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News in brief

WTO names women to top posts

GENEVA: World Trade Organization head
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala on Tuesday named two
women to the WTO’s four deputy leader jobs
for the first time in its history. The new director-
general - herself the first woman and the first
African to lead the WTO - appointed Angela
Ellard of the United States and Costa Rica’s
Anabel Gonzalez, along with Jean-Marie
Paugam of France and China’s Zhang Xiangchen.
The WTO has counted one woman deputy
director general previously, but Okonjo-Iweala
stressed that this was “the first time in the histo-
ry of our organisation that half of the DDGs are
women.”  —AFP 

Twitter bolsters subscription plans 

SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter on Tuesday said it is
buying Scroll and its ad-free news app to bol-
ster a coming subscription service, and channel
money to journalism in the process. The global
one-to-many messaging platform did not dis-
close how much it is paying for Scroll, which
owns the Nuzzel app. “Scroll will become a
meaningful addition to our subscriptions work as
we build and shape a future subscription service
on Twitter,” Twitter product manager Mike Park
said in a blog post.  —AFP 

Facebook’s Workplace tool grows 

SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook’s Workplace busi-
ness software has grown by about 40 percent in
a year to reach seven million paying subscribers
as the pandemic accelerated a remote work
trend, the company said Tuesday. The service,
which companies can use as an internal social
network to communicate with employees, still
trails behind top rivals like Teams which
Microsoft says now has some 145 million daily
active users. Facebook said it has notched up
some big users like Starbucks coffee chain and
the World Health Organization. —AFP

Business
KUWAIT: Volvo Cars is committed to becoming a
leader in the fast-growing premium electric car mar-
ket and plans to become a fully electric car company
by 2030. By then, the company intends to sell fully
electric cars and phase out any car in its global
portfolio with an internal combustion engine. The
company’s transition towards becoming a fully elec-
tric car maker is part of its ambitious climate plan,
which seeks to consistently reduce the life cycle car-
bon footprint per car through concrete action.

Its decision also builds on the expectation that
legislation as well as a rapid expansion of accessible
high quality charging infrastructure will accelerate
consumer acceptance of fully electric cars. Volvo
Cars’ move towards full electrification comes
together with an increased focus on online sales and
a more complete, attractive and transparent con-
sumer offer under the name Care by Volvo. All fully
electric models will be available online.

The 2030 ambition represents an acceleration of
Volvo Cars’ electrification strategy, driven by strong
demand for its electrified cars in recent years and a
firm conviction that the market for combustion
engine cars is a shrinking one. “To remain success-
ful, we need profitable growth. So instead of invest-
ing in a shrinking business, we choose to invest in

the future - electric and online,” said Hakan
Samuelsson, chief executive. “We are fully focused
on becoming a leader in the fast-growing premium
electric segment.”

Volvo Cars launched its first fully electric car, the
XC40 Recharge, in markets around the globe last
year, and its second, the C40, was launched in
March 2021. In coming years Volvo Cars will roll out
several additional electric models, with more to fol-
low. Already by 2025, it aims for 50 per cent of its
global sales to consist of fully electric cars, with the
rest hybrids. By 2030, every car it sells should be
fully electric.

“There is no long-term future for cars with an
internal combustion engine,” said Henrik Green,
chief technology officer. “We are firmly committed
to becoming an electric-only car maker and the
transition should happen by 2030. It will allow us to
meet the expectations of our customers and be a
part of the solution when it comes to fighting cli-
mate change.”

In an effort towards achieving an electric future,
we are proud to announce the re-launch of our T8
Plug-In Hybrid offer, which provides a free wall box
charger with every T8 purchase to further incen-
tivize electric sales. 

India announces 
$6.7bn to help 
vaccine, health firms 
MUMBAI: India released $6.7 billion in cheap
financing for vaccine makers, hospitals and other
health firms yesterday, to counter the devastating
coronavirus surge gripping the country. Reserve
Bank of India governor Shaktikanta Das also
vowed to deploy “unconventional” measures if the
crisis worsens. He spoke as India announced a
record 3,780 deaths in 24 hours as well  as
382,000 new cases.

This week it became the second country after
the United States to pass 20 million cases and hos-
pitals across the country of 1.3 billion people have
complained of chronic shortages of beds, oxygen,
vaccines and key drugs. “The devastating speed
with which the virus affects different regions of the
country has to be matched by swift and wide-rang-
ing actions,” Das said.

The new measures - making it easier for banks to
give cheap loans to hospitals, oxygen manufacturers
and even patients - aim to improve access to emer-
gency health care, he said. The central bank will also
give some general business borrowers more time to

repay loans to help underpin the economy, Das said.
“The immediate objective is to preserve human life
and restore livelihoods through all means possible,”
he added.

