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VIENTIANE: Grain by grain, truckload by
truckload, Laos’ section of the Mekong riv-
er is being dredged of sand to make
cement-a commodity being devoured by
a Chinese-led building boom in the capi-
tal.  But the hollowing out of the riverbed
is also damaging a vital waterway that
feeds hundreds of thousands of fishermen
and farmers in the poverty-stricken
nation.  “Today, it’s more complicated for
us to go fetch water for crops,” Deam
Saengarn said from the muddy river ’s
shores, describing how its gentle slopes
have given way to steep embankments.
The 36-year-old mother of two captures
Laos’ development conundrum: she
depends on $10 daily wage from a sand
extraction firm, but also relies on the very
river she is helping to gouge. 

“We really need this water,” she added
wistfully, dripping with sweat as she sepa-
rated stones from the mountains of sedi-
ment piled on the shore.  All around her,
industrial pipes and excavators suck up
the Mekong’s floor, carving moon-like
craters into the bed of a river that winds
through most of the landlocked nation. It
is a familiar story in a country whose natu-
ral resources have been steadily plun-
dered by businesses-many of them
Chinese-under the gaze of communist
leaders who brook no dissent but wel-
come foreign cash. Sand, an unflashy and
seemingly infinite resource, is the chief
ingredient in cement and the hidden hand
behind the explosion of cities worldwide.  

China is also its top consumer-devouring
more than 60 percent of the global output
and using more sand in four years than the
United States did in the entire 20th century.
Dredging has been taking place for years
along the Mekong, but the industrial scale is
relatively new to Laos, where the grains

pave a flurry of new construction projects in
the country’s sleepy capital, many of them
funded by Chinese firms. 

‘River needs sand’
“We now have many Chinese clients.

They are constructing huge buildings in
Vientiane, so they need a lot of sand and
pebbles,” said Air Phangnalay, who helps
run an extraction company in Laos. China
is the largest source of foreign investment
in neighboring Laos. Chinese businessmen
loom large in the isolated nation and have
zeroed in on its array of timber and mineral
resources-often to the dismay of an impov-

erished populace with few outlets to air
grievances. Experts say the uptick in sand
mining, a lesser-known resource grab, is
harming the delicate ecosystem of a river
some 60 million people across the region
depend on. 

The 4,800 kilometer Mekong, which
starts in southwestern China and empties
out in southern Vietnam, is the world’s
largest inland fishery and among the most
biodiverse rivers on the globe, according to
World Wildlife Fund (WWF).  It naturally pro-
duces around 20 million tons of sediment a
year, but is now seeing twice that much
extracted annually, according to the latest

research to which WWF contributed. Most of
the dredging is taking place in Cambodia
and Vietnam, but the pace of mining is pick-
ing up speed in Laos-an opaque country
where big businesses can swallow up
resources with minimal scrutiny. 

Marc Goichot, from the World Wildlife
Fund, said the rate of mining along the
Mekong has become “unsustainable” and is
setting the stage for especially dire damage
downstream. “The river needs the sand to be
transported from upstream down to the
delta to fight against salinisation and
encroachment of the sea in this crucial area
for agriculture,” he said. Farmers along the

Mekong’s vast delta in Vietnam are already
battling the worst saline intrusion rates in
decades, thanks to severe droughts that
have parched rice paddies across the region.  

Troubled waters 
An official from Laos’ Ministry of Public

Works conceded the dredging “affects the
Mekong river and its ecosystem struc-
ture”.But the official declined a full inter-
view or to provide figures on how much
sand has already been extracted. Without
strict regulation, the dredging will trigger
erosion patterns that could take decades
to reverse, according to the UN’s environ-
mental agency.  

“The problem is that we have long
believed that sand was an inexhaustible
commodity,” Pascal Peduzzi said, adding
that rivers across the world are now under
threat from a global spike in extraction.  

Yet sand mining is not the only effort to
monetize the mighty Mekong-while dan-
gerously disrupting its flow.  There are
already 12 dams built or under construc-
tion on the river’s upper reaches in China,
with at least seven more planned. Another
nine are underway or planned in Laos, plus
two more in Cambodia.

