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In California, countless redwoods,

giant sequoias and Joshua trees

have perished in wildfires this year. The blackened wreckage sends
a clear message: These trees are in the fight of their lives.

They Are Among the World’s Oldest Living Things.

The Climate Crisis Is Killing Them.

By JOHN BRANCH | Photographs by MAX WHITTAKER | Page AZ1

| PFIZER’S VACCINE

CLEARS A BIG STEP

| TOWARD APPROVAL

ED.A. Authorization Js Expected Soon,

as Caseloads Continue fo Sear

This article is by Katie Thomas,
Moah Welland and Sharon LaFrani

quirements could push the an-

ptiger's  Covid:19  vaccine
passed & critical milestone on
Thursday when a panel of experts
formally recommended that the
Food and Drug Administration
authorize the vaccine. The agency
is likely to de so within days, giv-
ing health care workers and nurs-
ing bome residents first priority to
begin receiving the first shots
early next week.

The FDA’S vaccine advisory
panel, composed of independent
scientific experts, infectious dis-
ease doctors and statisticians,
voted 17 to 4, with one member ab-
staining, in favor of emergency
authorization jor people 16 and
older. With rare exceptions, the
ED.A. follows the advice of its ad-
visory panels.

With this formal blessing, the
nation tay finally begin 10 slow
the spread of the virus just as in-
fections and deaths surge, reach-
ing a record of more than 3,000
daily deaths on Wednesday. The
ED.A. is expected to grant an
emergency usé authorization on
Saturday, according to people fa-
muliar with the agency’s planning,
though they cautioned that last-
minute legal or bureaucratic re-

o t to Sunday or later.

The initial shipment of 6.4 mil-
lion doses will leave warehouses
within 24 hours of being cleared
by the ED.A, according to federal
officials. Aboul half of those doses
will be sent across the country,
anyd thie other nalf will be reserved
for the initial recipients to receive
their second dose about three
weeks later.

The arrival of the first vaccines
is rhe beginning of a complex,
monthslong distribution plan co-
ordinated by federal and local
health authorities, as well aslarge
hospitals and pharmacy chains,
that if successful, will heip returtt
a grieving and ecenomically de-

country back to some
cemblance of normal, maybe by
Summer.

«with the nigh efficacy and
good safety profite shown for our
vaccine, and the pandemic essen-
tially owt of control, vaccine intre-
duction is an urgent need,”
Kathrin Jansen, a senior vice
president and the head of vaccine
research and development at Pfi-
zer, said at the meeting.

The vote caps a whirlwind year
for Pfizer and its German partner

Continued on Page A8
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Biden to Slash |
Student Debts

This article is by Erica L. Green,
,uke Bronswater and Stacy Cowley.

WASHINGTON — President-
Ject Joseph R. Biden .18 facing.
jresswre  from  congressional
yemocrals te cancel student loan
lebt on a vast scale, guicidy and
iy executive action, a campaign
Tiat will be one of the first tests of
4is relationship with the liberal
¥ing of his party.

M. Biden has endorsed cancel-
ng $10,000 in Jederal stadent debt
er borrower through legislation,
and insisted that chipping away at
e $L.7tritlionin loan debt held by
Tnore than 43 miltion borrowers is
ntegral to his economic plan, But
Dempcratic leaders, hacked by
e party’s left flank, are pressing
‘or up 10 $50,000 of debt relief per
yoTrower, executed on Day 1 of his
presidency.

More than 200 organizations —
including the American Federa-

tion of Teachers, the NAACE
and others that were integral to
his campaign — have joined the
push.

The Education Department 18
effectively the country’s largest
consumer bank and the primary
lender, since 2010, for higher edu-
cation. 1t owns student joans total-
ing §1.4 trillion, so forgiveness of 1
some of that debt would be arapid
injection of cash into the pockets
of many people suffering From the
economic effects of the pandemic.

“There are a lot of people who
came out {0 vote in this election
who frankly did it as their last shot
at seeing whether the govern-
ment can reaily work for them,”
said  Representative Pramila
Jayepal, Democrat of ‘Washington
and the chairwoman of the Com-
gressional Progressive Caucus.
“If we don't deliver quick relief,it's
going 10 be very difficult to get

Continzed on Poge A1S

Two More Biden Picks
The pres_idep_l—elecl chose Su-

This article is by Sarah Mervosh,
Giutia McDonnell Nieto del Rio and
Neil MacFarquhar.