India’s underfunded health care system has
struggled to cope with the latest COVID-19
onslaught, with patients dying in hospital parking
lots due to a lack of beds and oxygen. Experts have
warned that case numbers will keep rising until the
end of May and could reach 500,000 new infec-
tions a day. While New Delhi and other major cities
have imposed curfews and other restrictions, the
government has resisted opposition calls for a
nationwide lockdown.

Even the Supreme Court has called on the gov-
ernment to consider tougher measures. The Indian
Premier League - the world’s richest cricket tour-
nament - shut down this week because of the
spread of the virus among players. Many foreign
stars are now struggling to get flights out. Two
more players, Delhi Capitals spinner Amit Mishra
and Sunrisers Hyderabad’s Wriddhiman Saha, were
recently infected.

The country has tried to claw back lost ground
after a stringent, months-long lockdown caused the
labour market to collapse and the economy to con-
tract by nearly a quarter between April and June
last year. Asia’s third-largest economy was in the
throes of a prolonged slowdown even before the
pandemic, and the hit to global activity from the

virus and one of the world’s strictest lockdowns
combined to deal the country a severe blow.

Fearing a repeat of last year’s economic devasta-
tion, authorities have so far imposed limited restric-
tions, trying to strike a balance between keeping the
economy going and targeting outbreaks in the
hardest-hit regions. New Delhi is hoping the econo-
my will get a further boost from a massive vaccina-
tion drive that kicked off in January, with 160 million
shots administered so far. —AFP

NEW DELHI: A health worker inoculates a man with a dose
of the Covaxin COVID-19 coronavirus vaccine in a school-
turned-vaccination center yesterday. —AFP

Cruises eye smoother 
waters with vaccines, 
‘health bubbles’
PARIS: With tests, vaccinations and isolation areas, cruise
ship companies are hoping for smoother sailing this travel
season after fears over COVID-stricken ships rocked the
industry last year. Cruise companies have lost tens of bil-
lions of dollars while hundreds of thousands of people
have lost jobs as countries banned ships from their ports.
The industry’s woes started in February last year when
the Diamond Princess and its 4,000 passengers spent
weeks in quarantine in port in Japan as coronavirus infec-
tions on board climbed, reaching 700.

While cruises may have to wait until July to use ports
in Florida, ships have been gingerly returning to sea in
other markets, with strict health protocols to avoid a
repeat of last year’s misfortunes. Italian cruise line Costa
Cruises set sail on Saturday for the first time in more than
four months, with its flagship vessel setting sail from
Savona. The Italian government had banned cruises in
December.

The Costa Smeralda was only a quarter full, with 1,500
passengers. All passengers and crew were first tested for
coronavirus and mask-wearing was mandatory for the
trip. The 1,300 crew were quarantined for 14 days before
reporting for duty. Other ships were setting sail from
Barcelona and the southern French city of Marseille.
Costa’s rival MSC returned to sea much earlier, in August.
Since then, Patrick Pourbaix, director general of MSC
France, says the company has carried “more than 60,000
passengers on around 30 cruises, worry-free”.

New normal 
The cruise industry has been smashed by the COVID

crisis, suffering a shortfall of $77 billion and shedding
518,000 jobs between just mid-March and September
last year, according to the Cruise Lines International
Association (CLIA). Before the pandemic, cruises compa-
nies had enjoyed a decade of strong growth, peaking in
2019 with 29.7 million passengers, more than half from
North America, according to the CLIA.

“It’s a sector which will not return to normal activity
until 2025,” said Didier Arino, director general of French
consultancy Protourisme. For now, the new normal is vac-
cines, tests and masks. US operator Norwegian Cruise
Line will run three of its 17 vessels from Greece and in the
Caribbean this summer, with passengers who are “fully
vaccinated” at least two weeks before departure. “It’s not
one or the other. It’s vaccines plus the safety protocols,”
said CEO Harry Sommer.

Guests will be tested before they get on the ship and
before they disembark, while sanitation protocols on
board will include “medical-grade air filtration and
enhanced medical resources”, Sommer said. In Britain,

the ministry of transport has given the green light for
cruises-albeit restricted to domestic waters - to resume
from May 17.

But capacity has been restricted to 50 percent, or a
maximum of 1,000 passengers, all of whom must be UK-
based. On-board gatherings will also be restricted to
groups of a maximum six people. “Whilst there is still
uncertainty about holidays abroad this summer, we are
delighted to be able to offer our guests the ultimate
escape here in the UK with the reassurance that we will
take care of everything,” said P&O Cruises president Paul
Ludlow in a statement.

P&O will also only accepted fully vaccinated passen-
gers. In the United States, cruise ships may be able to
resume sailing from ports in Florida in mid-July after a
year-long shutdown, according to new guidelines from
the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC). At least 98 percent of the crew and 95 percent of
passengers will need to be fully vaccinated against
Covid-19 for ships to set sail.

