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News in brief

US magazine staff down tools 

WASHINGTON: Writers at a US magazine
stopped work Friday after the company’s chief
executive penned an essay in the Washington
Post suggesting “risks” to their job status if they
did not return to the office. The move came after
Washingtonian CEO Cathy Merrill questioned
the work status of remote employees in one of
the country’s biggest newspapers. “If  the
employee is rarely around... management has a
strong incentive to change their status to ‘con-
tractor,’” Merrill wrote. She later apologized,
sending a memo saying “there wil l  be no
changes to benefits or employee status,” but not
before an outcry from the staff. — AFP 

Twitter lets people leave tips 

SAN FRANCISCO: Twitter  on Thursday
began letting some users add virtual tip jars to
accounts so people can support their tweets by
tossing in money. A limited number of users
around the world who tweet in English can add
a “Tip Jar” feature to their profiles, according
to Twitter senior product manager Esther
Crawford. The group included creators, jour-
nalists, experts, and non-profits. A Tip Jar icon
on a profile page indicates an option to be tak-
en to services such as Patreon, PayPal or Venmo
to send money to a creator, according to
Crawford. — AFP 

Philip Morris to phase out cigs

TOKYO: The head of tobacco giant Philip
Morris said the company will phase out conven-
tional cigarettes in Japan within 10 years, in an
interview with the Nikkei business daily pub-
lished Friday. The Marlboro maker announced in
2016 a long-term goal to stop selling cigarettes
and replace them with alternatives that it says
are less harmful - but this is the first time it has
given a clear deadline. Phi l ip Morris
International is betting on its IQOS: A sort of
short cigarette inserted into a device that heats
the tobacco and releases a vapor. — AFP 

Total pulls Le Monde ads 

PARIS: French energy giant Total pulled adverts
from Le Monde after it reported that the com-
pany was paying gas revenues to Myanmar’s
military through a tax haven, the newspaper said
Thursday. The company was due to run several
adverts in the French newspaper over the com-
ing weeks, but these were cancelled after it ran
an article this week titled “Myanmar: How Total
f inances the generals through offshore
accounts”. Le Monde said they had documents
showing that Total operated a gas pipeline from
Myanmar to Thailand through a joint venture
with the military-controlled Myanmar Oil and
Gas Enterprise. — AFP 

ADB to stop financing coal plants

MANILA: The Asian Development Bank will
stop financing new coal power plants under a
draft energy policy released Friday that was cau-
tiously welcomed by environmental groups. The
ADB, which provides loans and grants for proj-
ects in the poorest countries in the Asia Pacific
region, said its current policy was ìno longer
adequately aligned with the global consensus on
climate change’. ‘Coal and other fossil fuels have
played a large part in ensuring access to energy
for the region’s economic development, but they
have not solved the energy access challenge, and
their use harms the environment and accelerates
climate change,’ the Manila-based bank said in
the document. — AFP 

NEW YORK: Talk about sticker shock: The $600
price tag for Joe Pohlen to rent a car for two days
was twice as expensive as his plane ticket. The
Michigan businessman was stunned, but the expe-
rience is becoming more common for US travelers,
an unexpected consequence of the pandemic. Not
only have prices skyrocketed, it can be hard to just
find a car at all.

Pohlen told AFP that Hertz was the only agency
that had a vehicle available during a brief trip to the
East Coast. And though he chose “the cheapest
possible option,” the bill came to $601.59 for a
vehicle rented in Maryland and returned in
Pennsylvania two days later. Business and tourist
travel came to a screeching halt in March 2020
when the COVID-19 pandemic hit the United
States, prompting car rental companies to sell off
their fleets and stop buying new cars.

Avis in February said it had reduced its fleet by
a third. But now that mass vaccinations have
allowed travelers to get back on the road, the com-
panies are struggling to meet the surge in reserva-
tions. Starting in March, demand increased in areas
such as Florida, Arizona and around Utah ski
resorts, Avis chief Joseph Ferraro said on a confer-
ence call Tuesday. An Enterprise spokesperson told
AFP that like the rest of the industry the company
“is seeing increased demand for vehicles for spring
and summer travel - especially in popular US vaca-
tion destinations.” 

