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BEIJING: China’s GDP growth likely slowed fur-
ther in the second quarter, an AFP survey has
found, as a slowdown in investment and trade
weighed on the world’s second-largest econo-
my. The median forecast in a poll of 14 econo-
mists indicates gross domestic product (GDP)
expanded 6.9 percent in April-June, marginally
down from 7.0 percent in the first three months
of this year. That would be the worst quarterly
result since the first three months of 2009, in the
depths of the global financial crisis, when
China’s economy expanded by 6.6 percent.

The National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) will
release the official GDP figures for the first quar-
ter of 2015 on Wednesday. China’s volatile stock
markets have grabbed headlines this month
after the benchmark Shanghai Composite
Index fell more than 30 percent in less than four
weeks, before reversing course in the last two
trading days. 

But economists are focused on more funda-
mental issues when assessing its overall health.
“According to the figures we have now, eco-
nomic activities remained very sluggish, partic-
ularly fixed-asset investment, which grew 11.4
percent in May, a multi-year low,” Liu Li-Gang,
Hong Kong-based ANZ economist, told AFP of
the second-quarter performance. “Exports were
weak and imports were even more so.” 

‘Big Downward Pressure’ 
Chinese authorities want investment to slow

as part of their plan to diversify economic
growth away from big-ticket projects to increas-
ingly wealthy consumers. But too fast a deceler-
ation can be harmful. “The economy is still
under quite big downward pressure,” said Li
Ruoyu, an analyst at the State Information

Centre, a government think-tank in Beijing, also
citing weak investment. New restrictions on
local government debt and finance vehicles
have limited lower-level authorities’ ability to
fund infrastructure projects, she said. “The
implicit guarantees of the local governments

are gone, hurting their borrowing abilities.”
The stock market turmoil could also create

new risks in China’s financial system, which
faces numerous other challenges such as high
corporate debt and an opaque “shadow bank-
ing” sector. But the swings in equities are largely
seen as having little effect on the real economy
- a key driver of global growth - and unlikely to
prove a major detriment to private spending.

“Given that the stock market didn’t provide
any noticeable boost to spending on the way
up, there is no reason to expect it to be a drag
on the way down,” Julian Evans-Pritchard, China
economist at Capital Economics, wrote in a
report. “With only a small and relatively wealthy
portion of Chinese households exposed to the
stock market, we aren’t particularly concerned
about the impact of recent big falls in equity
prices on consumption.” 

Rate Cuts 
For this year as a whole, the AFP survey pre-

dicts growth at a median 7.0 percent, more
optimistic than a forecast of 6.8 percent in a
similar poll in April and in line with the govern-
ment’s official target of “about 7.0 percent”.
China last year recorded its slowest annual
growth since 1990, expanding 7.4 percent,
down from 7.7 percent in 2013.

The International Monetary Fund lowered
its 2015 global economic growth forecast on
Thursday, citing a quarterly contraction early

this year in the United States, the world’s
biggest economy. But the Washington-based
institution left its forecasts for the eurozone and
China intact, brushing off worries over the crisis
in Greece and Shanghai share volatility. “The
puncture of what had clearly become a stock
market bubble may have some limited effect on
spending,” the IMF’s chief economist Olivier
Blanchard said Thursday. “There is no particular
reason to have lost confidence” in China’s econ-
omy, he added. The IMF sees China’s GDP grow-
ing at 6.8 percent this year. 

Economists see positive effects to come
from authorities’ efforts to put a floor on the
slowdown. The People’s Bank of China, the cen-
tral bank, has cut benchmark interest rates four
times since November and also took steps to
encourage banks to make more loans. Such
measures can take time before growth reacts. 