DALLAS — Lillian Blancas was
a fighter, a proud daughter of im-
migrants, part of the first genera-
tion in her family to attend college
and a lawyer in El Pasd who was
on the brink of fulfilting her dream
of becoming a judge.

Instesd, Ms, Blancas, 47, died
alone in her hospital roam this
week, just before a runoff election
on Saturday in which she was the
favorite, becoming part of a grim
cascade of Americans whao have
died from the covonavirus as it
rages out of control, More than
3,000 deaths were reported on
Wednesday for the first time since
the pandemic began.

“We'te completely devastated.
Heartbroken. We can't find a rea-
son,” said her sister, Gabriela Tie-

Daily Toll Teps 3,000,
but Experts Warn
Worst Is to Come

mann, who Tecalled staring
through the glass doors of Ms.
Blancas’s hospital room, wishing
that she could stroke her hair one
last time.

The new daily death record —
3,055 individuals who blew out
birthday candles, made mistakes,
|sughed and cried before SK-
cumbing to the virus — far sur-
passed the spring peak of 2,752
deaths on April 15 and amounted
10 a stunning embodiment of the
pandemic’stoll Ina singleday,the
country, numbed and divided, lost
more Americans to the corenavi-
rus than were kilied in the Sept. 11

terror attacks or the attack on
Pearl Harbor,

Catherine Troisi, an infeciious-
digease epidemiofogist =t the
UTHealth Schoot of Public Healt
in Houston, said she bad cried
watching the faces of corenavirus
vietims on “PBS NewsHour™ and
expected the death toll to acceler-
ate, in because CUrTent num-
pers likely do not reflect infections
from Thanksgiving gatherings.

“The worst is yet to come in the
next week or two or three” she
said. “What happens after that is
going to depend on our behavior
today.”

Themost recent deaths come 25
the country is recoTcing more new
cases and hospitalizations than
ever before. More than 280,000
people have died in the United
States during the pandemic.

With a current average of more
than 2,200 deaths per day

Continued on Page A8

Wave of Devastation ; As Oil Demand

Declines, Exxon
Is at Crossroads

By CLIFFORD KRAUSS

HOUSTON - Over the last 135
years, Exxen Mobil has survived
hostile gavernments, ill-fated in-
vestmens and the catastrophic
Exxon Valdez o) spill. Through it
all, the oil company made bundles
of meney.

But suddenly Exxon is slipping
badly, its long latent vulnerabili-
ties exposed by the coronavirus
pandemicand technological shifts
that promise te transform the en-
ergy world because of growing
concerns about climate change.

The company, for decades one
of the most profitable and valu-
able American businesses, 105t
$2.4 billion ics the first nine months
of the year, and ts share price is
down about 35 percent this year.
In August, Exxon was tossed out
of the Dow Jones industrial aver-
age, replaced by Salesforce, a soft-
ware company. The change sym-
bolized the passing of the batan
from Big Oil te an increasingly
dominant technalogy industry.

“[s Exxon a survivar?” asked
Jennifer Rowland, an energy ana-
lyst at Edward Jones. “Of course
they are, with great globas assets,
great  people, great technical
know-how, But the question really
is, can they thrive? There isalotof
skepticism about that right now””

Exxon s under growing pres-
sure from investers. D.E. Shaw, a
longtime shareholkder that re-
cently increased its stake in Exx-
on, is demanding that the com-
pany ¢ut costs and improve its en-
vironmental record, according to
aperson briefed on the matter. An-
gther activist investor, Engine No.
1,is pushing for similar changesin
an effort backed by the California
Siate Teachers Retirement Sys-
tem and the Church of England.
And on Wednesday, the New York
State comptroller, Thomas P. Di-
Napoli, said the state’s $226 billion
pension fund would sell shares in
oil and gas compasies that did net
move fast enough to reduce emis-

sions.
Of course, every oil company is
atenwroling with the collapse in el-

CABYY JONLS FOR ‘H NEW YORK TIMES
A shuttered business in Mid-
town, where offices lay vacant.