Replenishing the fleets 
The global semiconductor shortage that has dis-

rupted auto production since the start of the year
has meanwhile only made matters worse for the
companies trying to build back their stock of cars.
Because of the production issues and pent-up
demand from consumers, automakers prefer to sell
their available cars to individuals, who pay more
than the rental agencies. That has forced those
companies to adapt as best they can, including by
holding onto their cars longer. 

“One of the silver linings of this pandemic is that
our vehicles just didn’t have as many miles put on
them, allowing us the flexibility to hold them slightly
longer,” Ferraro said. Avis also is focusing more on
vehicle maintenance. But for consumers, “to get into
something that’s three years old, four years old, and
with 30 or 50,000 miles, that doesn’t have the fea-
tures that you are accustomed to, that could really
impact your perception of the brand,” said Ivan
Drury, an auto industry analyst at Edmunds. 

That is especially true if customers have to pay a
lot more than usual. To avoid frustration, Enterprise
recommends travelers “reserve a vehicle as early as
possible”. “Providing flexible travel dates and
branch pick-up locations in your search may also
help increase your options,” the company said. The
higher cost for rental cars comes just as the
reopening economy has led to a boom in demand
for certain products and services. That coupled
with supply bottlenecks and unforeseen events like
the semiconductor shortages has pushed many US
prices higher. 

But the car rental agencies’ struggles have
proven a boon for platforms like Turo, a car shar-

ing marketplace that connects car owners with
potential renters. “We are thrilled that a record
number of travelers are discovering the amazing
hospitality of Turo hosts, our superior selection,
convenience and value,” Turo chief Andre Haddad
said in a message to AFP. 

Bobby Binissa, an emergency room trauma nurse
in Los Angeles, has offered three cars on Turo since
the start of the year. “My Tesla has been booked for
the last two months, at least until the end of May,”

he told AFP. And he has two old vehicles he rents as
well, when his family doesn’t need them. “I have
upped the prices, because demand is picking up so.
But not too high because if you raise your price,
then you have competition from the other hosts.”

Drury says the unusual situation has offered these
platforms the opportunity to really compete with
rental agencies for the first time. But it won’t last long
since once the companies rebuild their fleets they
will be “operating in a different league”. — AFP 

Rental cars becoming scarce 
and expensive for US travelers

Agencies’ struggles a boon for car sharing platforms

Global markets 
extend gains in 
first quarter 2021
KUWAIT: Global equity markets continued to rally in
1Q21, with several major indices reaching all-time highs
supported by major stimulus, central bank dovishness,
positive vaccine developments, and stronger macro-
economic data. Meanwhile, GCC markets outper-
formed, helped by additional factors including higher
oil prices and the easing of pandemic-related restric-
tions in some countries and despite renewed restric-
tions in others. 

The positive trend extended well into April, with the
S&P500 recording the strongest monthly gains (5.2
percent) since November 2020, despite higher volatili-
ty and weaker performance towards the end of the
month, largely due to concerns related to higher infla-
tion as the recovery progresses (reflation), the possibil-
ity of tighter policy, and pandemic-related uncertainty.

Looking ahead, perhaps the largest risk to an
enduring equity rally and the economic recovery con-
tinues to be the pandemic-related uncertainty, espe-
cially amid the resurgence of the virus in some coun-
tries in Europe and Asia. Additionally, concerns that the
continued accommodative fiscal and monetary policies
could lead to higher-than-expected inflationary pres-
sures (and hence the potential for increasing interest
rates) represent a further risk to equity markets.