‘Health bubbles’  
While Costa and MSC do not insist on passengers

being vaccinated, they have to take a Covid test before
embarking while strict social distancing will be required
aboard. The two firms additionally will only offer excur-
sions within a “health bubble” keeping contact with local
people to a bare minimum. If suspected cases appear,
MSC has an isolation area and medical teams aboard
ships, Pourbaix said, adding that sick passengers would
be taken to the first port.

Although to date few vessels and few itineraries have
emerged as available for the European summer season,
there is no shortage of demand. Sommer notably indicates
that Norwegian Cruise Line’s 35 first cruises put on sale
are already fully booked. According to a CLIA survey, two
out of three cruise passengers polled say they are ready to
recover their sea legs this year. “Cruises enjoy an
unmatched level of (customer) satisfaction at around 98
percent,” Arino said. “Client loyalty is very strong.” —AFP 

SAVONA, Italy: Captain of Costa Smeralda Pietro Sinisi
poses on board the Costa Smeralda cruise ship near
Genoa on May 1, 2021. —AFP

Pfizer sees COVID as 
‘durable’ revenue 
stream as profits rise
NEW YORK: Pfizer sharply increased its 2021 profit pro-
jections on Tuesday, citing much higher COVID-19 vac-
cine sales which are on track to provide a “durable” rev-
enue stream in the wake of the pandemic. The drugmaker
reported a jump in first-quarter profits based on surging
revenues, with nearly one-fourth of sales coming from
COVID-19 vaccines. 

With German partner BioNTech, the pharma giant is
ramping up vaccine production and now estimates 2021
revenues of $26 billion from the vaccine, up from the $15
billion projected in February. But the surging profits have
drawn criticism as governments face pressure to step in to
ensure vaccines are provided to underserved countries.

Pfizer, which says it is on the cusp of winning US
approval for individuals 12 to 15 years old to receive its
vaccine, is holding talks with “basically all governments of
the world” about providing booster shots through 2024,
Chief Executive Albert Bourla told analysts on a confer-
ence call Tuesday. The company is studying the efficacy of
giving the jabs six or more months after the second vac-
cine dose, and developing doses that could be stored at
standard refrigerated temperature for up to 10 weeks.

Bourla expects “durable demand” for COVID-19 vac-
cines, similar to that of the flu vaccine. “It is our hope that
the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine will continue to have a glob-
al impact by helping to get the devastating pandemic
under control and helping economies around the world
not only open, but stay open,” Bourla said in prepared
remarks. That would create “a scenario in which Pfizer can
continue to be both a leader and a beneficiary,” he said.

Pfizer has won wide praise for its technological
prowess in developing a game-changing vaccine in record
time. However, critics called the profits troubling given the
divide in vaccine availability between rich and poor coun-
tries. World Health Organization chief Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus last month decried a “shocking imbalance in
the global distribution of vaccines” and called for efforts
to fortify the WHO’s Covax programs, which aims to
ensure that poorer nations can access the shots.

India and South Africa are leading an effort in the
World Trade Organization to waive intellectual property
and patent rules, at least temporarily, which would open
the door to broader production of vaccines at a time when
the virus is causing mass misery in India and some other
countries. President Joe Biden said Tuesday he had not
made a decision on whether to support a vaccine waiver,
but that the United States was moving “as quickly as we
can” to export doses. Biden also said he was ready to
“immediately” begin vaccinations for 12 to 15-year-olds as
soon as Pfizer’s COVID shot is approved by regulators for
the age group. —AFP

EU beefs up 
powers to control 
China investment
BRUSSELS: The EU commission yesterday unveiled new
powers to block state-backed companies making unfair
inroads into Europe, as the bloc seeks new ways to respond
to China’s rise. The new rules, once approved by member
states and European Parliament, will give EU competition
authorities new abilities to probe foreign companies seeking
to snap up EU companies or public contracts.

The rules don’t specifically mention China, but they land as
ties between the EU and its second biggest trading partner are at
a low point after an angry exchange of tit-for-tat sanctions over
human rights concerns. The bitterness has forced the EU commis-
sion to suspend its efforts to seek ratification of a German-
backed EU-China investment deal, which had been billed as a key
tool to pave the way towards smoother relations. 

“Unfair advantages accorded through subsidies have long
been a scourge of international competition. This is why we
have made it a priority to clamp down on such unfair practices,”
EU vice president Valdis Dombrovskis said. “China is certainly a
challenge in this context but this ... can cover pretty much any
country, and any situation, if it’s found that there is a distorted
position in the market,” he said. In the new rules, the bloc’s pow-
erful antitrust authority would investigate state-backed foreign
companies seeking to acquire EU businesses with an annual
turnover of more than 500 million euros. State aid investigations
would also be launched into subsidized companies bidding for
large public contracts in Europe, such as in rail or telecommuni-
cations, worth more than 250 million euros.  —AFP


