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Below is our COVID-19 Update for October 6, 2020:

The Senate will be in recess until October 19. The House met in pro forma session today. No votes are currently scheduled in the House until after the election. 

COVID-19 Relief

1. President Trump announced he is ending negotiations with House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) and Democratic leaders on COVID-19 relief until after the election. 
0. Following the announcement, the major stock indices reacted negatively with the Dow swinging more than 600 points closing down 1.3%, the S&P 500 closing down 1.4%, and the Nasdaq Composite closing down 1.6%.
1. Prior to that announcement, Speaker Pelosi told House Democratic leaders that her negotiations with Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin were progressing “very slowly,” but that conversations continued.
1. Speaker Pelosi continues to express her intent to move forward with an airline relief package, even without agreement on a broader package. However, no significant action has been taken on airline relief. 

Congress

House

1. House Armed Services Committee Chairman Adam Smith (D-WA) announced plans to have the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) ready for floor consideration by the first week of December. This likely means that formal conferees will be named shortly after the election. 
0. As a reminder, staff-level negotiations have been ongoing since August. Both chambers passed their respective versions of the NDAA, which is seen as one of the few major pieces of legislation likely to move through Congress during the lame duck session.  
1. The House Judiciary Committee released its long-awaited antitrust report on tech companies. The report, which is the result of a 16-month probe by the Antitrust Subcommittee, is still being negotiated between Democrats and Republicans with the desire to reach agreement in order to make the report a bipartisan product.
1. Rep. Ken Buck (R-CO), considered one of the Republicans most likely to sign on to the report, outlined seven proposals from the majority that he believes require “further study,” four of which relate to monopolization and three to mergers.
1. The report indicates that House Democrats will propose a massive overhaul of U.S. laws that could make it easier to break up large tech companies, deter them from growing bigger, and prevent businesses like Amazon and Apple from competing in their own marketplaces against rivals.
1. Rep. Jeff Van Drew (R-NJ) released additional information about his Health Smart Air Travel Act (H.R. 8526). According to a press release, the bill would stimulate development of new technologies that mitigate virus transmission in airports and passenger aircrafts. These technologies include:
2. Thermal detection cameras to identify at-risk individuals.
2. Ultraviolet light disinfection systems.
2. Advanced anti-viral HVAC filtration systems.
2. Touchless document and security screening procedures.
2. Artificial-intelligence monitoring for social distancing and surface contamination.

