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HERAT: In this picture taken on Sept 19, 2021, Abdul Latif Yousufzei, a trader, speaks in the office of Herat
Chamber of Commerce. — AFP  

NEW YORK: People walk on a street in New York City. The OECD warned yesterday of an “uneven” global eco-
nomic recovery as it lowered its 2021 growth forecasts for the world and the United States while raising the
outlook for Europe.

PARIS: The United States’ decision to lift restrictions on
incoming travellers vaccinated against COVID-19 was
met with a sigh of a relief by the global airline sector,
which has been dealt a body blow by the pandemic. With
transatlantic flights traditionally among the most lucra-
tive for Europe’s biggest airlines, the Monday announce-
ment was “formidable news” for a sector that has hemor-
rhaged tens of billions of euros over the past 18 months,
Air France-KLM chief Benjamin Smith told AFP.

For most of Europe’s flag carriers-such as Air France,
British Airways and Lufthansa-the restrictions on long-
haul routes across the Atlantic were particularly hard to
swallow. Air France-KLM, for example, generates 40
percent of its sales from its North Atlantic services, and
for Germany’s Lufthansa, the proportion is 50 percent.

“Today’s news... marks an historic moment,” said
British Airways chief Sean Doyle. “Our customers
should now feel that the world is reopening to them and
they can book their trips with confidence.”

US airlines such as United, Delta and American are
much more domestically orientated and less dependent
on international services, which account for 25-30 per-

cent of revenues. But they, too, welcomed the news.
“Today’s announcement marks a positive step in our
nation’s recovery,” said the head of the industry associ-
ation Airlines for America, Nicholas Calio.

Sister organization Airlines for Europe tweeted that
it similarly “applauds the decision”, which would “give a
much-needed boost to trans-Atlantic traffic & #tourism
and will reunite families and friends”.

The International Air Transport Association, or IATA,
which has 290 member airlines accounting for 82 per-
cent of global air travel, described it as “a major step
forward”. “This is excellent news for families and loved
ones... It’s good for the millions of livelihoods in the US
that depend on global tourism. And it will boost the
economic recovery by enabling some key business trav-
el markets,” IATA director general Willie Walsh said.

IATA has been calling for months now for travel
restrictions to be “guided by the science” and take into
account travellers’ vaccination status.

Later than expected 
Europe’s airlines had been hoping for transatlantic

routes to be reopened in time for the key summer holi-
day season. But while Europe reopened its internal bor-
ders, Washington remained cautious. And transatlantic
traffic this year was less than half than the levels record-
ed in 2019.

The US decision was “actually a little later than we
expected given what we know about how effective the
vaccines are. We expected it in the summertime,” said
Colin Scarola, an analyst at CFRA Research.

But even if European airlines are now ready to
restart the engines of more aircraft heading across the
Atlantic, recovery will still be slow, warned George
Dimitroff, an analyst at air transport data specialist
Ascend by Cirium. “We would not expect to see an
increase in airline schedules right away, apart from the
busiest routes,” he said.

“There may be additional capacity added around the
year-end holiday period, but the more significant
improvements are likely to come in March 2022 when
airlines gear up for their summer schedules,” he said.
Burkett Huey, an analyst at Morningstar, pointed out that
“if you don’t fill an aircraft at 75-80 percent, the trip
won’t be profitable. You need travellers from both sides.”

Dimitroff said he expected “business travel to start to
pick up in the fourth quarter of this year... as European

business travellers will be able to visit US clients and
suppliers.” But analyst Scarola was more cautious.
“While it is definitely a step in the right direction, it
really does not improve the uncertainty around the two
key things that are going to be needed for international
travel recovery: how is the pandemic going to play out
in the coming months... and will a big piece of business
travel be missing because of the virtual meeting tools
that are now available?” —  AFP

Airline sector relieved over
US decision to lift travel ban

Pandemic deals a body blow to global travel industry

WASHINGTON: In this file photo, passengers walk under a departure display in the Lufthansa terminal at the
“Franz-Josef-Strauss” airport in Munich, southern Germany amid the pandemic. — AFP
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Afghan merchants 
fear for future 
amid rise of costs
KABUL: Merchants in the historic Afghan trading city
of Herat fear for their future after being hit by Taleban
tax collection and a backlog for goods to clear cus-
toms. The country’s third-biggest city is a strategic
hub along the ancient Silk Road-with nearby borders
to Iran and Turkmenistan-and is a key generator of
revenue for the country.

Although the Taleban blame rampant corruption by
the previous government for a rise in costs for
importers, businessmen in Herat say they face going
under if the hardline Islamists do not lower taxes.

“I’m feeling really hopeless,” merchant Faghir
Ahmad told AFP. Since the Taleban stormed to power
in mid-August, food prices have gone up, the cost of
fuel has risen and there are fewer opportunities to
make money. Afghanistan’s central bank has access to
only a fraction of its usual financing, and is cut off from
the international banking system and its own foreign
currency reserves.

It means cash is in short supply and banks are
enforcing a weekly withdrawal limit of $200 per per-
son. “First when the Taleban came, the people were
very happy because we saw that security was com-
ing, but unfortunately now the price for everything
has gone up and people aren’t able to afford things,”
said Ahmad, who imports food into the western city
from Iran.

‘Tough work’ 
Ahmad was one of about 40 Herat business leaders

at a rowdy Herat city Chamber of Commerce meeting
this week, complaining of taxes and a backlog of
3,000 trucks waiting to be processed.

Customs officials were long accused of taking
bribes from traders, pocketing the cash instead of col-
lecting revenue for state coffers. Taleban spokesman
Zabihullah Mujahid told a press conference Tuesday

that the Taleban hadn’t raised taxes, but were rather
collecting them properly for the first time. “The system
under the previous government had a lot of problems
with corruption, but it was OK,” said Abdul Latif
Yousufzei, who trades in food and cleaning products.