Hard Questions
For a Midtown
Left Withering

By MATTHEW HAAG
and DANA RUBINSTEIN

The pandemic is pummeling
New York City's commercial real
estate industry, one of its main
economic engines, threatening
the future of the nation’s largest
business districts as well as the
city’s finatices.

The damage cawsed by the
emptying of office towers and the
permanent closure of many stores
is far more significant than many
experts had predicted early inthe
crisis.

The powerful real estate indus-
try I8 so concerned that the shifts
in workplace culture caused by
the outbreak will become long-
Jasting that it is promoting 2 strik-
ing proposal: to turn more than
one fillion square feet of Manhat-
tan office space into housing.

Nearly 14 percent of office
space in Midtown Manhattan is
vacant, the highest rate since
20000, On Madison Avenue in Mid-
town, one of the most affiuent re-
1ail siretches in the country, more
than a third of all storefromts &re
empty, double the rate from five
years ago.

The coltapse of commercial real
estate i5 another major burden for
New York, since the industry pro-
vides a significant portion of the
city's tax revenues.

Filings to erect new buildings in
thecity,a key indicator of industry
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Tracking an Outhreak New York City

A DISTRICT TRANSFORMED

A Midtown Left Reeling Considers Conver
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confidence, have dropped 22 per-
cent this year to L187, the lowest
pumber since 2010

As of late October, only 10 per-
cent of Manhattan’s one milliot: of-
fice workets were reporting to the
office, according 10 a survey by
the Partnershipfor New York City,
an influential business group.

And this already bleak picture
could even get worse, real estate
experts and industry executives
said.

“It womid probably be fair to say
we haven’t kit bottom yet” said
James Whelan, president of the
Real Estate Board of New York.

1t does not appear that the ma-
jor commercial landlords in the
¢ity are facing fibancial collapse,
but the stocks of the ones that are
publicly traded are down sharply
since March.

The fallout from the crisis can
be seenin a rising tide of litigation
between landlords and tenants,
even at some of New York's most
gilded addresses.

At the Shops at Calumbus Cir-
cle, & huxury mall overiooking
Central Park, the developer has
accused a group of high-end retail-
ers, including Michael Kors and
Hugo Boss, of skipping out on

* , more than $7 million in rent and
« fees, On Fiith Avenue, the [talian

designer Valentino has sued its
landlord 10 free itself from a lease
of nearly $1.6 miition per maonth,

New York City's finances —
money to pick up trash, repair
parks and police streets — rely on
the health of the industry.

Properly taxes represent the
largest source of city revenue, and
commercial property accounts for
the largest share of that overall
levy, 41 pescent, according to
Thomas P DiNapoli, the state
comptroller.

Commercial property sales
have plummeted by nearly 50 per-
cent through Octeber, according
to Rabul Jain, a deputy state
comptroller.

4 weakened commescial real
estate market will make it “much
harder for businesses and the
economy to get back to normal,”
M. DiNapoli said.

The lack of workers is having &
ripple effect on rents. Across Man-
hattan's retail corridors, asking
commercial rents have 4
nearly 13 percent from last year,
according te CBRE, a commetcial
real estate firm. The steepest de-
clines are in areas dominated by
office buildings, including Times
Square and Grand Central Termi-
nal, and shopping destinations
like SoHo.

The industry’s troubles, injtially
sparked by the exoduys of office
workers during the state's s1ay-at-
home orders in the spring, have
persisied as many commuters

Just 10 percent of Manhattar's one mitlion office

g
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workers are reporting to the office. Rents in Times Square have declined steeply.

have settled into long-term or pey-
manent remote-work arrange-
ments. Tourists have atso largely
disappeared.

As 2 result, tensions are grow-
ing between the city's powerful
landlords an¢ some of their
equally powerful tenants. Prop-
erty owners have accused blue-
chip companies of using the pan-
demic to withhold rent they can
afford, while tenants have por-
trayed landlords as greedy and
unwilling to acknowledge eco-
nomic reality.

“Ir's not easy, but we need to-
make sacrifices, and landlordg
need to tnake sacrifices” said
Lawrence Berger, chairman of
FanzzLids Holdings, which owns
Lids, an athletic headwear Store
whose flagship shop is in Times
Square.

The shop has been sued over
more than $511,000 in unpaid rent
and charges at four other Manhat-
tan stores that were closed for
months at a time.

