
EVERETT: The aviation industry appears to finally be past
the worst of the coronavirus downturn, but Boeing’s to-do
list remains extensive following a messy start to 2021.

The problems this year include electrical issues with
the 737 MAX jet, fuselage troubles on the 787 and yet
another delay in the timeframe for the 777X. The myriad
challenges reflect the changed regulatory climate facing
Boeing in the wake of a pair of 737 MAX crashes in 2018
and 2019 that claimed 346 lives and led to a 20-month
grounding of the aircraft.

“Unfortunately for Boeing right now, the added scrutiny
is justified,” said Ken Herbert, an aviation analyst at
Canaccord Genuity. Chief Executive Dave Calhoun on
Wednesday will update investors on its latest set of chal-
lenges when the company reports second-quarter results.

He will likely discuss the prospects for the 787
Dreamliner following Boeing’s move earlier this month to
cut production after identifying another issue with the air-
craft. In May, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
formally notified Boeing that the 777X would need more
than two years of additional testing and analysis before it
could be certified, saying the jet was “not yet ready” to
advance to the next stage of evaluation.

More scrutiny 
In April, Boeing notified 16 airlines flying its 737

MAX planes of an electrical issue, leading to the imme-
diate grounding of more than 100 jets. Carriers resumed
service on the jets in May after regulators approved
Boeing’s proposed fix. Boeing has also pushed back the
timeframe for new deliveries of presidential plane Air
Force Once and experienced numerous setbacks on the
KC46 Air Force tanker.

Boeing’s efforts to get back on track have been compli-
cated by disruptions to supply chains and personnel dur-
ing the pandemic that have weighed on the broader econ-
omy. The company’s decision to consolidate 787 produc-
tion to South Carolina and shift operations from
Washington state has also led to disruption. But experts
say a good portion of the problems stem from the after-
math of the MAX crashes, including a withering
September 2020 congressional report that blasted Boeing
as overly focused on profit to the detriment of engineering.

The report said Boeing suffered from a “culture of con-
cealment” from regulators at the FAA, who themselves
practiced “grossly insufficient oversight” of the company.

“The investigations have shown failure in both organi-
zations-Boeing as the manufacturer and the FAA as the
overseeing body,” said Bertrand Vilmer, head of the con-
sultancy Icare. “Now the FAA is trying to get back on
track,” Vilmer said. “They are looking more closely for
problems, and they are finding them.”

Both Boeing and the FAA have been changing proce-
dures following recommendations from reviews of what
went wrong with the MAX. “Changes happening on both
sides are leading to more oversight and supervision,” said
Hassan Shahidi, head of the Flight Safety Foundation, a
nonprofit. “What is important for safety is making sure that
system is rigorous and robust, based on data and timely
information provided to all parties,” Shahidi said.

Surfacing problems? 
Boeing, for its part, said it has been acting “methodical-

ly” to enhance safety practices. With the 787, for example,
“the decision to slow down production schedules for addi-
tional inspection and perform any necessary rework is the

right course of action, even if it may have an operational
impact from time to time,” the company said in an email to
AFP. The FAA is also demanding more from Boeing before
it signs off on things.

Boeing proposed using an algorithm for inspections of
the 787 in May, and the FAA required the company sus-
pend deliveries while it studied the proposal, which it did
not want to accept without checking the underlying data,

according to a person familiar with the FAA’s thinking. The
787 problems have also raised questions about Boeing’s
internal communication and whether there is “the ability to
bring bad news forward,” said Herbert, citing public reas-
surances from Calhoun about the plane prior to the recent
difficulties. “It created, at least for shareholders, some of
the  perception that the company doesn’t really have a
good handle on these issues,” he said.  —AFP

Boeing set to face investor 
scrutiny as woes plague jets

EVERETT, US: In this file photo a Boeing 777X airplane takes off on its inaugural flight at Paine Field in
Everett, Washington. —AFP
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Profits at India’s 
Reliance fall on 
COVID impact
MUMBAI: Profits at Indian conglomerate
Rel iance  Industr ies  dropped sharp ly
between Apri l  and June this  year, the
company said , as  Asia ’s  th ird-largest
economy battled a vicious second wave
of COVID-19.

The oi l-to-telecoms giant , which is
owned by Asia ’s  r ichest  man Mukesh
Ambani, reported a consolidated net prof-
it of 122.73 billion rupees ($1.65 billion) in
the quarter ending June 30, a 7.25 percent
fal l  compared to the same period last
year. Even though its quarterly revenues
jumped by 58 percent year-on-year to
1.44 trillion rupees, aided by its flagship
oil and gas businesses, its retail arm took
a hit as a spike in infections prompted
shop closures.

