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Coronavirus savages U.S. economy In
first quarter; bigger hit still to come

WASHINGTON (Reuters) - The U.S. economy contract-
ed in the first quarter at its sharpest pace since the Great
Recession as stringent measures to slow the spread of the
novel coronavirus almost shut down the country, ending
the longest expansion in the nation’s history.

The drop in gross domestic product (GDP) reported by the
Commerce Department on Wednesday reflected a plunge
in economic activity in the last two weeks of March, which
saw millions of Americans seeking unemployment bene-
fits. The rapid decline in GDP reinforced analysts’ predic-
tions that the economy was already in a deep recession and
left economists bracing for a record slump in output in the
second quarter.

“If the economy fell this hard in the first quarter, with less
than a month of pandemic lockdown for most states, don’t
ask how far it will crater in the second quarter because it is
going to be a complete disaster,” said Chris Rupkey, chief
economist at MUFG in New York.

RELATED COVERAGE

White House adviser sees “‘cash’ phase of economic rescue
winding down

Gross domestic product declined at a 4.8% annualized rate
last quarter, weighed down by a collapse in spending on
healthcare as dentists’ offices closed and hospitals delayed
elective surgeries and non-emergency visits to focus on
patients suffering from COVID-19, the potentially lethal

respiratory illness caused by the virus.

That was the steepest pace of contraction in GDP since the
fourth quarter of 2008. Households also drastically cut back on
purchases of motor vehicles, furniture, clothing and footwear.
Receipts for transportation, hotel accommodation and restau-
rant services also plunged.

Businesses further tightened their purse strings and liquidat-
ed inventory, helping to overshadow positive news from a
shrinking import bill, the housing market and more spending
by the government. Economists polled by Reuters had forecast
GDP falling at a 4.0% rate last quarter. The economy, which
grew at a 2.1% rate in the fourth quarter, was in its 11th year of
expansion, the longest on record.

The Commerce Department’s Bureau of Economic Analysis
(BEA)said while it could not quantify the full effects of the
pandemic, COVID-19 had partly contributed to the decline in
GDP in the first quarter. The BEA said “stay-at-home” orders
in March had “led to rapid changes in demand, as businesses
and schools switched to remote work or canceled operations,
and consumers canceled, restricted, or redirected their spend-
ing.”

Many factories and nonessential businesses like restaurants
and other social venues were shuttered or operated below
capacity amid nationwide lockdowns to control the spread
of COVID-19. The sharp contraction in GDP, together with
record unemployment, could pile pressure on states and local
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governments to reopen their economies.

It also deprives President Donald Trump of a success story to
campaign around as he seeks re-election in November, and
could ramp up criticism of the White House’s initial slow
response to the pandemic. Confirmed U.S. COVID-19 infec-
tions have topped one million, according to a Johns Hopkins
University tally.

Stocks on Wall Street shrugged off the GDP report, and were
trading higher after Gilead Sciences said its experi-

mental antiviral drug met the main goal of a trial test-

ing it in COVID-19 patients. The dollar fell against a

basket of currencies, while U.S. Treasury prices rose.

The U.S. Congress has approved a fiscal package of around $3
trillion and the Federal Reserve has cut interest rates to near
zero and greatly expanded its role as banker of last resort, but
economists say these measures are inadequate. Fed officials
were wrapping up a two-day policy meeting on Wednesday.
DIFFICULT ROAD AHEAD

Economists also did not believe that reopening regional econ-
omies, as some states are now doing, would quickly return
the broader economy to pre-pandemic levels, which they said
would take years. Reopening the economy also involves the
risk of a second wave of infections and further lockdowns.
Economists expect an even sharper contraction in GDP in the
second quarter, with estimates for a drop as large as a 40%
pace. They believe the economy entered recession in the sec-
ond half of March when the social distancing measures took
effect.
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New York's Cuomo calls politics hammer

into the mid

(Reuters) - New York Governor Andrew Cuomo said on
Wednesday that he was hearing the “music of a campaign
season” in Washington’s response to the coronavirus pan-
demic, warning that partisanship could drive a “hammer
into the middle of this country”

