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ROME: Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi said
Tuesday he would proceed with reforms at
“maximum speed” after the European Union
gave the green light to billions of euros in post-
pandemic recovery funds. Italy was one of the
European countries hardest hit by coronavirus
and will receive the biggest share of the EU’s
750-billion-euro ($900 billion) recovery plan
agreed last year.

During a visit to Rome, European Commission
chief Ursula von der Leyen announced its support
for Italy’s “ambitious” and “foresighted” plan to
spend 191.5 billion euros in EU grants and loans
between now and 2026. At a joint press confer-
ence, Draghi emphasised the need to spend the
money well, adding that key reforms linked to the
investments, notably of Italy’s snail-paced justice
system, would “proceed at maximum speed”.

“The Italian government and all of us have a
responsibility towards the rest of the European
countries, towards the European citizens who
have paid taxes to finance our national plan,” he
said. Von Der Leyen is on a tour of EU member
states to launch the recovery fund, agreed after a
historic decision to pool debt. Amid concerns
from some of the EU’s “frugal” northern members
about subsidising spending in what they see as
the less fiscally virtuous south, the investment is
closely tied to reform.

“We were always aware of the fact that it will
need a combination of reforms and investment to
boost the economy when we get out of the (coro-
navirus) crisis, to really leapfrog forward to mod-
ernising and reviving our economy,” Von der
Leyen said. The first instalment of Italy’s EU
funds, worth almost 25 billion euros, could arrive
before the end of July.

Eurozone’s third economy 
The two leaders were speaking at Rome’s leg-

endary Cinecitta film studios, which will benefit
from the EU funds to the tune of more than 300
million euros. Known as “Hollywood on the Tiber”
in the 1950s for hosting US blockbusters like
“Quo Vadis” and “Ben-Hur”, it was second home
to legendary Italian filmmaker Federico Fellini and
remains one of Europe’s largest studios.

At 222 billion euros counting in additional funds
from Italy, Draghi’s recovery plan focuses on digi-
talisation, support for women and young people
and the transition to a greener economy. A further
26 billion euros has been earmarked for specific
works up until 2032, including high-speed rail.

Italy’s economy-the third largest in the euro-
zone-shrank by a staggering 8.9 percent in 2020
but the central bank has forecast growth of nearly
five percent this year. However, public debt is
expected to reach 159.8 percent of GDP at the

end of the year, the second highest ratio in the
eurozone after Greece.

“If the Italian plan were to fail, it would call

into question the whole European policy of com-
mon debt,” Carlo Altomonte, professor of econo-
my at Milan’s Bocconi University, said. — AFP

Italy PM promises reform as 
EU green lights virus funds

Italy’s central bank has forecast growth of nearly five percent this year 

UK govt to regulate 
streaming giants 
in media shake-up
LONDON: The British government yester-
day announced plans to subject onl ine
streaming platforms to tighter regulation as
part of a wider shake-up of the country’s
media landscape. Under the proposals, serv-
ices such as Netflix, Disney+ and Amazon
Prime Video would face the same level of
regulation as tradit ional broadcasters
including the BBC, ITV and Sky.

Culture Secretary Oliver Dowden said
the review would “level the playing field
between broadcasters and video-on-
demand services”. Television channels in
Britain must follow a broadcasting code set
by regulator the Office of Communications
(Ofcom) covering areas such as harmful
content and requiring impartiality in news
programmes.

But online streaming platforms — with
the exception of the BBC’s on-demand
iPlayer service — face lighter regulation,
primarily limited to protecting children and
preventing content that incites hatred.
Netflix and Apple TV+ are not regulated at
all in Britain.

The reforms also aim to increase public
service broadcasters’ online prominence to
ensure their programmes can be found and
accessed easily on smart TVs and other
devices. “Technology has transformed
broadcasting but the rules protecting view-
ers and helping our traditional channels
compete are from an analogue age,”
Dowden added.

“The time has come to look at how we
can unleash the potential of our public serv-
ice broadcasters while making sure viewers
and listeners consuming content on new for-
mats are served by a fair and well-function-
ing system.”