“The amazing thing tous is that
in New York, they're going after
rent for times when we weren't &l-
towed tobe open,” Mr. Berger said.
"We have worked om deals with
our landlords across the country
except in New York City”

Landlords like Related, which
owns the Shops at Columbus Cir-
cle and hag swed tive of its tenants

there, say they have their own fi-
nancial chligations and tetants
that can afford rent should pay.

The litigarion does not capture
the behind-the-scenes, high-
stakes negotiations that have led
to resolutions without resorting to
court, said Willism H. Mack, a
commercial lawyer at the firm Da-
vidoff Hutcher & Citron in New
York

Mr. Mack has been hired by
‘Hugo Boss inits effort to reduce or
void its lease at Columbus Circle.
~This is 30 to 80 percent of what
T've been doing smee March and
April” he said.

At the Real Estate Board of New
York, whose members include
nearly every major landiord and
developer in New York, the
prospect of systemic changes in
wotk hablts looms large.

“Anyone that thinks the way
that people used the workplace in
the past isi't golng to change past-
pandemic is fooling th Tome™
said Scott Rechler, chair of the Re-
gional Plan Association and the
chief executive of RXR Realty,
which controls 26 million square
feet of city office space.

Employers have discovered
that productivity does not neces-
sarily suffer in the absence of
shared work space and that smali-
er office footprints and more le.
nient work-from-home  policies

might make lasting £conemic
sense.

As aresult, the landlord groupis
proposing that the city and state
allow developers to more easity
convert Manhatian and borough
offices into residences.

Roughly 140 million of Manhat-
tan's 400 million square teet of of-
fice space is considered 1o be of
average quality or is in older and
less luxurious buildings, accord-
ing to Cushman and Wakefield, a
real estate brokerage, The real es-
tate board puts the citywide sup-
ply of those buildings at roughty
210 million square feet.

The real estate group estimates
that converting even just 10 per-
cent of that office space to resi-
dential would create 14,000 apart-
ments citywide, including a3
many as 10,000 in Manhattan — a
significant amount in a ity rou-
tinety short of enough housing, es-
pecially affordable homes.

Changes to zoning rutes needed
for any conversions would require
that some portion of new housing
be set aside as afiordable, the

hoard said.

Mark A. Wiitis, a senior policy
fellow at New York University's
Farman Center jor Real Estate
and Urban Poticy, said that before
the pandemic, job growth was out-
pacing housing growth in the city,
causing demand to far outstrip

supply and exacerbating the city's
persistent housing shortage.

“Fagilitating the reuse of buiid-
ings to adapt to changes in the
economy is, 10 Me, 8 very smart
idea] Mr. Willis said.

Some tenants are uging the cur-
rent downluret — and the result-
ing lower prices per squarefoot —
o trade up for nicer office space,
the board said. That is & boon for
higher-end office landlords, but
could bede ill for landlords of
lower-rated buildings.

Converting office buildings to
homes would not only provide &
potential financial lifeline to land-
lords, but would also benefit re-
tailers, the real estate board ar-
gues, because the presence of of-
fice users during the day and
apartment dwellers at might
would increase foot waffic,

There is no reason, they argue,
for Midtown to retain its status as
New York’s last predominantly of-
fice district, bustlibg during the
day but quieter at night.

They cite the success of Lower
Manhattar, which in recent dec-
ades has turned from an almost
exclusively office districtinto 2 vi-
brant residential neighborhood.

The proposal would require
changes to zoning and density
rules that would have to be ap-

by the City Council and the
State Legislature and embraced

ting Offices Into Apartments

by the mayor and governar.

Gov. Andrew M, Cuomo's office
would say only that he would re-
view the idea.

A spokesman for Mayor Bill de
Blasio, who is term-limited and
about to begin his last year in of-
fice, welcomed the housing pro-

posil.

*City Hall is always looking for
sensible, equitable ways to deliver
more housing,” said the spokes-
man, Bill Neidhardt.

Still, converting office space 1o
apartments is not easy. Landlords
would still need to walt for bulld-
ings to empty, which can take

years,
Thelandlord group saysthecity
and state should help expedite
conversions by lifling zoning re-
strictions that require manufac-
suring in areas like the garment
distriet, changing density require-

L ments that bar apartments and

creating new tax breaks for land-
lords,

‘Whether city and state elected
officials witl green-light a meas-
1re that would help real estate de-
velopers when so many tepants
are struggling is an open question.