FILE PHOTO: New York Governor Andrew Cuomo
speaks during a news conference at the Jacob K. Javits
Convention Center which will be partially converted into
a temporary hospital during the outbreak of the corona-
virus disease (COVID-19) in New York City, New York,
U.S., March 24, 2020. REUTERS/Mike Segar

Cuomo’s wide-ranging remarks also criticized what he
called the “extraordinarily dangerous” politicization of the
response to a pandemic that has killed more than 58,000
Americans and left millions jobless.

The Democratic governor, who has intermittently traded
barbs with U.S. President Donald Trump and other Re-
publican politicians during the crisis, made a thinly veiled
reference to the upcoming national election in November.

“T've heard this music before. This is the music of a cam-
paign season, this is the music of a rally, and balloons and
‘It’s us versus them’ and ‘We’re good and they’re bad’ and
that is poison right now as to where we are,” Cuomo told
a briefing.

Cuomo, who previously blasted Senate Majority Leader

Mitch McConnell’s suggestion that states like New York

should be able to declare bankruptcy if financially crip-

pled by the crisis, took fresh aim at Florida Senator Rick
Scott.

Scott, also a Republican, on Monday was quoted as
lamenting the idea that “we’re supposed to go bail them
out”

As part of his daily slide presentation Cuomo prepared
one showing that Florida receives $30 billion more than
it gives to the federal government on annual basis, while
Kentucky, home to McConnell, is a net recipient of $37
billion in funds.

dle’ of U.S. d

330 new deaths, a similar level to the past

New York, in contrast, puts in $29 billion
more annually than it gets back in federal
assistance, Cuomo said.

“Who is we and who is them?” Cuomo asked
rhetorically at the briefing. “New York state
bails them out every year”

He suggested he would move cautiously
to lift a stay-at-home order due to expire

few days, and said the number of people
newly admitted to the hospital actually
increased slightly, a development that he
noted was “not good”.

uring pandemic
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“We have to be at our best. When you
start to politicize this situation and you
start to say red’ and ‘blue; and ‘this

team’ and ‘that team, you may as well

on May 15, noting that Germany had

Cuomo said that hospitalizations for
COVID-19, the disease caused by the corna-
virus, ticked lower on Tuesday, continuing

a decline in its third week. But he disclosed

seen its infection rate - the rate at which
the virus spreads - rise since it relaxed
social distancing moves.

He called for a bipartisan approach to the
pandemic.

take a wedge and hammer it right into
the middle of this country”

Stay Home!
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Save Lives!

Trump Orders Meat And Poultry
Processing Plants To Stay Open
During Coronavirus Crisis

e r

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

WASHINGTON - Faced with worries of

main vulnerable to the disease.

ity, which had become “a road block” for
the company. He didn’t elaborate.

While the order would be designed to
protect businesses in court if they are
sued, that would likely be challenged in
court. Judges would ultimately decide
whether coronavirus lawsuits against
businesses can go forward.

Coronavirus has struck some meat-pro-
ducers, shutting down plants and threat-
ening the food supply chain.

In a full-page newspaper ad over the
weekend, Tyson Foods board Chairman
John Tyson said “the food supply chain
is breaking,” and “there will be limited
supply of our products available in gro-
cery stores until we are able to reopen
our facilities that are currently closed.”
Some plant employees have told report-
ers that Tyson did not adequately protect
them from the virus, setting up the pros-
pect of lawsuits.

a meat shortage caused by the coronavi-
rus, President Donald Trump on Tuesday
ordered beef, pork and poultry process-
ing plants to remain open despite safety
concerns.

