
WASHINGTON:The number of Americans filing
applications for unemployment benefits unexpect-
edly fell last week, suggesting the labor market re-
mains strong even as the economy is slowing.
Initial claims for state unemployment benefits de-
clined 8,000 to a seasonally adjusted 209,000 for
the week ended Aug. 3, the Labor Department
said yesterday. Data for the prior week was re-
vised to show 2,000 more applications received
than previously reported. Last week’s drop in
claims pushed them to the lower end of their
193,000-244,000 range for this year. Economists
polled by Reuters had forecast claims would be
unchanged at 215,000 in the latest week. The
Labor Department said only claims for Idaho were
estimated last week.

The four-week moving average of initial claims,
considered a better measure of labor market
trends as it irons out week-to-week volatility,
edged up 250 to 212,250 last week. US stock
index futures held gains after the release of the
data. Prices of US Treasuries dipped while the dol-
lar was trading slightly higher. Claims will be
watched over the coming weeks for signs that de-
teriorating trade relations which have dimmed the
economy’s outlook and roiled financial markets,
were spilling over to the labor market.

Concerns over the impact of the bitter trade war

on the US economic expansion, the longest on
record, prompted the Federal Reserve to cut inter-
est rates last week for the first time since 2008.

With tensions between the two economic gi-
ants escalating in recent days and recession risks
rising, financial markets have fully priced in an-
other rate cut next month. Expectations for a 50-
basis-point cut at the Fed’s Sept. 17-18 policy
meeting have also risen. While hiring has slowed,
the pace of job gains remains well above the
roughly 100,000 needed per month to keep up
with growth in the working-age population.

Nonfarm payrolls increased by 164,000 jobs
in July, down from 193,000 in June. Job growth
over the last three months averaged 140,000 per
month, the lowest in nearly two years, compared
to 223,000 in 2018. The moderation in employ-
ment growth partly reflects a shortage of workers.

The economy grew at a 2.1 percent annualized
rate in the second quarter, slowing from the first
quarter’s brisk 3.1 percent pace. Growth is seen
below a 2.0 percent rate in the July-September
quarter. Thursday’s claims report also showed the
number of people receiving benefits after an initial
week of aid dropped 15,000 to 1.68 million for the
week ended July 27. The four-week moving aver-
age of the so-called continuing claims fell 11,000
to 1.69 million. — Reuters
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US weekly jobless claims 
fall; labor market strong

Four-week average of claims rise 250 to 212,250

NEW YORK: Nonfarm payrolls increased by 164,000 jobs in July, down from 193,000 in June. — AFP

Cobalt hits headlines
as Glencore shuts 
a key facility
LONDON: Cobalt hit the headlines Wednesday after
Glencore shut a key African facility that mines the rare
metal-and blamed prices that have been tumbling from
highs seen in recent years on battery demand. Zurich-
based resources giant Glencore, which also announced
slumping first-half profits, decided to temporarily halt
output at its Mutanda mine in the southern Katanga
province of the Democratic Republic of Congo.

Here are some things to know about the metal’s
changing fortunes. 

What is cobalt? 
Cobalt is a strategic grey metal which possesses

unique properties that make it ideal for high-end tech-
nology-and also for its blue pigmentation for coloring.

The metal is an essential component for batteries in
smartphones and electric cars, and also used in the aero-
space sector as a super-alloy in engines. Many investors
regard cobalt as a key component to help herald a green
revolution in the auto industry.

“Cobalt is used in pigments and coloring-for glass, for
example-but investors and miners have become excited
about the element because of its use in batteries and es-
pecially lithium-ion cathodes,” said investment director
Russ Mould at British brokerage AJ Bell.

“This means that cobalt is a very important raw ma-
terial for portable electronic devices and also potentially
electric vehicles,” he said. The rare earth metal is usually
mined as a by-product of nickel and copper, he said.

