
NEW YORK: United Airlines announced yesterday
a huge new plane order with Boeing and Airbus in
the biggest bet thus far by a major carrier on a
travel industry recovery from COVID-19. The US
carrier plans to acquire 270 new planes consisting
of 200 Boeing aircraft and 70 Airbus jets. The
order would be valued at $35.4 billion based on the
listed price of the jets, although airlines often end
up paying much less than the list price.

United executives described the order-the
biggest in the airline’s history-as a landmark
moment symbolizing the radically improved out-
look for travel due to coronavirus vaccines. Still,
United and other major airlines are expected to
report another quarterly loss for the April-June
period when they release their earnings reports in
July, reflecting the continued drag of a travel cri-
sis that has devastated travel revenue for more
than a year.

United’s business travel volumes are still down
60 percent, with international travel off even more,
said United Chief Executive Scott Kirby. “We’re
not back to 100 percent,” Kirby said on a confer-
ence call with reporters in which he outlined how
the company leaders had strategized on its needs
early in the pandemic.

“Because we accurately mapped out the trajec-
tory of the crisis in March and April of last year, it’s

really allowed us to be prepared and make the right
short- and long-term decisions,” he said. Company
officials were not asked about the so-called Delta
virus variant-which is spreading rapidly in many
parts of the world-during the hour-long conference
call, but the announcement illustrates broad confi-
dence in the industry’s prospects even as the pan-
demic evolves.

Narrow-body focus 
The biggest component of the order will be 150

of Boeing’s new 737 MAX 10, which is still under-
going tests in a process closely monitored by US
regulators. The announcement is a victory for
Boeing’s jet, which was grounded for 20 months
following two deadly crashes.

The other two components are 50 Boeing 737
MAX 8 and 70 Airbus A321neo. All three models
are narrow-body jets, making them well-suited for
domestic and shorter-distance trips that have been
among the first to see passenger numbers recover
from the COVID-19 pandemic. Both the Airbus
model and the next-generation 737 MAX are big-
ger than earlier versions of the same aircraft, a fea-
ture especially beneficial for increasing capacity in
New York, San Francisco and other markets where
adding more flights is difficult or impossible, United
officials said.

United officials made clear during the confer-
ence call that they have seen very recent signs of
an acceleration in business travel bookings, with
firms eager to resume client visits as they see
their competitors returning to the skies.
Executives also said they were bullish about inter-
national travel, speaking of the summer of 2022 as
being a “record breaker” as US consumers make
up for lost opportunities during the pandemic to
visit Europe and Asia.

The new planes will include enhanced in-flight
entertainment options aiming to delight consumers
with access to games and thousands of shows and
movies. In another step to please consumers, the
company plans to upgrade its existing fleet of nar-
row-body planes to add more compartment space
for luggage.

Richard Aboulafia, an aviation expert at Teal
Group, said purchases of the A321 and the 737
MAX-both single-aisle planes-make sense for the
airline in the current market. “The domestic mar-
kets are coming back pretty fast and fuel prices
are coming back fast too,” Aboulafia said. Airlines
must make long-term bets to remain competitive,
even if current market conditions still present sig-
nificant problems, Aboulafia said, adding that cur-
rent low interest rates also encourage making
purchases now.

Scott Hamilton of Leeham News, an aviation
website, said he was surprised at the size of the
order. Boeing likely provided United an appealing
discount because the company “has to rebuild its
order book” after the MAX crisis, he said. —AFP

United Airlines unveils huge jet 
order in bet on travel recovery

US banks reward 
shareholders after 
Fed greenlight
NEW YORK: Some of the United States’ biggest
banks announced Monday they would pay tens of
billions of dollars to shareholders in dividend
increases and stock buybacks after getting the go-
ahead from the Federal Reserve. The Fed lifted some
COVID-era restrictions on banks last week as they
proved able to successfully weather changing eco-
nomic circumstances.

In response, investment bank Morgan Stanley
decided to double the amount it pays per share from
the third quarter onward, and announced a share
buyback program of up to $12 billion by the end of
June 2022. “Morgan Stanley has accumulated signifi-
cant excess capital over the past several years and
now has one of the largest capital buffers in the
industry,” CEO James Gorman said in a statement
Monday.

The largest US bank in terms of assets, JPMorgan
Chase, has said it plans to raise its dividends by a
more modest 11 percent. And Bank of America, which
announced a $25 billion buyback program in March,
said it would increase its dividends by 17 percent,
while investment giant Goldman Sachs said it would
increase dividends by a heftier 60 percent.

Citigroup said it would leave dividends
unchanged for now. The Fed banned the country’s
largest banks from engaging in share buyback pro-
grams and had capped shareholder dividend payouts
during the coronavirus pandemic, saying they need-
ed to conserve capital during the crisis.

Begun at the start of the pandemic, the measure
was originally only supposed to last until December
2020, but was extended until March 31 and then
again until the end of this month. — AFP
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Spending in 
mobile apps surges 
to new high
SAN FRANCISCO: App revenue from mobile phone
users around the world climbed to new heights in
the first half of this year, nearly reaching $65 billion,
market tracker Sensor Tower said Monday.

Apple and Google saw their respective mobile
app shops thrive as the Sil icon Valley giants
remained under fire for the power they wield at their
respective marketplaces. Preliminary figures from
Sensor Tower indicate that $64.9 billion was spent
across the App Store and Google Play in the first six
months of this year in a 25 percent jump fro the
same period in 2020.

Sensor Tower projected that $41.5 billion would
be spent at Apple’s App Store during the first half of
this year on subscriptions and apps, including in-
app purchases such as virtual items for game char-
acters. Google Play was expected to generate a
total of $23.4 in revenue by the end of June.