“Under this (Taleban) system we do not have any
problems with corruption but the taxes have been
raised, and we cannot pay that much. I’m really not
hopeful for the future.”

At Herat’s customs clearance center this week,
workers unloaded plastic bottle tops, plates, salt cakes
and long-life cream cheese from trucks into warehous-
es in the midday heat. The laborers told AFP that since
the Taleban took control of the facility, their already-
meagre wages have gone down, and sometimes they
don’t know if they will be paid at all. Mir Allam, 70, sat
with a group of fellow workers in the shade next to a
truck after a shift.

“We did tough work but we got less money,” he
said, revealing to AFP he had just been paid about
$1.25 for unloading a 20-ton lorry with six others.
Another grey-bearded worker, who did not want to
give his name, said that under the previous system he
was paid immediately after unloading a truck.

“Now, when we have finished the work, it’s not clear
if they will pay us or not.”

‘Some problems’ 
Younes Qazizadeh, head of the Herat Chamber of

Commerce, said he was working with the merchants
and the Taleban to reach a resolution, adding he
believed business should never be related to any polit-
ical system or regime. “When any new regime comes
to a country there will be some problems,” he said.
“People came here to speak their voices and they are
lobbying the Taleban government to bring changes for
the trade of Afghanistan,” he said.

“We also hope that these changes will come and
it’s going to be much better.” Herat’s deputy gover-
nor agreed there had been “some problems with the
taxes”, but that a solution was being worked on. “We
wrote down the requests of some of those traders
and we sent them to the finance ministry,” said Shir
Ahmad Mohajer. “They are going to send a delega-
tion to Herat to listen to the traders, and we are
going to act.” —AFP

OECD lowers global, 
US economic 
growth forecasts
PARIS: The OECD warned yesterday of an “uneven”
global economic recovery as it lowered its 2021 growth
forecasts for the world and the United States while raising
the outlook for Europe. The world economy has bounced
back this year on the back of stimulus measures, the roll-
out of effective COVID vaccines and the resumption of
many economic activities, the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) said. But the
Paris-based organization voiced concerns about lower
vaccination rates in poorer countries.

“The recovery remains very uneven, with strikingly
different outcomes across countries,” the OECD said in its
interim economic outlook. Global gross domestic product
has surpassed its pre-pandemic level following last year’s
COVID-induced recession.

Global output is now expected to expand by 5.7 per-
cent this year, down 0.1 percentage points from the orga-
nization’s previous forecast in May. But the outlook for
2022 has slightly improved, with 4.5 percent growth now
expected, up by 0.1 points. “Output and employment gaps
remain in many countries, particularly in emerging-market
and developing economies where vaccination rates are
low,” the report said. The OECD lowered its growth out-
look for the United States, from 6.9 to 6.0 percent this
year. The US Congressional Budget Office has forecast

6.7 percent growth for the world’s top economy. The
Delta variant hit the US economy harder in the second
quarter “but it is picking up again very strongly,” the
OECD’s chief economist, Laurence Boone, said at a news
conference.

The OECD’s eurozone forecast was raised by one
point to 5.3 percent, though the outlook varied within the
single-currency bloc, with higher growth now expected in
France, Italy and Spain while Germany was not perform-
ing as well. The growth prospects of Argentina, Brazil,
Mexico, South Africa, South Korea and Turkey have also
improved, while those of Australia, Britain, Japan and
Russia were lowered. The forecast for China, the world’s
second biggest economy and a driver of global growth,
remained unchanged at 8.5 percent.

‘Sizeable uncertainty’ 
The impact of the Delta variant of the coronavirus has

“so far been relatively mild” in countries with high vacci-
nation rates, but it has lowered the momentum elsewhere
and added pressures to global supply chains and costs,
the OECD said. “Sizeable uncertainty remains,” the report
said, warning that slow progress in vaccination drives and
the spread of virus mutations would lead to a weaker
recovery and larger job losses.

“What worries us even more is that many emerging
markets with the exception of China are still far behind
advanced ones for vaccination program levels,” Boone
said. “The situation is even worse in low income coun-
tries.” Earlier this month, United Nations chief Antonio
Guterres expressed disappointment that vaccine-manu-
facturing nations have been unable to ramp up production
toward the goal of vaccinating some 70 percent of the
world population by the first half of 2022. — AFP

US homebuilding 
accelerates as firms 
close supply gap
NEW YORK: US homebuilding accelerated last
month, according to government data yesterday, as
construction firms looked to feed the supply-starved
real estate market. Housing projects started last month
rose 3.9 percent from July to more than 1.6 million,
seasonally adjusted, the Commerce Department
reported, which was above analysts’ forecasts.

The United States is seeing a real estate boom as
low borrowing rates and the upheavals of the COVID-
19 pandemic push people to move, causing a supply

shortage that has driven prices up and spurred home-
building. Multi-unit buildings saw a big increase as
construction started rose 21.6 percent in August, but
single-family home projects fell 2.8 percent, according
to the data. The fall in house construction is indicative
that the real estate boom may be running out of steam,
said Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon Macroeconomics,
who predicted the indicator would cool soon.

“The flight to the burbs which triggered the
boom in home sales, prices and construction activi-
ty is over, though mortgage demand has nudged
back up in the past two months,” he wrote in an
analysis. Construction differed wildly across the
country. The Northeast rocketed 167.2 percent and
the Midwest and South posted gains, while the
West slumped 21.1 percent. Permits, a volatile indi-
cator of housing in the pipeline, climbed six percent
last month to more than 1.7 mill ion seasonally
adjusted, according to the data. —AFP