Why did prices slump? 
Cobalt surged between 2016 and 2018 as more carmak-

ers unveiled long-term plans to phase out high-polluting
diesel and petrol vehicles - -in favor of greener electric
models that use batteries. That persuaded producing na-
tions-including Australia, Canada, Russia and Zambia-to
ramp up cobalt output to meet battery demand.

Yet prices tumbled this year to strike a three-year low
in July, as investors eyed abundant supplies-and ques-
tioned the strength of demand from both car and smart-
phone manufacturers.

“According to data from the London Metal Exchange,
cobalt prices are down by some 40 percent from their
peak this year to $12 per pound,” Mould said. “The reason
is a surge in supply, particularly from mines in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, where Glencore is now curtail-
ing activity at the Mutanda mine in response. “Smartphone
volumes have begun to stall and it is still relatively early
days for the electric vehicle market.”

What is the outlook? 
Market commentators do not expect demand to out-

pace those plentiful supplies for another three years. Sen-
timent is also hampered by global economic turmoil and
simmering trade tensions between China and the United
States. “Cobalt began to lose its luster and prices cor-
rected,” noted Darton analyst Andries Gerbens in refer-
ence to this year’s price drop.

“The market balance is expected to turn in 2022, at
which point demand growth is outpacing supply.” The pro-
duction halt at the Mutanda project in DRC’s southern
Katanga province came in response to the mine’s “reduced
economic viability,” as prices for the battery metal fell, ac-
cording to Glencore.

However, chief executive Ivan Glasenberg predicted
that Mutanda “will recommence (operations) once eco-
nomic conditions sufficiently improve”. The DRC is the
biggest producer with almost three quarters of world out-
put in 2018, according to Darton Commodities. — AFP 

US, Britain 
back rapid 
trade deal 
post-Brexit 
WASHINGTON: The top US and
British diplomats said on Wednesday
they were prepared to move “as soon
as possible” on a trade deal after
Britain’s planned withdrawal from the
European Union on October 31.
Speaking in Washington, British For-
eign Secretary Dominic Raab urged
the EU to negotiate a new pact on
Britain’s departure  to avoid a poten-
tially calamitous “no-deal” Brexit.

Raab said after meeting US Secre-
tary of State Mike Pompeo the two
sides agreed on the need for quick
negotiations on a two-way trade deal
after Brexit strands Britain outside
the current US-EU trade pact. “Amer-
ica is our single largest bilateral trad-
ing partner. President Trump has
made clear again that he wants an
ambitious free trade agreement with
UK, so I hope that we can make that
happen as soon as possible after we
leave the EU on the 31st of October,”
Raab told reporters.

Standing at Raab’s side, Pompeo
said Washington supports London’s
“sovereign choice” in withdrawing

from the European Union, whatever
happens. “However Brexit ultimately
shakes out, we’ll be on the doorstep
hand-in-hand, ready to sign a new free
trade agreement at the earliest possi-
ble time,” Pompeo said. Raab repeated
Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s deter-
mination to leave the EU at the end of
October whether or not the two sides
set a new agreement governing post-
Brexit relations. Since Johnson took of-
fice on July 24 promising to change the
previously negotiated terms of the
looming divorce, EU officials have re-
fused to reopen talks. “This govern-
ment, this cabinet is absolutely
resolved, determined to leave the EU
by the end of October,” Raab said.
“There’s a deal to be done. The PM has
expressed that to our European part-
ners,” he added.

“But I think if the EU’s position is
that there can be no change to the
withdrawal agreement, then that would
be a choice that they’ve made, and that
makes it very difficult to see how we
can move a negotiation forward.”

Trump, who sees a like-minded
leader in Johnson, has said that trade be-
tween the two countries could multiply
once Britain leaves the EU and spoke to
the British prime minister about a deal
within days of his taking office last
month. “Negotiating and signing an ex-
citing new free trade agreement with the
US is one of my top priorities,” said
Truss, who supported remaining in the
EU in the 2016 referendum but later
changed her position. — AFP 


