
WASHINGTON: Prior to the coronavirus pandemic,
Antonio Fernandez, 64, had envisioned staying in his
job at Chevron in Houston for perhaps another five
years. “I probably think I had five more years to work,
at least,” Fernandez said of his role with the oil giant.
“I wasn’t looking forward to being retired.”

But as with so many other things, the pandemic is
remaking the playbook for when to retire in the United
States. Retiring older had been a clear trend in the pre-
pandemic era of the world’s largest economy, some-
times due to preference, but often out of necessity.

Some have opted to stay employed into their 70s
to maintain benefits in a country where healthcare
costs are notoriously high.
In other cases, people were
forced to keep working
after their savings were hit
by the 2008 financial crisis.
But since the spring of
2020, millions over the age
of 65 have exited the
workforce, often earlier
than expected. In June
alone, more than 1.7 million
more older workers than
expected retired, said
Teresa Ghilarducci, a scholar on labor and retirement
at the New School For Social Research in New York.

After being laid off last fall, Fernandez applied
for other jobs, but was not successful. “I have
mixed feelings,” he told AFP, adding that the com-
pany mainly kept on lower-paid staff, a shift from
its approach to earlier rounds of downsizing. “In
the end, even though it does not feel fair, it’s not a
bad outcome for those like me fortunate enough
to have enough years of service and being rela-
tively close to retirement to receive a lump sum

pension boosted by the low interest rates.”

Not ready to leave 
Departing early was also difficult for Brenda Bates.

After 43 years of work at a nursing facility in Florida,
her job became much more taxing during the pan-
demic when she was required to wear a mask and
goggles. Bates suffered a transient ischemic attack, a
stroke-like incident with lingering effects. After strug-
gling for breath during a swim, Bates discussed
options with her husband.

“We made the decision to do it for my health,”
Bates said. “Before the pandemic I thought I would

work at least till I was 65 to
get Medicare,” she said. “I
love my job so I expected
to stay as long as I really
wanted to.” Bates is far
from alone in departing
earlier than she expected.

Whether due to fears of
an unsafe workplace or job
loss amid the economic
upheaval, “millions of older
workers are simply retiring
and often earlier than they

are ready,” Ghilarducci said.
“It’s scary,” said Bates, who now works as an inde-

pendent contractor for a company that does place-
ment for senior living. “You’re giving up a very good
salary and all your benefits. One day you have nothing
left.” While most of the departures involve workers 65
and older, more workers over 55 without a college
degree are also leaving jobs, Ghilarducci said.
Retirements of Black workers without a college diplo-
ma increased by 9.2 percent, while white workers
with the same education profile saw a 7.5 percent

rise, she said. One risk from the early retirements is an
uptick of poverty among the senior population. At the
same time, some older workers are actually in a rela-
tively good position to retire-at least compared to
earlier crises.

“During the global financial crisis there was obvi-
ously a very large number of people that had lost

their entire retirement savings, and 10 years after they
could not retire,” said Jacob Kirkegaard, a fellow at
the Peterson Institute for International Economics.
“Right now the situation is exactly the opposite,” said
Kirkegaard, noting that the stock market has risen
during the pandemic, along with housing prices,
which sank after the 2008 market crash. —AFP

As pandemic roils economy, 
more US workers call it a day

BELLAIRE, US: Antonio Fernandez, 64, poses in his house in Bellaire, Texas. Prior to the coronavirus pan-
demic, Antonio 64, had envisioned staying in his job at Chevron in Houston for perhaps another five
years. —AFP
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Evergrande tries 
to pay bills with 
parking spots
BEIJING: Protests against teetering developer
Evergrande spread to more Chinese cities yesterday
after a company offer of property and parking spaces
instead of cash repayments of its debts was rejected
by investors. The troubled property titan has warned it
may not be able to service its colossal debts of more
than $300 billion, seeding panic among property buy-
ers, bond holders and contractors while fanning fears
of a default that could ripple through the world’s sec-
ond-biggest economy.