“COVID-related restrictions on store
operations during the quarter impacted
our retail business operations and prof-
itability. This is a temporary phenomenon,”
Ambani said in a statement. “I am happy
that our company has delivered robust
growth despite facing a highly challenging
operating environment caused by the sec-
ond wave of the COVID pandemic,” he
added.

Its telecom business Jio added 14.3 mil-
l ion subscr ibers  dur ing the quarter,
recording a nearly 10-percent increase in
operating revenue. Ambani is locked in a
high-stakes battle with Jeff Bezos, the
wor ld ’s  r ichest  man, as  Amazon and
Reliance fight for a share of India’s mas-
sive e-commerce market.

The two firms are currently engaged in
a row over Ambani’s acquisition of domes-
tic retail  giant Future Group — which
Amazon has  sought  to  de lay, with  a
Singapore-based arbitration panel asking
Reliance to halt the deal. Reliance has dis-
missed the panel’s order, saying its agree-
ment with Future Group complies with
Indian law.

The behemoth has also sought to limit its
dependence on its core fossil fuel business,
unveiling a $10 billion plan to invest in
renewable energy last month. The invest-
ment includes a 5,000-acre manufacturing
facility in India’s western state of Gujarat,
with the company aiming to produce 100
gigawatts of solar power by 2030.

Reliance, which operates the world’s
biggest oil refining complex in Gujarat,
has a market capitalization of more than
$182 billion. 

The company’s shares closed down
0.74 percent in Mumbai on Friday ahead
of the earnings announcement. —AFP
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Uber driver 
independence 
a bumpy road
OAKLAND: Uber driver Mae Cee scoffs at the notion,
touted by the global ride-share service, that she and
her peers are self-employed contractors-and that
most of them are happy with the arrangement. In
California, labor legislation endorsed by voters last
November in a referendum, known as Proposition 22,
effectively overturned a state law requiring Uber, Lyft
and other app-based, on-demand delivery services to
reclassify their drivers and provide employee benefits.

That legislation, heavily backed by the companies
themselves with $200 million in campaign spending,
may have officially resolved the status of so-called
“gig workers.” But many of them are still bitter and
angry, and say they have all the inconveniences of
being independent, and none of the advantages. They
also accuse Uber of rolling out benefits while Prop 22
was being debated-and then retracting them.

“No way I’m an independent contractor-not even
close, it’s such a joke,” said Cee, an activist in a
Rideshare Drivers United group. Drivers for compa-
nies such as Uber and Lyft use their own cars and
chose their own work schedules in what the compa-
nies describe as cherished independence.

But how work days turn out is orchestrated by a
sophisticated computer algorithm that artfully nudges
drivers to accept as many fares as possible-including
less profitable routes.

Some drivers see the situation as basically having a
software version of a manager, making them tanta-
mount to employees-without the security such an
arrangement would give them. Prop 22 does guarantee

some support such as pay topping the minimum wage
and supplemented health care coverage-but it desig-
nates drivers as self-employed, meaning they do not
have the right to some regular employee benefits such
as collective bargaining.

Happy trails? 
Uber says a recent survey found 82 percent of

drivers are “happy” that Proposition 22 is in place.
But Nathan, a driver in San Diego who asked that his
last name not be used to protect his privacy, said he
felt some of the company’s promises went unfulfilled.
“We had more independence, more freedom... we
had more ability to control how much money we
made,” he said. “Uber was finally working towards
making drivers happy.”

Transparency and price control are two things that
Nathan wanted from Uber, and he thought he was
getting those things. But within three months of Prop
22 passing, the company did away with an option to
dictate fare prices using a “multiplier” during periods
of high demand, he lamented.

Drivers still have the option of picking which rides
they want to provide, but say that the amount of infor-
mation they get to see before deciding which fares to
accept has dwindled.

For example, Uber only starts sharing aspiring rid-
ers’ destinations after a driver has blindly accepted
five out of 10 trips. An Uber spokesperson told AFP
that about a third of drivers were refusing more than
80 percent of fares before the tweaks, which were
made to improve the reliability of the service.

“With the recovery from the pandemic, we wanted
to make sure that passengers have a car when they
need it and that all drivers have more trips on aver-
age,” the spokesperson said.

New horizons? 
Critics argue that calculations regarding how much

drivers earn hourly do not take into account time ride-
share or delivery drivers spend waiting around. They
also contend that most drivers will not be eligible for
the touted contributions to health insurance coverage.

