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Biden returns to battle another economic 
crisis, but it’s no Great Recession
REUTERS, San Francisco/New York

Joe Biden is returning to the White 
House to lead the United States in 
the midst of an economic crisis 
after beating President Donald 
Trump in Tuesday’s election, a 
turn of events likely to conjure 
an eerie sense of deja vu for the 
Democratic former vice president.

Unlike in 2008, when the 
country elected Democrat Barack 
Obama and his running mate 
Biden as the global economy 
teetered from the sub-prime 
mortgage crisis and collapse of 
the Lehman Brothers investment 
bank, the worst of the current 
economic downturn may have 
passed already, economists and 
analysts say.

“We were still falling into the 
abyss,” recalls Donald Kohn, 
who was the Federal Reserve’s 
vice chair during the 2007-2009 
Great Recession, which stood as 
the worst U.S. downturn since 
the Great Depression until it was 
eclipsed by the current crisis.

As Obama and Biden took 
office in January 2009, US 
unemployment was still rising - 
it wouldn’t peak until 10 months 
into their first term, when it hit 10 
per cent.

Biden, who had spent more 
than a quarter of a century in 
Congress before becoming vice 
president, helped push through 
an $800 billion stimulus package 

that was criticized by Republicans 
as wasteful and by those on the left 
as too small. “We know some of 
this money is going to be wasted,” 
he told here business leaders in 
June of 2009 with characteristic 
bluntness, urging them to accept 
the package.

The US unemployment rate 
didn’t drop below the level it was 
at when Obama and Biden were 
elected until a year into their 
second term.

Today, the economic landscape 
is again ugly, with the US 
economy technically in recession 
and 3.5 per cent smaller than it 
was at the beginning of 2020 even 
after notching record high growth 
in the third quarter.

Millions of Americans, 
especially in the restaurant, travel 
and entertainment sectors, remain 
out of work, with no immediate 
job prospects in sight.

In the worst-case scenario, the 
current downturn could expand an 
American underclass dominated 
by women and minority workers.

The coronavirus is still surging 
across much of the United States, 
and consumer fear and new 
lockdowns will curb economic 
growth prospects.

But since the current crisis 
began with shutdowns in March 
to prevent the spread of the 
virus, the federal government has 
delivered trillions of dollars in 
stimulus, and unemployment has 

come down sharply from its April 
peak of 14.7 per cent to 6.9 per 
cent. It is projected to fall further 
throughout next year, not rise as it 
was doing in 2009.

“It’s still a soft economy ... 
the issue will be completing the 
recovery,” Kohn says.

Biden’s economic agenda is 
likely to focus first and foremost 
on getting the country past the 
coronavirus crisis, both as a health 
and economic issue.

A lot will depend on passage 
of a pandemic relief package and 

distribution of a vaccine that 
could be ready in early 2021.

Many U.S. states are reporting 
record new coronavirus infections, 
and nearly 6,000 Americans died 
last week from the COVID-19 
disease caused by the virus. On 
Friday, a day before election 
returns in the battleground state 
of Pennsylvania catapulted Biden 
to victory, the United States 
recorded more than 130,000 new 
cases, a single-day record.

“This president will have to 
guide the American population 

and the US economy back to 
health before they can consider 
any structural changes to policy,” 
said Beth Ann Bovino, chief U.S. 
economist at S&P Global Ratings.

Biden has promoted mask-
wearing and social distancing 
to slow the spread of the virus, 
and is broadly expected to use 
established US government 
channels for a vaccine rollout.

Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell signaled on 
Wednesday he was open to a new 
coronavirus aid bill in the “lame-
duck” session before the newly 
elected members of the Senate and 
the US House of Representatives 
are sworn in.

That package will likely be 
smaller than what Biden would 
have targeted had Democrats 
retaken the Senate on Tuesday, 
but may be enough to keep the 
recovery from stumbling. Control 
of the Senate remains uncertain as 
the races for two Republican-held 
seats in Georgia are set to go to 
run-off votes in early January.

Getting a vaccine and more 
stimulus out to the public would 
set the stage for a stronger recovery 
in the first months of 2021.

“There may be more political 
tailwinds in an economy that is 
improving,” said Jason Furman, 
who was the top White House 
economic adviser during much 
of Obama’s second term as 
president.
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US President-elect Joe Biden delivers remarks in Wilmington, 

Delaware, on November 7, after being declared the winner of the US 

presidential election.

Significant differences 
still remain in EU-UK 

trade talks
REUTERS, London

Significant differences remain in talks over a trade deal 
between Britain and the European Union, both sides said 
on Saturday, as they promised to step up efforts to find an 
agreement.

After a call between British Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson and European Commission President Ursula von 
der Leyen, both said talks would continue in London next 
week but that the main sticking points remained.

“The prime minister set out that, while some progress 
had been made in recent discussions, significant differences 
remain in a number of areas, including the so-called level 
playing field and fish,” a spokesman for Johnson’s office 
said.

There was a similar message from Von der Leyen.
“Some progress has been made, but large differences 

remain especially on level playing field and fisheries,” she 
said on Twitter.

Britain formally left the EU last January but has been 
following the bloc’s rules since then as the two sides try to 
agree on their future trade relationship.