‘Politically motivated’ 
The government also revealed it intends

to sell Channel 4, a publicly-owned but com-
mercially-funded television broadcaster that
draws 90 percent of its income from adver-
tising. Channel 4 launched in 1982 and its
remit involves supporting the UK’s inde-
pendent production sector and producing a
unique and diverse range of programmes.

The UK government said privatisation
would enable Channel 4 to diversify its rev-
enue sources, reach international markets
and invest in new content and technology to
respond to competition from subscription-
based streaming services. It pointed to ITV
and Channel 5 as examples of successful
public service broadcasters operating under
private ownership.

Critics claim the decision is politically
motivated as politicians from Britain’s ruling
Conservative party have accused the broad-
caster of bias. In 2019, Channel 4’s head of
news and current affairs Dorothy Byrne
branded Prime Minister Boris Johnson a
“liar” and a “coward”.

He now rarely gives interviews to the
broadcaster, although he relented at the
recent G7 summit in Cornwall, where he was
grilled — uncomfortably — on his Brexit
commitments. EU leaders “say you don’t
keep your word... They think you’ll rip up the
agreements that you’ve signed,” the
Channel4 News interviewers suggested to
Johnson.

Johnson’s government also has the BBC in
its sights, with questions over its compulsory
annual licence fee funding model in the face of
competition from streaming services. — AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: Google on
Tuesday unveiled a platform that lets
its workers calculate pay and benefits
for remote work, and how this would
change if they move to a cheaper - or
more expensive - city. With the com-
pany’s new hybrid workplace, “more
employees are considering where
they live and how they work,” a
Google spokesperson said in
response to an AFP inquiry.

The new Work Location Tool will
show workers how their compensation
will be adjusted depending on their
location, since pay is based on costs of
living in places and tuned to local job

markets. Google, which employs some
140,000 people worldwide, expects
that in the post-pandemic work model
60 percent of its employees will meet
in offices just a few days a week, and
20 percent of its workers will be in
new office locations.

The remaining 20 percent of
“Googlers” are expected to work
from home, according to the
spokesperson. Google chief executive
Sundar Pichai has spoken of a need
for flexibility regarding remote work
and changes of location as tech com-
panies reopen campuses abandoned
during the pandemic. — AFP

PARIS: File photo taken in Paris on April 29, 2018 shows the Google logo displayed on a
screen and reflected on a tablet.  —AFP

Google gives workers tool 
for remote work planning

ROME: Italy’s Prime Minister, Mario Draghi poses with the Next Generation EU recovery plan, handed to him by European
Commission President, Ursula von der Leyen (L) during a joint press conference at Rome’s Cinecitta cinema studio. — AFP

Sudden travel
surge tests 
US airlines
NEW YORK: US airlines are scrambling to ramp
back up to meet soaring travel demand that has
transformed America’s airports from cavernous to
crowded almost overnight. The surge in pent-up
demand is exposing immediate staffing shortfalls in
the aviation workforce, as well as medium-term
labor challenges following an exodus of experi-
enced workers during the downturn.

The issues came to a head over the weekend
when American Airlines canceled 400 flights and
said it would cut one percent of its flights in July to
better manage an “incredibly quick ramp-up of cus-
tomer demand.” While American was more aggres-
sive than rivals in adding capacity, all major carriers
face challenges in the sudden rush, analysts said.

“They’ve had so many planes just waiting in
hangars or runways that weren’t being used...
there’s a lot of maintenance,” said Ian Gendler,
executive director of research at Value Line. “It’s
not an overnight thing.” The surge in bookings and
the economic recovery are “fantastic things for the
airlines, but they have to execute,” Gendler said.

Training needed 
Activity at US airports bottomed out in April

2020, when there were several days with fewer than
100,000 passengers nationwide, US data show.
Volumes recovered somewhat from that nadir over
the next months, but airports remained strikingly
low-trafficked until vaccinations became wide-
spread. Chris Riggins, a Delta pilot and a
spokesman for the Air Line Pilots Association, took
note this spring when an airport garbage bin was
overflowing and people had placed trash on top.