Sheng Laiyun, spokesman for the NBS, said
in comments on its website that the economy
had “shown signs of a recovery” as the stimulus
kicks in. He added that property investment, an
area that has been a drag on growth, is expect-
ed to turn around on rebounding market
demand. China’s new home prices increased in
June for the second straight month, a private
survey showed. In addition to rate cuts, authori-
ties have taken steps to boost the property mar-
ket, easing mortgage policies such as lowering
minimum down payment levels on second
homes nationwide. — AFP 

China growth slows to 6.9% in second quarter

JAKARTA: Indonesia is seeking to rejoin OPEC to get
access to cheaper oil supplies as demand soars and
domestic production falls, but critics say the move is
an unwelcome distraction from efforts to overhaul the
country’s troubled energy sector. Resource-rich
Indonesia, Southeast Asia’s largest economy, was part
of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) for almost 50 years until suspending
its membership in 2009 after becoming a net oil
importer. The switch to becoming an importer came
as domestic demand soared and output dropped due
to a lack of investment from foreign companies, put
off by complex regulations, corruption and growing
economic nationalism. With oil imports surging as the
economy booms and the energy sector still in urgent
need of reform, the government is looking for cheaper
supplies and has taken the unusual step for an oil
importer of requesting to rejoin the 12-member
exporting cartel.

“It is only natural that we should build relations
with exporters,” Energy Minister Sudirman Said said
before heading to an OPEC meeting at the organisa-
tion’s headquarters in Vienna last month, where he
was seeking to have the suspension lifted. After the
meeting, the energy ministry said that some OPEC
members had backed Indonesia rejoining. OPEC has
refused to comment but analysts said the group,
which has members from the Middle East, Latin
America and Africa, is likely to welcome an applicant
from Asia. 

“We understand the application is viewed

favourably because Indonesia would again provide
OPEC with a member nation in Asia and thus broaden
the geopolitical base of the group,” Ann-Louise Hittle,
vice president of Macro Oils research at Wood
Mackenzie, told AFP. The OPEC statute states that “any
country with a substantial net export of crude petrole-
um” can become a full member. But it also says associ-
ate membership is possible for countries who do not
qualify as full members, the course Indonesia is likely
to pursue, analysts believe. Observers also say Ecuador
has set a precedent for Indonesia, by suspending its
membership in 1992 and rejoining in 2007.

‘Just Giving Up’ 
But some observers questioned the wisdom of the

move, suggesting that trying to rejoin OPEC and
source cheaper supplies from outside Indonesia could
slow the momentum of the government’s attempts to
reform the corruption-tainted, domestic oil and gas
sector. When reform-minded President Joko Widodo
took power last year, he set up a team to look at over-
hauling the sector, which critics have said is plagued
by a shadowy “oil mafia” who skim off huge, illicit prof-
its. Some progress has been made. In May, state-
owned energy company Pertamina said it would dis-
band its oil-trading arm Petral, which supplies one
third of the country’s daily oil needs but has been
dogged for years by concerns about a lack of trans-
parency. But the reform team, which undertook a six-
month assignment to assess the sector, made other
recommendations, such as shifting to a newer type of

cleaner burning, more efficient petrol, and there are
fears such efforts could be stymied by the new focus
on OPEC. “What is the use of Indonesia approaching
OPEC, even if only as an observer?” wrote Faisal Basri,
the former head of the government’s reform team, on
his blog, and added the country appeared to be “just
giving up”. 

Reform is seen as urgent. During its heyday in the
1990s Indonesia produced close to 1.6 million barrels
of oil per day, which easily covered demand and left
plenty more for export. But by last year, Indonesia was
importing 689,000 barrels a day to cover its domestic
needs, the bulk of which was for transport, Benjamin
Tang, a senior analyst for Wood Mackenzie’s Asia
Pacific Refining research service, told AFP.

Some have called for Indonesia to wean itself off oil
to help ease the looming supply crisis -but there seems
little chance of that, with many new cars and motor-
bikes hitting the roads every day as the middle class
rapidly expands. To make matters worse, decades of
generous government subsidies have made
Indonesians used to cheap fuel. The payouts were
slashed almost entirely this year, as low global oil prices
naturally helped to keep pump prices down, but there
are already suspicions the government is quietly rein-
troducing small subsidies as oil prices creep back up.
While some fear the move towards OPEC could ham-
per reforms, others believe it simply makes no sense for
a net oil importer. “If you want to join a car club,” said
Komaidi Notonegoro, head of energy research group
ReforMiner Institute, “You have to have a car.” — AFP 

HARARE: The cries of street vendors have
become the soundtrack to Zimbabwe’s collaps-
ing economy as increasing numbers of the unem-
ployed try to eke out a living, leaving shopkeep-
ers - and the taxman - poorer. Redundant work-
ers, school leavers and college graduates have
spawned a new phenomenon of “shop-front
stores” in major cities, where they peddle any-
thing from medicines to vegetables, pirated CDs
and clothes - often on the doorstep of legitimate
shops selling similar items.