The transition period ends on Dec. 31 but negotiators 
are still trying to reach an agreement to protect nearly a 
trillion dollars in annual trade from possible quotas and 
tariffs.

Both sides say an agreement can be struck before then but 
little progress has been made over the issues of corporate 
fair play, fishing rights and the settling of disputes. 

The chief negotiators, the EU’s Michel Barnier and 
Britain’s David Frost, will resume talks in London on 
Monday and will “redouble efforts to reach a deal”, 
Johnson’s office said.

“Our teams will continue working hard next week. We 
will remain in close contact in the next days,” Von der 
Leyen said.

Time is running out for an agreement this year, and 
European lawmakers who discussed the matter on Friday 
said that for this to happen, a deal must be in place by the 
middle of this month.

EU set to impose tariffs on $4 
billion US goods next week

REUTERS, Brussels/Washington

The European Union is poised to 
move next week to impose tariffs on 
$4 billion of US imports in retaliation 
for US subsidies for planemaker 
Boeing, EU diplomats said, teeing up 
an eleventh-hour showdown with US 
President Donald Trump.

A majority of EU governments have 
backed imposing the widely expected 
tariffs once EU trade ministers 
meet next Monday - the latest twist 
in a transatlantic trade saga that 
has spanned 16 years and four US 
presidents.

Democratic presidential candidate 
Joe Biden is edging closer to victory 
in the US election, but Republican 
Trump would remain president until 
Jan. 20 and has plenty of leeway to 

increase US tariffs on Europe that 
were imposed in a parallel case over 
subsidies for Airbus.

US Trade Representative Robert 
Lighthizer last month warned any EU 
tariffs would “force a US response” 
and Trump has threatened to “strike 
back harder”..

Brussels views its own tariffs 
- authorized by the World Trade 
Organization last month - as 
important leverage in negotiations to 
end a dispute that began in 2004.

“I would expect the tariffs to be 
imposed next Tuesday or Wednesday,” 
an EU diplomat said.

In October 2019, Washington 
imposed tariffs on Airbus planes and 
other European products from cheese 
to olives and single-malt whisky. 
Combined, the two cases represent 

the world’s largest ever corporate trade 
dispute.

Washington argues there is no legal 
basis for EU tariffs because underlying 
subsidies to Boeing have been 
repealed. European officials argue it 
is only the WTO that can decide on 
compliance and that last month’s 
green light stands.

Both sides accuse the other of 
failing to obey WTO rulings but are 
seen as determined to maximize 
their positions ahead of probable 
negotiations.

If Biden wins, the avowed 
transatlanticist is expected to work 
quickly to mend fences with Brussels 
on a host of issues, and could use talks 
over the aircraft subsidies as a gesture 
of goodwill as he tries to build a more 
united front against China.

How a Biden presidency would 
transform the US energy landscape
REUTERS

Democrat Joe Biden has won the 
November US presidential election, 
according to several major networks. 
Here are some of the changes that 
could occur in US energy policy under 
his administration:

Biden has shown an interest in 
multilateral diplomacy similar to 
previous Democratic administrations. 
That could mean an eventual path for 
OPEC members Iran and Venezuela 
to get out from under Washington’s 
sanctions and start pumping again, if 
the right conditions are met.

In Iran, that path could include 
a partnered approach between 
Washington and Europe, similar 
to a deal struck under Obama’s 
administration.

In Venezuela, Biden appears 
likely to continue to favor sanctions 
to pressure the regime of President 
Nicolas Maduro, but could increase 
diplomatic efforts to end the impasse 
by negotiating a new election or 
power-sharing with the opposition.

Outgoing President Donald 
Trump’s unilateral sanctions on the 
two countries have taken around 3 
million barrels per day of crude oil 
off international markets, a little more 
than 3 per cent of world supply.

Biden’s campaign has not detailed 
how it would approach these issues.

Biden lacks the chummy rapport 
that Trump had developed with Saudi 
Arabia’s defacto leader Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman. That country 
is the biggest voice in the Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, 
meaning Biden may not engage as 
closely on the group’s production 
policy. He is also more likely to rely 
on quiet diplomatic channels for 
influencing OPEC than Trump’s 
Twitter-centered approach.

Biden’s campaign has not yet 
detailed how it would approach these 
issues, but any influence he would 
wield as president would likely be in 
service of the same goal - a moderate 
oil price. Any US president needs 
affordable fuel for consumers. And 
for Biden, the price would need to 

be high enough to make clean energy 
alternatives to fossil fuels competitive 
in support of his ambitious climate 
plan.

Trump had been more engaged with 
the Organization of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries than most of 
his predecessors. He has sometimes 
influenced OPEC policy with his 
tweets and phone calls, arguing for an 
oil price low enough for consumers 
but high enough for drillers.

His sanctions also weakened the 
influence of OPEC hawks Venezuela 
and Iran within the group, removing 
two big historical hurdles to a pro-
Washington OPEC policy. That 
concentrated power with leading 
producer Saudi Arabia, along with 
Russia, part of the group known as 
OPEC+.

A Biden administration would 
look to re-enter the Paris Climate 
Agreement, an international pact 
negotiated during the Obama 
administration to fight global warming 
that Trump pulled away from saying it 
could hurt the US economy.