Citing his authority under the Defense
Production Act, Trump declared in an
executive order that “it is important that
processors of beef, pork, and poultry
(“‘meat and poultry’) in the food supply
chain continue operating and fulfilling
orders to ensure a continued supply of
protein for Americans.” Trump declared
meat plants as critical infrastructure.
The order sets the stage for a showdown
between America’s meat giants, which
have been pressing to reopen plants, and
some local officials and labor unions
who’ve called for closures in a bid to
prevent the virus from spreading. The
president himself has long agitated for
Americans to return to work and restore
an economy crippled by social distanc-
ing measures.

Critics said the forced openings — some
plants have closed because so many
employees contracted the coronavirus
— threaten the safety of workers who re-

Earlier, Trump said he did not fear any
kind of food shortage.

“There’s plenty of supply,” Trump told
reporters after meeting with Florida Gov.
Ron DeSantis. “It’s distribution.”

Meat Plant Closures
U.S. processing plants shuttered due to the pandemic

Cargill ® Conagra @ JBES @ Smithfield Foods
Tyson Foods @ Other

Source: Bloomberg News Bloomberg

Trump also said he would issue an ex-
ecutive order to shield meat plants from
legal liability if they are sued by employ-
ees who contract coronavirus while on
the job. While Trump only mentioned
Tyson Foods specifically, he suggested
his order would protect other businesses
from liability as well. Trump signaled
the executive action at the White House
on Tuesday, saying he planned to sign an
order aimed at Tyson Foods Inc.’s liabil-

ASSOCIATED PRESS In this April
2020, photo provided by Tyson Foods,
workers wear protective masks and
stand between plastic dividers at the
company’s Camilla, Georgia poultry
processing plant. Tyson has added the
plastic dividers to create separation
between workers because of the coro-
navirus outbreak. (Tyson Foods via
AP)

Congressional Republicans, including
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McCon-
nell, R-Ky., have said shielding compa-
nies from lawsuits will help the economy
reopen after weeks of lockdowns.
Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, the
Senate’s top Democrat, questioned Mc-
Connell’s idea.

“Is he saying, if an owner tells a worker
he needs to work next to a sick person
without a mask and wouldn’t be liable?”
Schumer told reporters. “That wouldn’t

make sense.”

Trump spoke with reporters after a meet-
ing with DeSantis in which he lauded
Florida as a model for other states seek-
ing to reopen their economies, despite
the risks of resurgences in coronavius
cases. (Courtesy USA Today and https://
www.msn.com/)
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Related

Coronavirus Is Breaking The Food
Supply Chain

Covid-19 has forced large-scale farms

that supply institutions to dump pro-
duce they can’t sell

America’s food supply chain is in trou-
ble because of coronavirus outbreaks in
rural meatpacking plant communities.
Why it matters: For consumers, this
means less meat at the grocery store. For
many farmers, this means the prospect
of financial ruin. For many animals, this
means euthanasia instead of slaughter.
The big picture: Plants in more than a
dozen states have closed in recent weeks,
spanning beef, pork, poultry and fish.

* Many more plants are struggling
to remain open despite significant out-
breaks.

* More than 25% of U.S. pork produc-
tion is now offline because of plant clo-
sures, WashPost reports, citing industry
analysts.

* Tyson Foods described this as a
“breaking” of the food supply chain,
warning on Sunday that millions of ani-
mals will need to be killed without being
turned into food.

A Tyson Fresh Meats plant in Water-
loo, lowa. Photo: Jeff Reinitz/The (Wa-

terloo-Cedar Falls) Courier via AP
Between the lines: There’s also an enor-
mous human toll taking place at these
plants.

* “It is not going to be easy to get work-
ers six feet apart,” William Schaffner, a
professor of infectious diseases, told the
N.Y. Times. “If you space people out,
you reduce productivity.”