European markets lead gains 
on recovery prospects

Global markets were broadly positive in 1Q21, with
the MSCI AC World index up 5.5 percent q/q, led by
European equities (Euro Stoxx 50 +10.3 percent
q/q), while the DJIA and S&P500 rose by 8 percent

and 6 percent respectively. European markets, previ-
ously battered by a second wave of Covid and
renewed restrictions, are expected to benefit from an
expected economic recovery, especially as stock val-
uations remain attractive relative to the steep valua-
tions of US stocks. 

The softer performance in US markets versus
European ones can also be attributed to the sharp
surge in US bond yields, which has squeezed the US
risk premium sparking some concerns among
investors. Along the same lines, US stock performance
was also impacted by inflationary concerns stemming
from the economic recovery and fears that the Fed may
consequently hike interest rates sooner than expected,
though these concerns later eased as the Fed’s reaf-
firmed its Dovish stance. 

Also noteworthy is the investors’ rotation to sec-
tors that stand to benefit the most from an economic
recovery ie stocks with better growth prospects in
the short-term and lower valuations. This shift in
investor preference can perhaps be reflected by the
Russel 2000’s vast outperformance of other US
indices (+14 percent q/q) which is the main US index
for small-cap stocks. 

Equity markets could do relatively well in 2021 as
virus risks diminish, policy remains highly accommoda-
tive and the economic recovery progresses. However,
some downside risks remain, generally centered
around virus uncertainty, which can affect the econom-
ic outlook. Specifically for the US, relatively high valua-
tions, rising inflation expectations, and a sooner-than-
expected winding down of monetary easing are the
main risks in our view.

Regional markets outperform amid
higher oil prices

GCC markets outperformed their global counter-
parts, with the MSCI GCC up a solid 12.6 percent
q/q helped by higher oil prices, vaccine rollouts, and
a better fiscal outlook. In the lead were Abu Dhabi
and Saudi Arabia, up 17 percent and 14 percent
respectively with investor confidence in the latter
also boosted by the announcement of a series of

large investment plans as part of a major economic
diversification push.

Meanwhile, Kuwait’s All-Share index rose a decent
4.1 percent q/q, pushing market capitalization to a 15-
month high (KD 34bn). The All-share index was lifted
largely by the premier market (+4.5 percent) with the
technology, real estate, and financial sectors in the lead.
The average daily traded value stood at KD 39 million,
reflecting continued interest in local stocks and a
healthy level of market activity, though net foreign
inflows slowed considerably to around KD 6 million in
1Q21, largely due to the end of the market upgrade
related flows of 2020. 

Looking ahead, the easing of virus concerns amid
the rollout of vaccines and a positive economic outlook
should be supportive of regional market sentiment.
With that said, these markets will continue to be influ-
enced by oil prices, the pace of structural reforms,
geopolitics, and pandemic-related developments.

A positive but uncertain outlook 
for equities in 2021

Record-low benchmark interest rates, continued
central bank dovishness, and growing signs of an eco-
nomic recovery will likely continue to lend support to
markets going into 2021. This bullish sentiment is
reflected in global stocks continuing to set all-time
highs, with softer demand for safe-haven assets such as
gold and the USD. With that said, near-to-medium
term market prospects are subject to a notable degree
of downside risks stemming from pandemic, inflation,
and policy-related uncertainty (tapering stimulus,
higher interest rates), factors which have led to
increased market volatility as of late.

Further, the Biden administration proposed rais-
ing the capital gains tax in the US, which will likely
weigh down on US markets if approved as pro-
posed. Potential headwinds can come from a
renewed increase in US bond yields, though possi-
ble increases could be kept in check by ongoing
Fed purchases, uninterrupted issuances by the
treasury, and foreign inflows given lower yields
elsewhere in developed markets.

MIAMI: In this photo taken on April 12, 2021, people wait in line at the Miami International Airport car rental center. — AFP 

NBK Economic Update

Disappointing jobs 
data new challenge 
for Biden agenda
WASHINGTON: The United States added just
266,000 jobs in April - a quarter of the number
expected - in a surprise setback for President Joe
Biden’s efforts to revive an economy blighted by the
COVID-19 pandemic. The weak hiring also pushed
the unemployment rate up slightly to 6.1 percent,
according to the Labor Department’s monthly
employment report released Friday.