“Right now, you couldn’t tell the difference
from summers before,” he said. As bookings have
risen, major carriers have recalled their staffs and
unveiled recruitment drives. Delta announced this
week plans to hire 1,000 new pilots by next sum-
mer, while American is “actively hiring” in several
groups, including reservations, airport customers
service and maintenance, an American

spokesperson said.
Some of the workers are needed to backfill posi-

tions from staff who took early retirement packages
last year when carriers were looking to cut costs to
survive the pandemic. Delta is also in the midst of a
pilot training push aimed at more than 1,700 pilots
who did not fly during the pandemic, Riggins said.
Another large group of pilots who will need training
are pilots who flew during Covid-19 but are now
shifting to new planes, replacing some 1,800 pilots
who recently retired.

“Those pilots need to be replaced and we need
to rehire, so I think you’re going to see training like
this for the forseeable future,” Riggins said. In the
near-term, Riggins expects the aviation industry to
struggle to find enough staff to clean airports, cater
for airlines or manage concessions at airports. Fast-
food restaurants may only be able to serve for limit-
ed hours, he said.

Better options? 
Gary Peterson, whose union represents mechan-

ics, flights attendants, luggage handlers and other
non-pilot aviation staff, said shortfalls will be exac-
erbated by the more extensive on-boarding
requirements at secured operations like airports. It
normally takes about 30 days to take fingerprints

and conduct a background check, but that time-
frame is being dragged out because some govern-
ment agencies are themselves short-staffed in some
cases, or slowed by social distancing requirements
still in place, said Peterson, international vice presi-
dent at Transport Workers Union (TWU) and a cer-
tified mechanic for American Airlines.

Prior to COVID-19, aviation companies were
struggling to recruit enough pilots, mechanics and
dispatchers. Now those labor problem areas
remain, but the industry is also contending with
competition from other sectors for roles such as
baggage handlers.

“Why would you work in sweltering heat in
Dallas for say $15 an hour when you could go up
the street at Amazon, work in an air conditioned
building and make the same amount of money?”
asked Peterson.

Recruitment is also getting harder for flight
attendants following assaults and other abusive
behaviors on board from customers angry over
mask requirements and other protocols. Peterson
thinks most tourists will reach their destinations
and expects a gradual improvement over the
course of the summer. But there will be issues.
“They’re going to see problems throughout the
summer,” he predicted. — AFP

NEW YORK: In this file photo taken on May 28, 2021, travelers wait in line at John F. Kennedy (JFK) Airport ahead of
Memorial day weekend in New York City. US airlines are scrambling to ramp back up to meet soaring travel demand that
has transformed America’s airports from cavernous to crowded almost overnight. —AFP

European regulator 
urges banks to 
evaluate climate risks
PARIS: The European Banking Authority called
yesterday upon banks to better take into account
climate-related risks when setting their business
goals and strategies. The EBA, which is responsible
for setting the rules for regulating and supervising
banks in EU countries, issued a report on environ-
mental, social and governance (ESG) risks.

ESG criteria are used to measure the impact and
sustainability of companies and a growing number
of investors are requiring commitments. In its
report, the EBA said both regulators and financial
institutions need to explicitly take into considera-
tion ESG risks. “The management of ESG risks by
institutions, in addition to the incorporation of ESG
risks in supervision should, in an initial stage, give
particular prominence to climate-related and
broader environmental risks,” said the EBA.

It urged financial institutions to incorporate ESG
risks when setting business strategies, and to
extend the time horizon for strategic planning to 10
years and test the resilience of strategies to differ-
ent scenarios. The EBA also urged banks to set and

disclose their ESG risk-related strategic objectives,
including any related performance indicators.

The authority called on banking regulators in EU
countries to look at ESG risks when they assess the
business models of banks, and urged them to
extend the time horizon for review to 10 years. The
EBA carries out annual “stress tests” of European
banks to evaluate whether they would be able to
withstand adverse events.

Last month it released the results of a pilot
review of the climate risks of banks, which found
the need for a harmonised approach and com-
mon metrics to address and mitigate potential
disruptive impacts upon lenders from environ-
mental risks. —AFP


