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The plain four-storey Fanya exchange building in this southern
Chinese city is teeming with investigators trying to understand
how an obscure metal trading business turned into one of

China’s most audacious investment schemes. Tucked behind an
upmarket shopping mall, the Fanya Exchange was founded in 2011
with the aim of giving China greater global control over the supply
and price of 14 strategic and rare metals. It also offered an investment
product promising annual returns as high as 13.68 percent and the
flexibility to deposit and withdraw money at will.

It almost seemed too good to be true. And it was. In July, hun-
dreds of citizens gathered outside the exchange building in Kunming,
demanding to know what had happened to more than 40 billion
yuan ($6.6 billion) they had invested in a Fanya-backed product
known as “Rijinbao” or “Daily Golden Jewel”. Five months later, they are
still waiting for answers. Government investigators and independent
auditors are trying to get to grips with yet another wealth manage-
ment product (WMP) gone awry in China, one that the government
itself had promoted.

Fears are rising about the underlying risks to China’s financial
system from the $2.6 trillion WMP industry and the challenges it
pose to Chinese regulators. Many of these products are being sold
on a plethora of privately run exchanges, which have come under
increasing scrutiny from the state securities regulator, who is wor-
ried illegal behaviour was putting billions of yuan at risk. The scan-
dal also highlights the political and social risks for the ruling
Communist Party as China’s growing class of retail investors, with
limited investment opportunities, become outraged over the dis-
appearance of their life-savings into schemes they thought the
government had endorsed as safe.

“We do see that Chinese regulators tend to be a bit more behind
the curve,” said Zhou Hao, senior emerging markets economist at
Commerzbank in Singapore. “We’ve seen it with stocks, in forex, and
in the futures markets. It’s kind of a policeman and thief problem.” “It’s
not that they don’t want to do well, but the market develops very
quickly and part of the problem is that there are many different regu-
lators and a lot of gaps between them.”

As the Fanya scandal unfolded, a group of investors tracked down
the chairman of the exchange, Shan Jiuliang, and hustled him off to a
police station. Other groups of investors have descended on govern-
ment bodies in Beijing and Shanghai to stage protests. Security
guards blocked Reuters from entering the Fanya exchange building.
But in an interview outside, a Fanya manager who identified himself
only by his surname Liao said the current investigations were expect-
ed to conclude within two months. “We urge investors to show
patience,” he said.

In a sign that Beijing has finally taken notice, the Kunming city
government has said it is investigating illegal behaviour at the
exchange and that it had set up a “clean and rectify” team. It has
promised to take action if illegal activity is uncovered. A new
Communist Party head has been appointed in Kunming and the vice-
mayor was dismissed in October on corruption charges. Still, after
waiting so many months for action, investors are sceptical they will
recover their money. “If the government had taken just 10 percent of
the energy it used to stop us and spent it on trying to deal with Shan
Jiuliang, then the Fanya situation would have been resolved immedi-
ately,” said a Shanghai-based investor who gave his name as Wang.
The exchange and the Kunming government declined to comment.
Investors said the “Rijinbao” scheme was advertised on state television
and the Fanya exchange described itself as government-backed and
regulated. However, analysts say Chinese investors often assume
banks and the government will cover any losses, so they fail to read
the small print. Fanya guaranteed the product, which was based on
rising metal prices and interest earned on financial deals.

Rare Earths
The Fanya Metals Exchange was launched shortly after China, the

world’s dominant producer of rare earths, imposed quotas on produc-
tion and exports in a bid to support prices and attract downstream
consumers to China. Fanya was keen to provide a supporting role,
saying it wanted to raise the value of the whole minor metals industri-
al chain. It stockpiled and traded 14 metals, rapidly becoming the
biggest minor metals market in the world.  These metals are minor
because they are a byproduct of extracting other major metals, such
as zinc or copper.

“Fanya prices already lead global prices, and have made China’s
voice on the minor metals’ stage growing increasingly strong,” it
boasted on its website in 2014. Prices for the metals traded on the
exchange rose sharply and became increasingly out of sync with
world prices. Its most traded metal - indium - more than doubled
between 2012 and 2015 to $1,200 per kg. Prices kept rising from the
end of 2014 even as global prices headed into a rapid decline.

The price difference kept traders outside of China wary of using
the exchange. Now they are worried about what will happen to the
accumulated stock of metals on the exchange. “It’s not clear how all
this winds down, or what the local government or Beijing will do,” said
David Abraham, director of the Technology, Rare and Electronic
Materials Center. “There are lots of wild cards here.” —Reuters
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By Nana Boakye-Yiadom

Japanese Toyotas, German Mercedes
and BMWs, GM cars and trucks from
the USA are driven in countries around

the world. But in Ghana an inventor and
church leader who started out trying to
make voice-controlled television sets is
telling the auto giants to move over.
Kwadwo Safo Kantanka -nicknamed the
“Apostle” because he also runs a network of
churches - has finally realized his dream of
developing and marketing cars “Made in
Ghana”. “It ’s been in the pipeline since
1971,” Kwado Safo junior, one of the inven-
tor’s sons, told AFP. “It started with the old
man, so it’s been a long time coming.”