Video-snippet sharing sensation TikTok was the
top grossing non-game mobile app, with users
spending more than $920 million in a increase of
74 percent from the first six months of last year,
according to Sensor Tower. Google-owned video
streaming platform YouTube was the second
biggest non-game revenue generator, with users
spending some $565 million there, the market
tracker estimated.

Globally, spending in mobile games hit $44.7 bil-
lion in the first half of this year, up nearly 18 percent
from the same period in 2020, according to Sensor
Tower. “While consumer spending in mobile games
is growing at a slower clip than last year, this doesn’t

indicate a downturn for the industry but rather a
normalization after the surge in interest during the
extraordinary circumstances of the COVID-19 pan-
demic,” Sensor Tower said in a post.

Chinese internet titan Tencent had the top
grossing mobile game, Honor of Kings, which gen-
erated more than $1.5 billion in the first half of this
year, according to the market tracker. The survey
shows the growing importance of the so-called
“app economy” and comes amid criticism over the
tight control of the two large marketplaces by

Apple and Google.
The Sensor Tower figures were released as a fed-

eral court mulls evidence presented during a trial in
which Epic Games is trying to break Apple’s tight
grip on its App Store, and potentially disrupt the
entire mobile ecosystem. Epic, maker of the popular
Fortnite video game, is seeking to force Apple to
open up the App Store to third parties seeking to
circumvent Apple’s procedures payment systems
and its commission as high as 30 percent in the
process. —AFP

BARCELONA: People visit the Parallel stand at the Mobile World Congress (MWC) fair in Barcelona yesterday. —AFP

To acquire 270 new planes consisting of 200 Boeing aircraft, 70 Airbus jets

Lebanon hikes fuel 
prices to shore 
up forex reserves
BEIRUT: Lebanon hiked fuel prices by more than 30
percent yesterday as it reduced subsidies that have
eaten away at the central bank’s foreign currency
reserves amid a painful economic crisis.

Petrol and diesel prices went up sharply, accord-
ing to a revised price list published by the official
National News Agency (NNA), in a week when a
steep currency devaluation sparked angry street
protests.

The sharp fuel price rises came as Lebanon, a
small country of six million people, grapples with an
economic crisis branded by the World Bank as one
of the world’s worst since the mid-19th century.

The Lebanese pound-which has been pegged to
the dollar at 1,507 since 1997 — sold for more than
17,000 to the greenback on the black market this
week, a record low.

The price of 20 litres of 95-octane petrol shot
up nearly 16,000 Lebanese pounds ($10.6 at the
official rate) to reach 61,000 pounds ($40.6),
according to NNA.

The price of the same amount of 98-octane
petrol climbed by 16,300 pounds ($10.8) to reach
nearly 63,000 pounds ($42).

Meanwhile, the price of diesel reached 46,100
pounds ($30.7), up from 33,300 pounds ($22.2).

The new prices came after weeks of long queues
at petrol stations that had started rationing gasoline

and diesel fuel amid shortages.
Fuel importers blamed the crisis on a delay by the

central bank in opening credit lines to fund fuel
imports due to depletion of foreign currency
reserves. For their part, Lebanese officials said
smuggling to Syria and stockpiling by fuel distribu-
tors had contributed to shortages.

The central bank used to fund 85 percent of fuel
imports at the official exchange rate of 1,507
Lebanese pounds to the dollar while importers fund
the rest of the cost at the street rate.

But the government last week authorised the
funding of fuel imports at the weaker exchange rate
of 3,900 Lebanese pounds to the dollar instead of

the official peg to ease the crisis.
The central bank Monday said it would open

credit lines for fuel imports based on the new
exchange rate in compliance with the govern-
ment’s decision.

Following the central bank announcement, the
energy ministry said that fuel tankers docked in
Lebanese waters had started offloading fuel ship-
ments that would boost supply in the coming days.

Fadi Abu Shakra of the union of fuel distribu-
tors told NNA on Tuesday that six tankers had
started offloading shipments and they would
soon be distributed to gas stations across the
country. —AFP

PARIS: File combination photograph created on March 3,
2021, shows the company sign of Airbus in Donauwoerth,
southern Germany on July 20, 2020 (TOP) and the Boeing
logo in Washington DC on October 22, 2019. United Airlines
have announced yesterday, a huge new plane order with
Boeing and Airbus in the biggest bet thus far by a major
carrier on a travel industry recovery from COVID-19. —AFP

BEIRUT: Scooter motorists queue for fuel outside a petrol station in Lebanon’s capital Beirut yesterday as the
energy ministry hiked up fuel prices. —AFP

IMF approves
$1bn, three-year 
loan for Uganda
WASHINGTON: The IMF board on Monday
approved a $1 billion, three-year loan for Uganda to
help the African nation recover from the economic
crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The new aid provides $258 million immediately
to help the government cover spending, and comes
on top of an emergency loan of nearly $500 million
last year, the International Monetary Fund said in a
statement.

The pandemic upended years of progress in
reducing poverty, but the Washington-based cri-
sis lender noted a modest recovery underway
even amid continuing uncertainty and risks to the
outlook.

“Uganda’s economy has been severely impacted
by the COVID-19 global pandemic, which reversed
decade-long gains in poverty alleviation and
opened up fiscal and external financing gaps,” IMF
Deputy Managing Director Tao Zhang said in a
statement.

The government will work on debt reduction and
investments in infrastructure “while increasing
social spending, including for vaccines” and reduc-
ing poverty, he said. —AFP