Environmental groups strongly oppose
the stoppages, which they say hamper cru-
cial fish migrations, block key sediment
transfers and threaten to flood lands that
tens of thousands of people call home. It is
damage that will only be compounded by
a free-for-all race to scoop up the river’s
sand. “The river has changed a lot. Here,
the banks are collapsing. This did not hap-
pen before,” a Laos fishermen said as he
drew his nets, declining to give his name in
a country where many fear speaking out.
“It requires us to go further to fish. It’s not
good for us.”— AFP 

Grain drain, Laos’ sand mining damaging the Mekong

VIENTIANE: Workers gather pebbles at a sand excavation site along the Mekong River in Vientiane. — AFP 

SEKOMA: Molefi Ramantele, a small-scale livestock
farmer who ekes out a living in Botswana’s arid
scrubland, lost a third of his cattle in the drought
that has scorched southern Africa. “My life is my
cattle. I have never seen it so bad...It will take me
years to get them back,” the 67-year-old said of his
livestock, often the main measure of household
wealth in rural African economies. 

Farmers, game reserves and central bankers
across southern Africa are among those set to
count the cost for years to come of the drought
that wiped out livestock, pushed up food prices
and caused power shortages and protests. The
2015/2016 El Nino weather system, the Pacific
Ocean phenomenon associated with droughts,
storms and floods, baked southern Africa before
ending in May.

This coincided with a slump in commodity prices
that pressured African exporters’ budgets, eroded
currencies and deepened economic misery as well
as challenging central bankers faced with higher
prices and slow economic growth. Central banks
across the region have raised interest rates to cool
prices and there is little sign of relief. “There are as
yet no clear signs of a recovery in the agricultural
sector, and food price inflation is expected to remain
elevated for some time,” South Africa Reserve Bank
Governor Lesetja Kganyago said last week.

In Malawi, where half the population needs
food aid, June inflation accelerated to 22.6 percent
from 21.5 percent in May, with food inflation run-
ning at 27.7 percent. The kwacha currency has lost
close to 60 percent of its value against the dollar
the last 12 months. In South Africa, the continent’s
biggest producer of maize, the crop is projected to
fall almost 30 percent to around 7 million tons,
which will force Africa’s most industrialized country
to import close to 4 million tons.

Futures for white maize, the staple food, dou-
bled last year and while prices are now 20 percent
below January’s record peaks of over 5,000 rand a
ton, time lags mean increases are still filtering
through the pipeline. Food inflation in South Africa
soared to 12.8 percent in April from 4.1 percent in
June last year and remains over 12 percent, pressur-
ing the wider inflation rate which stands at 6.3 per-
cent, above the central bank’s target range. “Food
inflation in South Africa is likely to remain high
throughout the year,” said Wandile Sihlobo, head
economist with Agbiz, a farm industry lobby group.

Food shortages
This is fueling wage demands of between 20

and 50 percent from mining unions, whose mem-
bers on average have eight people depending on
them to put food on the table. Such demands,
even if only partly met, will further stoke prices,
adding to the dilemma of the central bank which
has raised rates by 200 basis since early 2014 but
does not want to choke an economy it forecasts to
stagnate this year. In Zimbabwe, which is in arrears
of $1.8 billion on $8.3 billion of foreign debt and
has fallen behind on salary payments to soldiers
and teachers, the United Nations estimates 20 per-
cent of the population needs food aid because of
the drought.

This number is expected to rise to 44 percent or
more than 4 million people by early 2017. Hunger,
combined with a cash crunch, is seen as one of the
causes behind a one-day “stay at home” protest in

Zimbabwe earlier this month, the biggest strike
since 2005 against President Robert Mugabe’s long
rule. “In Zimbabwe, the food shortages have added
to cash shortages and perceptions of corruption, it
is another factor that has driven great frustration,”
said Robert Besseling, executive director at busi-
ness risk consultancy Exx Africa.

The Southern African Development Community
has appealed for $2.4 billion to help up to 40 mil-
lion people across the region in urgent need of
support until the next grain harvest in April 2017.
In Zambia, Africa’s second-biggest copper produc-
er, the drought caused power shortages because
water levels in the Kariba hydro-electric dam sank
as low as 12 percent in January. Analysts say the sit-
uation remains precarious, though the government
has said that power supplies are being restored.