Kantanka’s range of sports utility vehi-
cles and pick-up trucks have got Ghana
talking on social media, thanks in part to an
advertising campaign using local movie
and music stars. The sticker price of the
vehicles run from $18,000 to $35,000 - out
of range for most people in Ghana. But a
cheaper saloon car is expected to go on
sale next year. The locally made vehicles are
entering a tough market, going up against
established brands in a country that sees
about 12,000 new and 100,000 second-
hand cars imported every year.

But the inventor’s son, who is chief exec-
utive of the Kantanka Group, is confident
the demand is there and the firm can hold
its own in the competition. “Already we
have certain companies in Ghana who have
come to make certain outrageous orders
for huge numbers that we have to meet.
So, we are working,” he said, without giving
any specifics.

Buy Local 
Ghana’s President John Dramani

Mahama has been pushing his compatriots
to buy locally to boost a stuttering econo-
my hit by inflation, a depreciating currency
and high public sector debt. In 2014, he
showed off a pair of Ghana-made shoes
during his annual State of the Nation
address and criticized the lack of apprecia-
tion of locally made goods and over-
reliance on imports. He noted that some
$1.5 billion was spent in foreign currency
on items such as rice, sugar, cooking oil,

tomatoes and fish - all money “which could
have gone into the pockets of Ghanaian
entrepreneurs”,  he said. “Any import items
we buy as Ghanaians constitutes an export
of jobs in this country, especially in respect
of the items for which we have compara-
tive advantage to produce,” he said at the
time.

For Kantanka some key components
such as glass, tyres and brake callipers are
imported, AFP was told on a visit to the
company’s technology research centre
west of Accra last year. But local sourcing is

a key component of Kantanka’s vehicles,
whose radiator grilles feature Ghana’s five-
pointed star emblem. Wood from Ghanaian
forests is used to make dashboards while
the cream-coloured leather seats in the
black SUV were made in the country’s sec-
ond biggest commercial city, Kumasi. Akan
- a language widely used in Ghana - is writ-
ten alongside English on the electronics.

‘The Next Toyota’? 
Kantanka’s son was adamant about the

uniqueness of the cars, which have all been
approved for safety by Ghana’s Drivers
Vehicle Licensing Authority. The Made in
Ghana label means that “if you have any
problems with the vehicle, you wouldn’t
have to import from India or China or
America. All the parts are right here and we
have a 24-hour service,” he said. Six months
ago, Ghana’s police service received one of
the pick-up trucks, potentially paving the
way for other government agencies to
place orders.

Kantanka junior is upbeat about the way
ahead. “The future of Kantanka for the next
10 years is to try as much as possible to
increase our lines,” he said.  To the current
three lines, he said, “we intend to increase
by next year January, February and add
two more lines to it. We intend to go into
more lines like buses, mini-vans and all
that.” For Ghanaians, the cars could put
their West African nation on the map. “We
must believe in the Ghanaian just like
Toyotas and Hyundais,” said Murtala
Mohammed, who lives in Accra. “They all
started from scratch. Who knows? Kantaka
could be the next Toyota.” —AFP 

Kantanka? ‘Made in Ghana’ cars go on sale

This file photo taken on Feb 12, 2014 shows a Kantanka car at the Apostle Safo
Technology Research Centre in Gomoa Mpota. —AFP 

By Margie Mason

Poor migrant workers and children are
being sold to factories in Thailand
and forced to peel shrimp that ends

up in global supply chains, including those
of Wal-Mart and Red Lobster, the world’s
largest retailer and the world’s largest
seafood restaurant chain, an AP investiga-
tion found. At the Gig Peeling Factory, near-
ly 100 Burmese laborers were trapped, most
working for almost nothing. They spent 16
hours a day with their aching hands in ice
water, ripping the guts, heads, tails and
shells off shrimp. One girl was so tiny she
had to stand on a stool to reach the peeling
table. Some workers had been there for
months, even years. Always, someone was
watching.

“They didn’t let us rest,” said Eae Hpaw,
16, her arms a patchwork of scars from
shrimp-related infections and allergies. “We
stopped working around 7 in the evening.
We would take a shower and sleep. Then we
would start again around 3 in the morning.”

Pervasive human trafficking has helped
turn Thailand into one of the world’s
biggest shrimp providers. Despite repeated
promises by businesses and government to
clean up the country’s $7 billion seafood
export industry, abuses persist, fueled by
corruption and complicity among police
and authorities. Arrests and prosecutions
are rare. Raids can end up sending migrants
without proper paperwork to jail, while
owners go unpunished. “I was shocked after
working there a while, and I realized there
was no way out,” said Tin Nyo Win, 22,
another former Gig factory worker, who
routinely peeled 175 pounds of shrimp with
his wife for just $4 a day.