Several candidates vying 0
succeed Mr de Blasio have vowed
to refuse campaign donations

tage of the proposed changes.

TJeff Gural, who controls a large
portfotio of aging buildings in
Manhattan, said he would rather
remain in his current line of work.

=We don't have that much va-
cant space (o begin with,” Mr. Gu-
ral said, “And 1 believe there will
be a demand for the kind of space
that we have”

Another possible source for ex-
panding housing would be to con-
vert hotels, many of which have
closed as the industry has been
decimated by a plunge in tourism
znd business travel

That idea is gaining iraction
among some developers and af-
fordable housing advocates. One
group that is trying to shape the
20%] mayoral debate, United foi
Housing, will argue i an Upcony
ing report that the next mayol
should prioritize converting he
tels into permanent suppertive
and affordable housing.

As for the real estate board!
proposal, some housing adve
cates say the pandemic is an op
portunity 1o get creative abou
easing the city’s housing crisis.

“We need a comprehensivi
plan for haw o bring on new hous
ing resources, and the idea of con
verting office buildings to Tes)
dential ] think has a ot of up
sides” said Brenda Rosen, th
preaident and chief executive o
Breaking Ground, which de
scribes itself as the state’s larges
grovider of supportive housing.

INCREASING ROBBERIES

City Lifeline Comes Under Threat
As Crime Sweeps Through Bodegas

By EDGAR SANDOVAL

1t wasshortly after & o'clock one
right in Jate Ociober when Hardik
Parekh, the manager of a corner
store in Queens, saw aman he rec-
ognized as a chrenic shoplifter
walk in, Not again, he thought.

Mr. Parekh shared a glance with
a co-worker, Mohmediyan Tar-
wala, 26, who quickly moved to es-
cort the man out the door. The
mundane moment then took a ter-
rifying turn, The man pulled out a
firearm and fatally shot Mr. Tar-
wala, Mr. Parekh said.

“Lately, after the pandemit, 1
don't know whiy, but we had people
come in and threatening us,” Mr.
Parekh said, standing near the
spot where bis friend collapsed. 1
msene sheaimht B oarnuld and wn in

ple have been Killed in or just out-
side the stores, according to the
data.

The surge comes as a second
wave of the virus hits the city and
a steep rise in gun violence that
plagued New Yorkers over the
summer shows no sighs of slow-
ing down. Shootings have doubled
this year over last, and murders
are up hearly 40 percent.

Fernando Mateo, one of the
founders of the United Bodegas of
America, an organization that rep-
resents about 20,000 bodegas in
New York, said the pandemic bad
provided cover for 4 small num-
ber of criminals to target neigh-

cameras captured the gruesome
scene as the gang members
stabbed hir: to death,

Gince then, a handful of bodega
owners have added safety meas-
ures, such as panic buttens,
brighter lights and special locks.
But Mr. Matgo said the majority of
bodega operators cannot afford
the added security, which can cost
thousands of dollars.

Until recently, Mr. Parekh was
one of them. He said he finally in-
vested in a panic button and Is
adding bright lights at his store,
Crosshay Express.

For months he said he looked
the other way when he noticed
people sneaking cut of his shop
without paying for items like ice
cream, beer ot canned goods, be-

Spinetli. "It can quickly escalati
Our advice is {0 call 911 insiead.”

On a chilty day in mid-Noven
ber, the officers made their round
in the 44th Precinct, where b
degas, s0the adorned with colorft
street murals, could be seenona
most every street block. The
first stop was at a Pioneer Supe:
marlket, alarger than average ¢o.
ner store, where the owner, De
Morel, 55, welcomed them with
smile.

Mr. Morel told the officers
yan he recognized a3 a regull
customer had walked out of U
store a recent day without payir
for sausages. A §tore manag
had not stopped the man, but i
stead gave a surveillance video

[ the potice, he said.

] don't let nothing skide,” ¥
Morel said. “You steal at my stos
1 want you arrested”

Rita Clark, a Jongtime custom:
said she relied on the store for n
cessities throughout the pa
demic. “This young lady is he
2477, Mr. Morel said, gesturing
Ms. Clark with a giggle. "}
customers arg like my family.”