For 39-year-old Sherry Njere, a mother of
three with an unemployed husband, street
vending is a matter of survival. “I am doing this
not because it is something I decided to do in
life, but it is because there are no jobs,” Njere
said at her self-allotted post outside a school
uniform shop - where she also sells school uni-
forms. “If I don’t do this and just sit at home my
children will die of hunger.”

Zimbabwe’s economy has been on a down-
ward spiral for more than a decade following
President Robert Mugabe’s land reforms, which
broke the country’s agricultural backbone. Laws
which require locals to hold majority stakes in all
firms are also blamed for scaring off foreign
investors. Mugabe, 91, who has been in power
since independence from Britain in 1980, was re-
elected in 2013 on the promise of creating two
million jobs, but independent economists say
unemployment is running at around 80 percent.

The UN World Food Programme says 72 per-
cent of the population live below the national
poverty line of less than $1.25 per day. Njere,
whose prices mostly undercut those in the shop
behind her, says that on a good day she earns
$50, which she splits between ordering new
stock and buying daily provisions for her family.
Shop manager Canton Matope bemoans the
influx of unlicensed vendors, saying they are tak-
ing business away from the formal economy.
“They put their wares on our doorsteps and
accost customers, telling them that our prices are
slightly higher than their prices,” he complained.
Shop owners cannot match the prices of vendors
as they are burdened by taxes, rent, salaries and
licence fees, he said.

Cutting the Tax Base 
The director general of the Zimbabwe

Revenue Authority, Gershem Pasi, said the grow-
ing number of vendors was eroding the coun-
try’s tax base. “We are receiving complaints from
formalised businesses that they are no longer
able to do sufficient business to meet their tax
obligations,” he said. “Most of the vendors we
now have are young people and I am sure most
of them would not want to be doing vending if
they had an opportunity to go into formal
employment,” Pasi said. “We are creating a gener-
ation which may never know what formal
employment is all about and that generation is
wasted investment.”

Last month, hundreds of street vendors peti-
tioned parliament after authorities threatened to
move them off the streets, by force if necessary.
The protestors said they were not vendors by
choice and demanded that the government cre-
ate jobs for them instead. A June 26 deadline for
them to take down their stalls passed without
action, and so far it has been business as usual for
the vendors, who make use of any available space
to display their wares and render some pave-
ments almost impassable. “I don’t know if the
authorities will be able to remove the vendors
and what force they will use to remove them,”
Matope said.

If the government uses force to clear out the
vendors, it wouldn’t be the first time. In 2005, riot
police were deployed to remove informal traders
and demolish backyard buildings, a move that
was condemned by the United Nations. The oper-
ation, code named “Murambatsvina” or “Drive out
filth”, resulted in 700,000 people losing their
homes and their source of livelihood, a UN report
said. While the official threats of a new crackdown
remain, Mugabe’s wife, Grace, has urged police
not to arrest unlicensed vendors in urban centres.
The call was interpreted as tacit approval of illegal
vending and led to a fresh influx of vendors disre-
garding municipal zoning by-laws. “We once had
problems with shop owners, but when we were
given a go ahead to sell then it wasn’t a problem,”
said Brighton Chidehwe, 28, a former security
guard who sells books and shoes.—AFP 

Zimbabwe retailers lose out 
to desperate street vendors

Indonesia eyes return to 
OPEC as oil crisis looms

Some question wisdom of move by Jakarta

HARARE: A street vendor sells toys at a stall on the streets of the Zimbabwean capital
on June 24, 2015. — AFP 