Several dozen protesters returned for a third
straight day to the firm’s headquarters in the southern
city of Shenzhen, where the company began its ascent
in 1996 into a sprawling conglomerate minting the
dreams of home ownership among China’s middle
classes. Chanting “Evergrande, give us our money
back”, they were met by a heavy police presence but
refused to disperse. The fresh demonstration came
after an apparent effort overnight by Evergrande to
repay debts with promises of property, parking spaces
and commercial units soured the mood.

“They offered us (ownership of) shops, kinder-
gartens and parking units... but we can’t use them.
None of us agree to this,” said a woman who gave her
surname only as Wang. She said her financial company
in the central city of Chongqing is “not really function-
ing” because of unpaid debts from the developer.
Experts say the Hong Kong-listed firm has more than a
million units pre-paid by customers yet to be built,
adding to the sense of dread among Chinese investors,
many of them first-time buyers trying to get a foot on
the runaway property market.

The company on Tuesday admitted it is under
“tremendous pressure” and may not be able to meet
its liabilities. Yesterday it declined a request for com-
ment from AFP. The privately-owned firm, whose rapid
expansion into 280 Chinese cities had bolstered its
reputation, now appears on the brink of buckling, but
experts say Beijing will not allow it to collapse chaoti-
cally. In eastern Jiangsu province, anxious investors
gathered yesterday morning outside company offices
in Taizhou city, while similar protests have been
reported in Anhui ad unpaid workers have demanded
their wages in Ezhou city, Hubei. —AFP
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Remote work goes 
‘luxury’, but many 
may be left out
WASHINGTON:  Virtual reality meetings, $7,000
all-in-one kits and digital hot desking: Big Tech is
rolling out premium tools as the work-from-home
era looks set to last well beyond the pandemic.

But experts warn that while top-of-the-line fea-
tures may benefit privileged Americans, millions of
others can barely access remote work tools already
available. Facebook has unveiled online “workrooms”
for users of its Oculus virtual reality gear, and
Google showed off interactive conferencing displays,
declaring the “hybrid” mix of in-person and remote
work is here to stay.

Yet outside of Silicon Valley and other urban cen-
ters, basics like a fast internet connection and profi-
ciency in remote tech is beyond the reach of tens of
millions in the United States.

“For many people, being able to work from home
is still a luxury,” said Michelle Burris, a senior policy
associate at progressive think tank The Century
Foundation. One reason is access to high-speed con-
nections, with advocacy group BroadbandNow say-
ing in a May report that 42 million Americans-about
13 percent of the population-cannot get broadband
internet.

Another problem is equipment as many workers
have to buy their own. Take the example of Patricia

McGee in Texas-a 39-year-old mother of four who
switched from an Amazon warehouse job to remote
customer service work for another company when
pandemic lockdowns hit about 18 months ago.

She had to plunk down $2,000 to get a computer,
not to mention the price of internet and the process
of installing software and updates. “Not everybody
can afford a computer. So it’s taking jobs from peo-
ple that can’t (buy one) or actually don’t have the
skills (to use one),” she said.

Her machine broke a few days ago and because
she had exhausted her paid time off, McGee can’t
work or make money until her computer is back
online. 

Risk of being left out 
The digital divisions exposed by the pandemic are

well-documented with striking examples like families
using the wireless internet at fast food restaurants so
their children could attend school online.

As schools and workplaces have, in many areas,
moved gradually back toward in-person activity,
some inequalities have been eased. But a percentage
of workers have come to appreciate the flexibility
and utility of a “hybrid” mix where they can work
from home sometimes. “It’s one of these innocuous
seeming things that looks like it’s convenience but it
can be-unless we really address and acknowledge it-
another tool for increasing inequality,” said Monica
Sanders, a Georgetown University professor.

Sanders noted that this is different than other
technological developments, like the latest smart-
phone or even having a videocassette player when
the machines revolutionized home entertainment.