Administration

1. The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) issued new rules making it harder for skilled foreign workers to acquire H-1B visas. This move comes just days after a federal judge temporarily blocked an Executive order issued by President Trump last June which suspended the issuance of foreign worker visas amid the COVID-19 pandemic. According to published reports:
0. “DHS’s new regulations target H-1B temporary work visas, which are granted to skilled foreign workers primarily in the tech industry, allowing them to stay in the country for multiple years.
0. The rules, which go into effect 60 days after they’re published in the Federal Register, raise requirements for companies that hire foreign workers under the H-1B program.
0. The new rules narrow the definition of "specialty occupations" under the H-1B, require companies to offer these roles to U.S. workers first, and enforce stricter compliance through worksite inspections.
0. The Department of Labor also issued a new rule on Tuesday that will require employers to increase what they pay H-1B recipients, to discourage firms from undercutting American workers with cheaper foreign labor.”
1. The Small Business Administration (SBA) announced that it began approving Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) forgiveness applications and sending payments to lenders Friday. The agency did not immediately say how many loans were forgiven. Late last month, the SBA said it had received about 96,000 forgiveness requests, fewer than 2% of the total loans made under the program.
1. The Federal Reserve released a survey showing that 53% of American families were invested in the stock market as of the second quarter of this year, either through direct ownership or retirement plans. However, the value of shares is skewed so sharply toward high net-worth individuals that they are reaping most of the benefits of the market's more than 30% surge in the last six months.
2. This is sparking fears that the U.S. is heading for a K-shaped recovery, where economic growth would increase the wealth of richer Americans while decreasing the wealth of poorer Americans.
1. The Department of Transportation (DOT) announced a $10M research demonstration grant program for transit agencies to “identify ways to make transit operations more efficient and improve mobility nationwide.” It will fund projects related to cleaning and disinfecting, exposure mitigation, contactless payment, and strengthening public confidence in transit services. 
1. The Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) extended a waiver for minimum slot usage requirements at three major airports, meaning the airlines with slots at those airports will not need to meet the 80% usage standard. The extension largely benefits the major airlines, with budget airlines opposing the decision.
4. The waivers at JFK International Airport, LaGuardia Airport, and Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport will be in place until March 27, 2021.
1. The Transportation Security Administration (TSA) released data on how its workforce has been affected by COVID-19. The data showed that 2,020 total employees have been infected, with the largest sites of infection being Miami International Airport and JFK International Airport.
1. The leaders of the Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) biggest union, the American Federation of Government Employees, have passed a "vote of no confidence" in Administrator Andrew Wheeler and agency leadership related to management's workforce decisions during COVID-19.
6. This vote was prompted by the EPA continuing to advance reopening plans despite the continued spread of COVID-19 and the union’s desire to continue telework until a vaccine is available.
1. The Department of Commerce released a report showing that the monthly U.S. trade deficit in goods hit a record high in August. The overall trade deficit was $67.1B, reflecting a surplus in services trade, and the deficit for U.S. goods trade by itself was $83.9B, the highest ever recorded.
1. The FAA’s rules on remote identification and drone operations over people have been sent to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the last step before finalization. These rules are expected to unlock a significant expansion of permitted drone operations. OMB has up to 90 days to review the rules, though the FAA has said that the rules would be ready in December.
1. The Department of Defense selected SpaceX for a $150M contract for the “design, development, and launch of a constellation of satellites equipped with wide field of view overhead persistent infrared sensors capable of detecting and tracking advanced missile threats.” This contract will build the tracking layer of the National Defense Space Architecture.
1. The Department of Labor released its monthly jobs report, which showed that state and local governments lost 184,000 jobs in September, ending a brief recovery during the summer.
10. This signals that economic pain is deepening across state and local governments and may be followed by cuts to essential services like education, health care, and public safety.
1. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley and other military leaders are quarantining after a top Coast Guard official tested positive for COVID-19. Though they have tested negative for COVID-19, the military leaders are quarantining as a precaution after attending several meetings at the Pentagon last week with Admiral Charles Ray.