Forecasts suggest that El Nino will be replaced
by La Nina, a weather pattern that often brings
rainfall to southern Africa, which could fill dams
and help some in the region recover. “The soil is the
driest in the 20 years that I’ve been here,” said
Gerhard Visser, who runs a game ranch in South
Africa’s northern Limpopo province. “If the rains
come, I might recover in two years.” He said he had
to sell off over half his herd, or 600 impala. But with
the land parched, heavy rainfall may bring more
problems. “In Mozambique, the dry ground could
lead to floods during the upcoming rainy seasons,”
said Mark Sorbara, an analyst with London-based
Africa Risk Consulting. “More importantly the poor
harvest will also negatively impact the ability of
farmers to plant for next year which will extend El
Nino’s effects into 2017.” —  Reuters

KUWAIT: National Bank of Kuwait (NBK) yes-
terday announced the winner for July’s KD
125,000 Al Jawhara monthly prize, Dalal
Rajaan Al Azmi. The draw was held under the
supervision of the Ministry of Commerce and
Industry. The winner’s name was announced
live on Marina FM. NBK has doubled cus-
tomers’ chances to win in the weekly, month-
ly and quarterly draws when they do not
withdraw or transfer from their accounts.

NBK customers have chances to win KD
5,000 weekly, KD 125,000 monthly and a
grand prize of KD 250,000 quarterly. Each KD
50 in a customer’s account entitles them one
entry into the draw, thus more money in an
account means more chances into each draw.

This new added feature enables al Jawhara
Account holders’ to double their chances
when maintaining their balance without
withdrawing. Al Jawhara is the most popular
prize-giving account in Kuwait. 

Al Jawhara account entitles account holders
to enter the weekly, monthly and quarterly Al
Jawhara draws. All prizes are automatically cred-
ited to the winners’ accounts the day after the
draw. Al Jawhara account is available for both
Kuwaitis and expats and can be opened at any
of NBK’s numerous branches around Kuwait, or
safely and easily through NBK’s website for exist-
ing customers. For more information, please
contact NBK Call Center at 1801801 or visit NBK
official website www.nbk.com/Jawhara

Al Azmi wins KD 125,000 
in NBK Al Jawhara draw 

KUWAIT: KIPCO - the Kuwait Projects
Company - has announced a net profit of
KD 28 million ($93 million) in the first six
months of 2016, an increase of 10 percent
on the KD 25.4 million ($84.2 million)
reported for the same period last year.
Earnings per share increased 13 per cent in
the first half of the year, standing at 18.3fils
($6.06 cents) from 16.2fils ($5.4 cents) per
share reported for the same period in 2015.

In the second quarter (the three months
ended 30 June, 2016), KIPCO made a net
profit of KD 14.5million ($48.1million), up
8per cent from the KD 13.4 million ($44.4
million) profit reported in the same period
of 2015. KIPCO’s total revenue for the first
six months of 2016 increased8per cent to
KD328million ($1.1 billion) compared to
the KD 304 million ($1.01 billion) for the
first half of 2015. KIPCO’s consolidated
assets increased to KD 10billion ($33billion)
in the first half of 2016, from KD 9.6 billion
($32 billion) at year-end 2015.

Masaud Hayat, KIPCO’s Chief Executive
O ff icer  Bank ing,  said the company ’s
results in the first half of the year reflect
the growth its core businesses are achiev-
ing, in line with KIPCO’s objectives for the
year: “While the economic circumstances

in the region remain challenging, our core
companies have continued to grow their
revenue. 

This reflects our companies’ sound plan-
ning and their ability to work and deliver
despite difficult trading conditions. In the
remaining months of 2016, we expect to
stay on track to deliver our year-end target
of growth in the high single digit.”

KIPCO announces 10% 
increase in net profit

Masaud Hayat, KIPCO’s Chief Executive
Officer Banking

KUWAIT: With the summertime in full swing and
holiday plans in motion, many consumers are
looking for effective ways to reduce their spend-
ing and curb spiraling costs - without having to
radically change their lifestyle. What most peo-
ple don’t know however, is that ‘Smart Driving’
can help improve fuel economy on your regular
commute and help the vehicle perform better. In
line with this, Chevrolet recommends the follow-
ing tips to save fuel:

Drive smoothly
Not accelerating smoothly is one of the most

common mistakes drivers make on the road.