They didn’t “impact your earning power or where
you live or how you work,” she said.

The change in how people work has not gone
unnoticed for employers, with digital skills for zoom
presentation or remote management tools working
their way into job ads. Author and remote work
expert Rhiannon Payne said virtual reality will
become as normal a part of how people do their jobs
as cell phones and laptops.

She agreed the risks of excluding people cannot
be ignored, but also that high tech tools can make life
better. “Companies are trying to find ways to make
remote work genuinely easier and to help us increase
connections with our colleagues,” she said.  —AFP

Embattled 
Apple unveils 
new iPhone
SAN FRANCISCO: Apple CEO Tim
Cook strode through a slickly produced
video Tuesday to launch a new iPhone,
with few hints of the exceptional string
of troubles facing his company includ-
ing policy reversals, a spyware attack
and legal fights. Cook-from an empty,
darkened auditorium-raved over
upgraded cameras, brighter screens and
new features for some of the Silicon
Valley giant’s other devices like the iPad.

“These are the best iPhones we’ve
ever created,” Cook said, noting Apple’s
work to design the “very best products
and services to enrich people’s lives.”
Yet a head-spinning series of problems
have occupied the recent public discus-
sion of one the world’s most valuable
companies.

Due to a long and loud fight over its
online app marketplace, a judge
ordered Apple last week to allow devel-
opers to sidestep its hefty commission
on purchases. It has also delayed a plan
to scan its customers’ devices as part of

a child abuse prevention move, after
privacy advocates howled over the risk
of opening a backdoor for government
surveillance. And then Monday it was
forced to roll out an urgent fix after
cybersecurity researchers found a
weakness that allowed Pegasus spy-
ware to infect Apple devices without
users so much as clicking a malicious
message.

That said, Apple still possesses mas-
sive reach in the digital world and
beyond, and manages to be worth over
$2 trillion. Its fans cheered the release of
the updated products Tuesday, includ-
ing analyst Daniel Ives who noted “the
supercycle for Cupertino,” referring to
the California city that is home to
Apple’s headquarters.

“Apple remains in the midst of its
strongest overall product cycle in
roughly a decade,” he added. The
iPhone 13 range includes four models,
from the Mini version to the Pro Max,
with prices similar to iPhone 12 at last
year’s release. Their cameras and bat-
teries are more powerful, and 5G capa-
bility is to be extended to more than
200 mobile operators in 60 countries
and regions by the end of the year.

Array of challenges 
It is true the company has racked up

massive profits driven by the demand
for its devices as much of the world
hunkered down at home due to the
pandemic. At the same time legal bat-
tles, new laws and the scrutiny of regu-
lators around the world has added up to
a series of challenges for the company.

As Cook expounded on iPhone
developments, a group fighting to
loosen Apple’s control over its App
Store tweeted its verdict on the new
handset. “Today’s rollout of the iPhone
13 only tells us one thing: new iPhone,

same bad App Store,” wrote Coalition
for App Fairness. “It’s time for @Apple
to #OpenTheAppStore and level the
playing field for app developers and
innovators.”

Apple has started to cede ground on
its App Store dominance, including in an
agreement with Japanese regulators. It
also faces the legislation adopted by
South Korean lawmakers, which banned
Apple and Google from forcing app
developers to use the tech giants’ pay-
ment systems. —AFP
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MENLO PARK, California: In this file photo, Facebook
employee Elza Uzmanoff tries out an Oculus device at the
company’s corporate headquarters campus in Menlo Park,
California. —AFP

CUPERTINO, California: This handout image shows Apple’s senior vice president of
Worldwide Marketing Greg Joswiak talking about the new iPhone 13 Pro during a
special Apple event as seen in this still image from the keynote video. —AFP

SHENZHEN, Guangdong: People gather at the
Evergrande headquarters in Shenzhen, China’s south-
ern Guangdong province yesterday. —AFP