JAKARTA: In this file photograph taken on Nov 17, 2014, a fuel attendant at the state-energy firm Pertamina fuel station prepares to fill up
motorists’ cars. — AFP 

SHENYANG, China: A man walks by sculptures during a Crayon Shin-chan exhi-
bition in northeast China’s Liaoning province on Saturday. China’s GDP growth
slowed further in the second quarter. — AFP 

KOLWEZI, DR Congo: Alphonse stands in
knee-deep muddy water, a former busi-
nessman in DR Congo’s southeastern min-
ing region of Katanga. “If you tell me that I
can get other work, I’ll go with you,” says
the man, one of some 130,000 small-scale
diggers trying to scratch a living from the
region’s rich earth. Alphonse says he was
unable to find a job after his business in
the regional capital Lubumbashi collapsed
some eight year ago. So he joined the
community of these workers - known as
“artisanal miners” - who annually extract
the equivalent of 7,000 tonnes of pure
copper and the same amount of cobalt.
While the DR Congo is one of the least
developed countries in the world, it is a
leading producer of both minerals.

Somewhere between Lubumbashi
and the major mining hub of Kolwezi,
Alphonse and about 50 companions in
misfortune - whose names have been
changed - are busy on a stony slope near a
quarry hidden in the woods. Guards are

on the lookout, some less watchful than
others. Once past them, an AFP team
needs to win the trust of Bobby, a
Congolese who says he is the foreman in
charge of the work.

‘Mister Fernand’s Place’ 
Bobby is not pleased to see journal-

ists on the scene. “You’re  not the ones
who did  ‘Katanga Business’, are you?” he
asks curtly, referring to a documentary
made by Belgian director Thierry Michel
about thorny relations between clan-
destine miners and the foreign firms
that have become masters of local
wealth. The regulars know the site as
“Chez Monsieur Fernand” (“Mister
Fernand’s place”). Bobby says that the
mine really belongs to a top Congolese
official and that formal mining is under-
taken in partnership with Chinese
investors.

Bobby himself “authorises” the dig-
gers to exploit the slope, but the owners

of the mine know nothing about their
activity. In exchange for his vigilance, the
miners pay him a tithe of what they find,
he says, which amounts to 30 percent by
their accounts. The ochre-brown earth is
full of holes like Swiss cheese. On the sur-
face, small pathways separate plots of
land where diggers work with shovels,
crowbars and pickaxes. Some miners are
already more than three metres under-
ground. They have been working here
for almost three months. In a few weeks
the site will be thoroughly explored and
diggers will have to move on.

Men carry the mixture of dirt and
stones on their backs to a nearby stream.
“We work in teams of three or four,”
Dieudonne says. “We stop when we’re
exhausted. We rest for a day and then we
come back.” While mining is purely man’s
work, at the stream women and children
help to wash and sift the rubble.
Alphonse is helped by his wife and their
two daughters, aged eight and 15.

Trade with ‘the Chinese’ 
Alphonse is around 40, but looks at

least 10 years older. Next to him, 30-year-
old Henri uses a fine mesh filled with rub-
ble to wash away as much soil as he can.
The next step is Alphonse’s job. When
done professionally, this task of fine meas-
urement by weight is performed by elabo-
rate machines, but clandestine miners do
everything by hand. Shaking a wooden
tray while he skims it over the surface of
the water, Alphonse separates out pieces
of black cobalt ore, which drop to the bot-
tom.  Then he has to remove the upper
residue before drying the ore, which con-
tains six or seven percent of the treasured
product.

The sun is relatively kind to the diggers
at the start of an equatorial winter locally
known as the “fresh season”. Their product
will be sold a few kilometres away from
the site at a trading house run by “the
Chinese”, whom miners accuse of rigging
their scales. — AFP 

Gruelling work for tiny share of DRC wealth

LUBUMBASHI: This photo taken on May 31, 2015 near a mine between Lubumbashi and
Kolwezi shows a woman and a man separating cobalt from mud and rocks, one of
130,000 small-scale diggers trying to scratch a living from the region’s rich earth. — AFP 