What’s next: House Ag Chair Collin Pe-
terson told CNN today that he predicts
shortages of pork as soon as next week.
¢ Peterson estimated that 60,000—
70,000 pigs a day will need to be euth-
anized.

e If things don’t turn around fast, “we
are going to see multi-generational,
longstanding [hog] farms not get through
this financially,” Minnesota hog farmer
Greg Boerboom told the Star Tribune.
(Courtesy USA Today and https://www.
msn.com/)
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National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases Director Dr. Anthony . . . .
Fauci and Ambassador Debbie Birx, the White House coronavirus response A girl sells protective face masks and gloves at the main market in downtown after the government eased the re-
coordinator. attend a coronavirus reéponse meeting between U.S. President strictions on movement aimed at containing the spread of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19), in Amman, Jordan
Donald Trump and Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards in the Oval Office April 28, 2020. REUTERS/Muhammad Hamed

at the White House in Washington, U.S.. Anril 20 2020, REUTERS/Carlos

s

American a'f"”es Jets made by Embraer and gther manufacturers sit at gates at Washington's White House Press Secretary Kayleigh McEnany listens during a coronavirus response meeting
Reagan National airport as the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic continues to keep between U.S. President Donald Trump and Louisiana Governor John Bel Edwards in the Oval
airline travel at minimal levels and the U.S. economy contracts in the first quarter at its sharp- Bt . . P . .

Office at the White House in Washington, U.S., April 29, 2020. REUTERS/Carlos Barria

est pace since the Great Recession, in Washington, U.S. April 29, 2020. REUTERS/Kevin

Nuria Bravo, 38, and her husband Francisco Pimentel, 40, pose for a photo with their newborn son
Jesus as they arrive to their home from the hospital after she gave birth during a lockdown amid
the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) outbreak, in Ronda, southern Spain, April 22, 2020. Picture

Opposition activists gather to protest government’s policies during the coronavirus
(COVID-19) crisis in Belgrade, Serbia, April 29, 2020. REUTERS/Marko Djurica
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gvlvomdan feeds pigeons on a street as the spread of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) continues in British Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab deputising for Prime Minister Boris John-
elgrade son speaks during Prime Minister’s Questions in the House of Commons Chamber
in London, Britain, April 29, 2020.
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Abbot Reopens Texas, Overriding Some Local Orders

Governor Abbott Will Allow State’s
Stay-At-Home Order To End Today
And Open For Business On Friday

Compiled And Edited By John T. Robbins, Southern Daily Editor

Texas Gov. Greg Abbott said Monday
he will allow his stay-at-home order

for the Lone Star State to expire today,
commencing a phased exit from the so-
cial distancing measures meant to miti-
gate the novel coronavirus pandemic.
The Republican’s new order, which
supersedes local orders, will allow
businesses like retail stores, malls,
restaurants and theaters to reopen Friday
but limits occupancy to 25%. The order
will also allow libraries and museums
to open.

Abbott noted that he wants barbershops,
salons, gyms and bars open, “as soon as
possible,” and expects them to open no
later than mid-May.

“Now it’s time to set a new course, a
course that responsibly opens up busi-
ness in Texas,” Abbott said. “We will
open in a way that uses safe standards
-- safe standards for businesses, for their
employees as well as for their custom-
ers. Standards based upon data and on
doctors.”

His announcements comes as more
states plan phased reopenings of their

rq N RIEEGT

economies, despite public health pro-
fessionals having repeatedly stressed
the dangers of relaxing social distancing
measures too early, and it’s being met
with disapproval and skepticism by
some Democrats in the state.

Governor Abbott details the plan to
reopen Texas.

Experts widely agree that to control

the epidemic in the absence of strict
social distancing measures, states and
localities will need to build the capacity
for additional testing and contact tracing
-- something Texas medical and public
health officials have told CNN the state
isn’t doing at a large enough scale to
reopen.

That process of identifying new cases of
Covid-19 and then tracking down and
quarantining anyone who could have
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been infected by those newly identified
cases would be crucial to returning to
normal life.

But Abbott pushed back Monday, saying
that the state “should easily exceed our
goal of 25,000 tests per day” by early
May and that Dr. Deborah Birx -- the
White House coronavirus response
coordinator -- told him, “the Texas plan
was great.” Abbott said the state will not
mandate, but “strongly recommend,”
that everyone wear a mask as businesses
reopen.