The data defied economists’ upbeat predictions
that widespread COVID-19 vaccines and govern-
ment relief measures would allow businesses to
return to normal and add one million jobs last
month. Biden said such setbacks are not unusual
during recoveries, and the report undermined criti-
cism that his massive spending programs were not
needed since the economy was already recovering.

“We knew we were facing a once-in-a-century
pandemic and once-in-a generation economic cri-
sis. We knew this wouldn’t be a sprint, it’d be a
marathon,” the president said in comments follow-
ing the data release. He again called on Congress to
approve two spending proposals costing more than
$4 trillion that are aimed at revamping US infra-
structure and the workforce. “We can’t let up. This
jobs report makes that clear. We’ve got too much
work to do,” he said.

While analysts say the jobs rebound may still
happen in coming months, the report nonetheless
complicates that assumption. “This is a big miss that
changes how we think about the recovery,”
University of Michigan economics professor Justin
Wolfers said on Twitter. On Wall Street, the Dow
and S&P 500 finished at record highs, with
investors regarding the weak report as improving

the chances Biden’s spending plans are approved
and the Federal Reserve keeps interest rates lower
for longer.

Unemployment surged in the United States when
the COVID-19 pandemic began in March 2020, but
has declined in the year since, aided by the vaccines
and three massive government rescue packages.
The April data show the economy has 8.2 million
fewer jobs than it had in February 2020, before the
pandemic hit.

In March, Biden signed the $1.9 trillion American
Rescue Plan, and is now asking Congress - which
his Democrats only barely control - to pass a $2.3
trillion jobs and infrastructure proposal aimed at
fighting climate change and revamping roads,
bridges and other infrastructure. He also proposed a
$1.8 trillion plan to expand education, childcare and
social programs.

The Republican opposition has generally
regarded his proposals as a spending spree fueled
by tax increases they see as harming American
competitiveness, and lawmakers pointed to the
downbeat employment numbers to make their
case. “This terrible jobs report needs to serve as
an important reminder that jacking up taxes right

Facebook panel punt 
on Trump puts onus 
back on Zuckerberg
SAN FRANCISCO: Facebook’s top executives set
up an independent oversight board to avoid having
to make tough decisions about explosive content -
but the panel’s first major ruling on Donald Trump
sent the ball right back into Mark Zuckerberg’s
court. The panel on Wednesday opted to uphold
the ban on the former US president’s use of the
leading social media network, saying Facebook was
right to oust him, but sidestepped an overall deci-
sion on whether he will ever be allowed back.

It gave the company six months to justify why
his ban should be permanent-leaving a grenade in
Zuckerberg’s lap on the issue of free speech, and
spotlighting weaknesses in the platform’s plan for
self-regulation. “Facebook didn’t want to make the
decision because it’s politically loaded,” said Hany
Farid, a professor at the University of California,
Berkeley and dean of its School of Information.

“So they kick it down to the oversight committee
and the oversight committee says, ‘We don’t want
this, you decide’,” he noted, adding that the board
had “punted on the hard question” of Trump’s long-
term access to Facebook. Zuckerberg has treated
the case like Kryptonite, reportedly asking the com-
pany’s top public affairs executive Nick Clegg, a
former British deputy prime minister, to write a first
draft of his statement defending the ban, and then to
decide whether to refer the case to the oversight
board. That is not surprising, according to Sarah
Roberts, an assistant professor of information stud-
ies at University of California, Los Angeles.
“Zuckerberg has pretty famously made these com-
ments about not wanting to be in the business of
being the arbiter of truth,” Roberts told AFP. — AFP  

WASHINGTON, DC: US President Joe Biden speaks on
job numbers from April, 2021 at the East Room of the
White House Wednesday. — AFP