Aggressive driving like jumping on the gas at every
light only to then hit the brakes will not get the driv-
er home any faster. According to Chevrolet engi-
neers, by driving smoothly, drivers can improve
their mileage by approximately 20 percent. 

Use cruise control
Using cruise control helps maintain a con-

stant speed over time, which is much more effi-
cient than speeding up and slowing down over
and over again.

Roll up the windows
Leaving windows open on the highway

increases air pressure in your car, acting like a
parachute trying to slow the vehicles down,
which consumes much more energy than the air
conditioner will, slowing you down and consum-
ing fuel.  

Check tire pressure
Even with tired just five pounds under the rec-

ommended air pressure, it will make the engine
work harder to turn the wheels. Chevrolet recom-
mends checking tires at least once a month, and
the Tire Information Label located on the inside of
your vehicle’s doorframe has the recommended
cold tire pressure for your vehicle. 

‘Check engine’ light
A “check engine” light can be something as

simple as a loose gas cap. But, a more serious
engine problem can cut fuel economy by up to
40 percent.

Avoid excess idling
A car gets 0 kpl when the engine is idling.

Turn off your engine when your vehicle is parked
to save fuel.  

Roof carriers to haul gear and car ornaments
like country flags increases aerodynamic drag
(wind resistance) and lowers fuel economy. 

At highway speeds, up to a third of your fuel

is used to overcome wind resistance, so even
small changes to your vehicle’s aerodynamics
will have a big impact in fuel economy.

Cut access weight
When it comes to saving on gas, it’s not just

the distance but how a vehicle is loaded and
driven that counts. 

Carrying heavy items in your car makes it
work harder and consume more gas. Keep in
mind that for every 100 kg you carry onboard,
your car uses about 0.5 L/100 km more gas
(around 2 percent extra) - and even more in
smaller vehicles.

Smart driving can save drivers money at pump 

From herdsmen to the central bankers, 
southern Africans count drought cost

Impact still playing out in inflation, food supplies

NEW YORK: Boeing, absorbing billions in write-
downs related to two of its newest commercial
jets and a military fuel tanker, reported its first
quarterly loss in nearly seven years. Yet revenue
for the Chicago aerospace giant rose 1 percent
to $24.8 billion, and company shares rose steadi-
ly before the opening bell yesterday. Charges
totaling $3 billion before taxes, led to Boeing’s
first down quarter since the third quarter of
2009, when it lost $1.6 billion.

Boeing also lowered its full-year earnings to
the range of $6.10 and $6.30 per share, from
$8.15 and $8.35. The revenue outlook remains
the same at $93 billion to $95 billion. The report
of a quarterly loss comes days after one of
Boeing’s key suppliers, Rockwell Collins, publicly
called out the company for being behind on $30
million to $40 million in bills for various elec-
tronic and cockpit equipment. “Boeing is delin-
quent and Boeing has contributed to some of
our underperformance here this quarter in cash
flow, which is disappointing, but we’re working

that with them,” Rockwell Collins CEO Kelly
Ortberg said Monday when the company posted
earnings.

The Boeing Co. reported losses of $234 mil-
lion. The adjusted per-share loss was 44 cents,
which was better than Wall Street had expected.
Analysts surveyed by Zacks Investment Research
had projected a loss of 88 cents per share.
Boeing had already warned analysts of the
heavy charges for the quarter, giving them time
to adjust their estimates. The charges this quar-
ter include a $1.2 billion write-down, before tax-
es, on its 747-8. Boeing attributed the loss to
weakness in the air cargo market, saying that the
overall number of freighter jets produced will be
lower than originally estimated. 

The company will continue to manufacture
one of the giant jets every two months but no
longer has plans to double the production rate
to one per month in 2019. Boeing also decided
against spending money to refurbish and sell its
two remaining 787 Dreamliner test aircraft. — AP

RENTON: Photo shows CFM International LEAP-1B engines on Boeing’s 737 MAX named the
‘Spirit of Renton’ on the tarmac at the Boeing factory in Renton, Washington. - AFP 

Boeing reports ‘first’ 
loss in nearly 7 years


