAE agree energy deal

JERUSALEM: Israeli and Emirati companies have signed an in-
augural agreement on renewable energy, officials said Wednes-
day. The principal corporate signatories of the energy agreement
are Abu Dhabi-based Masdar and EDF Renewables Israel.
“These are the first fruits of the Abraham accords in the energy
sector,” said Israel’s Energy Minister Yuval Steinitz on Twitter,
predicting the collaboration would allow his country to become
a global leader in solar energy within six years. Muhammad Jamil
Al-Ramhi, head of Masdar, lauded a “new era of cooperation” in
clean energy ventures between the two countries. — AFP 

World Bank to fund Lebanon jabs 

WASHINGTON: The World Bank announced yesterday it will
put $34 million into a program to provide coronavirus vaccines
for more than two million people in Lebanon, which is experi-
encing a major surge in COVID-19 cases. “This is the first World
Bank-financed operation to fund the procurement of COVID-
19 vaccines,” the Washington-based institution said in a state-
ment. Under the World Bank plan, the vaccines would arrive by
early February. The $34 million is being reallocated under the
existing Lebanon Health Resilience Project, funded by the In-
ternational Bank for Reconstruction and Development. — AFP 

News in brief

NEW YORK: This file photo shows the Amazon logo at the 855,000-sq-ft
Amazon fulfillment center in Staten Island on Feb 5, 2019. —AFP 