“Now more than ever, Texans must
remain committed to safe distancing
practices that reduce the spread of
Covid-19, and we must continue to rely
on doctors and data to provide us with
the safest strategies to restore Texans’
livelihoods,” he said.

A young couple takes their vows
during the pandemic.

Texas Democratic Party executive di-
rector Manny Garcia said in a statement
following Abbott’s announcement that
his decision to let the order expire “is
reckless, irresponsible, and puts all of
us at risk,” and called it “just the latest
in the Republican coronavirus catastro-
phe.”

And Texas Democratic Rep. Sylvia
Garcia on Monday questioned what data
and doctors Abbott relied on to make his
decision, saying in a statement follow-
ing his announcement that she’s “disap-
pointed that we got no real clarification
as to what data he relies on.”

While previewing the state’s strategy
earlier this month, Abbott said a group
of medical and economic experts would
guide him through a series of incremen-
tal steps aimed at slowly reopening the
state’s economy.

“A more strategic approach is required
to ensure that we don’t reopen only to
have to close down again, so consistent
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with CDC guidelines and based on
advice from infectious disease special-
ists we will open Texas businesses in
phases,” Abbott said Monday.

Texas restaurants to open on Friday
with 25% occupancy limit.

“We must also focus on protecting the
most vulnerable Texans from exposure
to Covid-19. If we remain focused on
protecting the lives of our fellow Tex-
ans, we can continue to open the Lone
Star State.”

A premature opening of private busi-
nesses, he stressed, would risk further
outbreaks.

That approach marks a significant step
back from what some had anticipated
would be a much more aggressive push
from Abbott to reopen the famously
pro-business Texas.

The Lone Star State and its $1.8 trillion
economy, second only to California

in size, has been hit particularly hard
by tumbling oil prices and the global
pandemic.

As a result, Abbott has had to strike a
delicate balance between two opposing
forces: a push from the state’s business
community eager to get back to work
and health professionals and economists
warning that a premature restart could
be deadly.

“The lives saved are priceless, but the
price has been steep. Many have lost
jobs, others have lost businesses. Many
are struggling to pay their bills. I want
those Texans to know they are not alone
in this fight,” he said Monday.

“Just as we united as one state to slow
Covid-19, we must also come together
to begin rebuilding the lives and the
livelihoods of our fellow Texans.”

Gov. Greg Abbott on Monday cited a
rise in COVID-19 testing and a decrease
in the percent of new cases in Texas as
reasons to begin to reopen the state.

Movie houses in Texas will reopen.
Retail businesses, restaurants, movie
theaters and malls across the state will be
allowed to reopen Friday at 25 percent
capacity, as will museums and libraries.
Bars, barber shops, gyms and hair salons
will remain closed, likely until mid-May.
Abbott also said masks and other strate-
gies to contain the virus will be encour-
aged but not mandated. He made clear
that his decision “supersedes all local
orders,” overriding Houston and Harris
County — which had just launched a
mask order.

Meanwhile, the Museum of Fine Arts
Houston isn’t ready to announce any re-
opening date, citing the need to establish
safety precautions and to communicate
with city officials. But some Houston
restaurant owners began making prepa-
rations to resume the limited dine-in
services.

Major grocers and big-box retailers also
said they will encourage shoppers to wear
face masks inside its stores, but will not
require them.

Related

Harris County launches efforts to ramp
up testing in nursing homes
Houston-area health agencies on Monday
detailed plans to increase COVID-19
testing, focusing new efforts on nursing
homes and areas with majority-minority
populations.

Harris County has more than 500 nursing
homes and long-term care facilities. And
starting today, Harris County Public
Health will deploy a “strike team” to

test for COVID-19 at nursing homes and
other congregate facilities.

In addition to testing residents and staff,
the strike team will assess the sites and
make recommendations, or issue orders to
ensure best practices during the pandem-
ic. (Courtesy https://www.cnn.com/ and
The Houston Chronicle)
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