Other News

1. Facebook announced it is banning QAnon and groups that support the far-right conspiracy theory site across all its platforms.
1. A coalition of 20 state Attorneys General wrote a letter to Congressional leaders Monday requesting the inclusion of language tackling toxic per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) chemicals in the final version of the NDAA.
1. The letter includes PFAS provisions already passed in the House, including one requiring the Department of Defense to abide by states' more stringent standards when removing or remediating PFAS and another to provide PFAS blood testing for all interested servicemembers.
1. Brazilian trade officials stated that the U.S. and Brazil will announce a limited deal on trade facilitation, good regulatory practices, and anticorruption this month.
1. Public Citizen released a report stating that companies that outsourced U.S. jobs during the Trump Administration reaped more than $425B in federal contracts. According to the report, over 311,000 jobs have been government-certified as lost to trade, with more than 203,000 classified as being offshored since 2017.
1. The American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy released a scorecard of 100 U.S. cities, ranking them on their efforts to improve energy efficiency and scale up renewable energy. New York City ranked as the top city.
4. New York City was followed by Boston, Seattle, Minneapolis, San Francisco, Washington, D.C., Denver, Los Angeles, San José, and Oakland.
1. Honda, Toyota, Tesla, Continental, DENSO, and the Fair Standards Alliance urged the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 9th Circuit to take up the Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) antitrust case against Qualcomm for reconsideration before the full appeals court.
5. The auto companies were also joined by the App Association and the Fair Standards Alliance, which include Apple, Google, Microsoft, Intel, Cisco and T-Mobile.
1. In the past eight months, 308,000 employees have been laid off or furloughed by the private motorcoach, school bus, and domestic passenger vessel industries. This number is roughly two-thirds of the pre-COVID-19 workforce in those sectors.
1. Southwest Airlines is making additional pay cuts and seeking a quick agreement on “reasonable concessions” with its workers’ unions. The goal is to avoid layoffs and have cost-savings in place for all the company’s employee groups by January.
1. Several rail and transit unions and industry groups sent a letter to lawmakers urging them to provide COVID-19 relief funding to Amtrak and transit agencies in light of the service reductions and furloughs that took place on October 1.
1. Boeing decreased its industrywide aircraft delivery forecast by 11% over the next decade as it predicts the industry will take three to five years to recover the losses experienced from COVID-19.
9. Last year’s forecast predicted demand for 20,550 airplanes through 2028, while the new forecast has decreased that prediction to 18,350 planes through 2029.
1. The World Trade Organization (WTO) released a trade forecast showing that global trade is recovering slightly faster than expected during COVID-19. The WTO now expects a 9.2% decline in the volume of world merchandise trade in 2020, followed by a 7.2% rise in 2021.
10. The WTO predicted a 13% decrease in trade in its April forecast.
10. The report also projects a 4.8% drop in global GDP growth this year, followed by a 4.9% increase in 2021.
1. Facebook removed a post from President Trump in which he falsely claimed that COVID-19 is less deadly "in most populations" than the flu. Alternatively, Twitter labeled the tweet for violating its rules about "spreading misleading and potentially harmful information," but left it up because it may be "in the public's interest."
1. The District Court for the District of Columbia set November 4 as the date for TikTok to argue for a temporary halt on the Trump Administration’s order that would essentially ban the app.
12. As a reminder, restrictions on the app are set to take effect on November 12, which is also the deadline President Trump gave TikTok to secure a U.S. owner.

Federal Register Notices

1. The FAA extended the regulatory relief originally provided in the Relief for Certain Persons and Operations during the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) final rule and the Limited Extension of Relief for Certain Persons and Operations during the Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) Public Health Emergency final rule through April 30, 2021. This relief applies to people who may have challenges complying with certain training, recent experience, testing, and checking requirements and allows operators to continue to use pilots and other crewmembers in support of essential operations. The notice can be found here.
1. The FAA requested public comment about requests for waivers from certain operational rules that apply to small unmanned aircraft systems (sUAS). The FAA will use the collected information to make determinations whether to authorize or deny the requested operations of sUAS. Comments must be submitted by November 5. The notice can be found here.
1. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) amended its procedural rules to streamline the administrative hearing process. These changes are effective November 5. The notice can be found here. The rules will be amended to:
2. Expand the use of a process that relies on written testimony and documentary evidence in lieu of live testimony and cross-examination.
2. Authorize Commission staff to act as a case manager to supervise development of the written hearing record when the Commission designates itself as the presiding officer at a hearing.
2. Dispense with the preparation of an initial opinion whenever the record of a proceeding can be certified to the Commission for final decision.
1. The FCC announced a virtual meeting of the Broadband Deployment Advisory Committee (BDAC) that will be held on October 29 and 30 at 11:00am ET. The notice can be found here.
1. The Wireless Telecommunications Bureau announced that RSM US LLP (RSM) satisfies the selection criteria established by the FCC in the 3.7 GHz Band Report and Order and will serve as the Relocation Coordinator for the 3.7-4.2 GHz transition process. The notice can be found here.
1. The Internal Revenue Service (IRS) issued final regulations that provide guidance for employers concerning income tax withholding from employees' wages. These final regulations concern the amount of Federal income tax employers withhold from employees' wages, implement changes in the Internal Revenue Code made by the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act, and reflect the redesigned withholding allowance certificate (Form W-4). The notice can be found here.
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