Meanwhile, Uber has been offering incentives to
get drivers back on the road as rider demand picks up
after being stalled by the coronavirus crisis. Drivers
may still be wary of COVID-19, and could be getting
financial help from government aid to the unemployed.
And, as with the rest of the job market, the pandemic
may have prompted some to shift gears on careers.
“People did training, or they found other jobs,” Cee
said. “The pandemic helped us realize we were
hooked, trapped in an abusive relationship with Uber.”

The Rideshare Drivers United group seeks to
mobilize members against the Proposition 22 model,
which Uber hopes to spread beyond California. The
San Francisco-based company’s ride-share business
was hard hit during the pandemic, but it has seen its
food delivery and trucking units pick up speed. Uber
has yet to post a profit. —AFP

OAKLAND: In this file photo, Uber driver Sergei Fyodorov dis-
cusses why he supports a yes vote on Proposition 22 in
Oakland, California. —AFP

WASHINGTON: As rising prices and the spread of
new COVID-19 variants increase risks to the US econ-
omy, Federal Reserve officials are expected to maintain
their easy money policies intended to help American
companies and workers survive the pandemic damage.

But as the policy-setting Federal Open Market
Committee (FOMC) begins its two-day policy meeting
Tuesday, markets and traders will be watching for hints
of when it will begin tapering its massive monthly debt
purchases. The bond buying program aimed to ease
lending conditions during the crisis, but has come
under scrutiny recently as inflation has soared to
record levels as businesses reopen and consumers
spend the savings built up during the worst months of
the pandemic.

And focus also will be on any sign the Fed is
rethinking its pledge to keep the benchmark lending
rate at zero until the economy achieves maximum
employment. Fed Chair Jerome Powell has repeatedly
said the rise in inflation is a temporary effect of the
economy getting back to normal, and that the Fed has
tools to respond if the surge goes on too long. But
Sam Stovall, chief investment strategist at CFRA
Research said the swiftness of the price spike likely
has surprised the central bank.

“I think they’re still saying it’s transitory but they’re
squirming in their seats, feeling a bit anxious that the
numbers have come in higher than expected,” he said.
However, the Fed is not expected to alter its stimulative
policies this week or at any point this year.

Powell has promised to communicate clearly in
advance of any policy shift, and analysts believe he may
wait to do that at the annual central banking conference
in Jackson Hole, Wyoming scheduled for August.

Troubled recovery 
Central bankers are convening during an uncertain

moment for the world’s largest economy. The fast-
spreading Delta variant of COVID-19 has prompted
some parts of the United States to reimpose mask-
wearing rules and sparked worries it could undermine
the recovery. At the same time data is showing prices
surging across the economy, a consequence of supply
chain snarls, shortages of components, unique dynam-
ics like rental car companies moving to rebuild fleets
and “base effects,” or the comparison to the depressed
prices of the year-ago period. At the Fed’s last meeting
in June, signs of growing hawkishness appeared, with a
majority of FOMC members predicting at least two rate
hikes in 2023, and seven expecting one as soon as next
year, according to quarterly economic projections. In
March, a majority foresaw no rate hikes until after 2023.

Powell has downplayed those predictions, but Daniel
Morris, chief market strategist at BNP Paribas, said
analysts will be watching to see if the central bank
chief’s thinking has changed, particularly when he
speaks to reporters after the meeting. “I think there’s
still that kind of debate, are they more hawkish?” he
said. “Any info we can get from Powell during the press
conference to try to help settle that debate will be

important and useful.”
But Stovall said not to expect much in the way of

details. “On the one hand, they will try to assure people
that the Fed is ever vigilant and does have the ability to
make a difference. But on the other hand (they) will be
pretty unspecific on what and when they plan to do
things,” he said.

A more-pressing decision for the Fed will be what to
do about its monthly purchases of at least $80 billion
in Treasury debt and at least $40 billion in agency
mortgage-backed securities, which were part of the
emergency measures taken as the economy collapsed
last year.

Morris said the Fed must figure out when to scale
them back, and how to do it without causing stock mar-
kets to gyrate. “It’s still tricky with them, and Powell is
going to be very careful,” he said. —AFP

WASHINGTON: In this file photo, US Federal Reserve
Chairman Jerome Powell testifies before a Senate Banking,
Housing and Urban Affairs Committee hearing, on Capitol
Hill in Washington, DC. —AFP

Fed to meet as inflation, virus 
variants muddle US recovery