Hundreds of shrimp-peeling sheds are
hidden in plain sight in Samut Sakhon, an
hour outside Bangkok, some with slaves
locked inside. Last month, AP journalists fol-
lowed and filmed trucks loaded with freshly

peeled shrimp from the abusive Gig shed to
major Thai exporting companies. They also
traced similar connections from another
factory raided six months earlier, and inter-
viewed more than two dozen workers from
both sites. In all, several companies received
tainted shrimp, including Thai Union, one of
the world’s biggest seafood companies, and
a subsidiary.

The farmed shrimp can mix with differ-
ent batches of seafood as it is packaged,
branded and shipped, making it impossible
to determine where any individual piece
was peeled. But because at least some of
the Thai exporters’ shrimp was processed by
forced labor, all of it is considered associat-
ed with slavery, according to United Nations
and US standards.

US customs records show the shrimp
made its way into the supply chains of
major US food stores and retailers such as
Wal-Mart, Kroger, Whole Foods, Dollar
General and Petco, along with restaurants
such as Red Lobster and Olive Garden. It
also entered supply chains for some of
America’s best-known seafood brands and
pet foods, including Chicken of the Sea and
Fancy Feast. AP reporters went to supermar-
kets in all 50 states and found shrimp prod-
ucts from supply chains tainted with forced
labor.

Import and export records from Europe
and Asia are confidential, but the Thai com-
panies receiving shrimp tracked by the AP
all say they ship to those continents. AP
reporters in England, Germany, Italy and
Ireland found several brands sourced from
Thailand in supermarkets in those coun-
tries. The businesses that responded to AP’s
findings condemned the practices that
lead to these conditions. Many asked for
details and said they were launching inves-
tigations.

“I want to eliminate this,” said Dirk
Leuenberger, CEO of Aqua Star, a leading
seafood suppler. “I think it’s disgusting that

it’s even remotely part of my business.” Wal-
Mart, Red Lobster and other companies
said they strive to ensure the shrimp they
receive is not tainted by slavery. “As the
world’s largest seafood restaurant, we
know the important role we play in setting
and ensuring compliance with seafood
industry standards, and we’re committed to
doing our part to make sure the seafood
we buy and serve is sourced in a way that is
ethical, responsible and sustainable,” Red
Lobster said in a statement.

Red Lobster, Whole Foods and H-E-B
Supermarkets were among the companies
that said they were confident - based on
assurances from their Thai supplier - that
their particular shrimp was not associated
with abusive factories. That Thai supplier
admits it hadn’t known where it was getting
all its shrimp and sent a note outlining cor-
rective measures to US businesses demand-
ing answers last week. Responding to US
business demands for answers to AP’s find-
ings, Thai Union CEO Thiraphong Chansiri
acknowledged “that illicitly sourced product
may have fraudulently entered its supply
chain”.

Susan Coppedge, the U.S. State
Department’s new anti-trafficking ambassa-
dor, said problems persist because offend-
ers aren’t held accountable - though the US
itself hasn’t punished Thailand, an impor-
tant Southeast Asian ally. She said American
consumers “can speak through their wallets”
by avoiding slave-produced products.
Thailand passed laws this year to crack
down on fishing-industry abuses and is
working to register undocumented migrant
workers, who often are lured from home by
brokers with promises of good-paying jobs.
They are then sold to shrimp sheds such as
the Gig factory, where Tin Nyo Win and his
wife learned they would have to work off
what was considered their combined worth:
$830, an insurmountable debt.

“There have been some flaws in the

laws, and we have been closing those
gaps,” said M L Puntarik Smiti, the Thai
Labor Ministry ’s permanent secretary.
Critics argue, however, that changes have
been largely cosmetic. Former slaves
repeatedly described how police took them
into custody and then sold them to agents
who trafficked them again. They say police
are paid to look the other way and that offi-
cers frequently do not understand labor
laws.

Tin Nyo Win escaped the Gig factory and
was helped by a labor rights group, which
pressured authorities to act. On Nov 9,
dozens of officers and military troops burst
into the shed. Frightened Burmese workers
huddled on the dirty concrete floor. One
young mother breast-fed a 5-month-old
baby, while children were taken to a corner.
But no one at the shed was arrested for
human trafficking. Instead, migrants with
papers, including seven children, were sent
back there to work. Ten undocumented
children were taken from their parents and
put into a shelter. Twenty-one other illegal
workers were detained, including Tin Nyo
Win and his wife, but all have since been
moved to government shelters for human-
trafficking victims.

Local authorities have been ordered to
reinvestigate the factory, which is now
closed. Police said workers were moved to
another shed linked to the same owners. A
Gig owner reached by phone declined to
comment. Meanwhile, the AP informed
labor rights investigators who work closely
with police about another shed where
workers said they were being held against
their will. It is being examined.

NOTE: More than 2,000 trapped fishermen
have been freed this year as a result of an
ongoing Associated Press investigative series
into slavery in the Thai seafood industry. The
reports also have led to a dozen arrests, mil-
lions of dollars’ worth of seizures and propos-
als for new federal laws.  —AP 

Supermarkets selling shrimp peeled by slaves


