
Ugandan entrepreneurs
cook up eco-friendly
dryer to cut food waste
KAMPALA: At their workshop in a Kampala suburb, Lawrence
Okettayot and his business partner, both in their mid-20s, drilled
holes and screws into a steel-lined, green wooden box designed
to dry food in an eco-friendly way. Their invention, a low-tech
thermal dehydrator, can be used to process fruits like mango,
banana and pineapple, as well as vegetables such as okra and
eggplant, to stop them spoiling.

It uses heat from briquettes made of discarded paper and
other natural materials, including garden waste. Food waste is a
big challenge in Africa, with about half of crops lost due to poor
harvesting techniques and handling afterwards, according to the
UN Food and Agriculture Organization.

Okettayot had a light-bulb moment in 2016 when his uncle
decided to quit farming out of frustration over his produce going
to waste because he could not find a ready market. Having
grown up in northern Uganda, where a two-decade insurgency
by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA), a brutal rebel group,
caused widespread food shortages, Okettayot thought hard
about a solution.

After completing their studies in mechanical engineering, he
and his childhood friend, Morris Opiyo, embarked on making
their first dryer to preserve food. It worked well and was “a good
inspiration”, Okettayot said. Since then, the pair have made 43
dryers and sold them across Uganda, Rwanda, Zimbabwe and
Burkina Faso to individual farmers. They now have plans to ship
some to Central African Republic and Mauritius.

The “sparky dryer” has a chamber which is lined with steel
and insulated with a thick layer of wood to minimize heat loss. A
fan on top allows air to flow into the heating chamber so that few
briquettes need to be burned to keep it hot.

The heat is transferred to the drying zone where the sliced
foodstuff is stacked on shelves. A catalytic converter also pre-
vents harmful gases from escaping, reducing toxic by-products
like carbon monoxide from the smoke-free briquettes and
enabling the dryer to operate with zero planet-warming emis-
sions. Two kilograms (4.4 lb) of briquettes are needed to dry 10
kg of mangoes in five hours. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: For the first time since the Great
Recession a decade ago, the US Federal Reserve is
poised to cut interest rates, shoring up America’s defens-
es as the global economy weakens. It will mark a striking
about-face for the central bank, reversing a rate increase
announced just seven months ago.

And the policy flip comes as the central bank has suf-
fered a number of awkward stumbles in communications,
as it has tried to communicate confidence in the econo-
my, while at the same time a readiness to support contin-
ued expansion. Fed officials have had to backtrack and
clarify recent statements, and amid President Donald
Trump’s blistering, year-long public campaign against
Fed Chair Jerome Powell, one central banker seemed to
offer himself as an alternative for the leadership position.

Meanwhile, although the rate cut this week is almost
universally expected, economists disagree on whether
the Fed is making the right move. Indeed, cutting rates
now could appear highly unusual: the Fed has never done
so with unemployment so low.

New York Fed President John Williams, the influential

vice chair of the Fed’s monetary policy committee, said
this month that acting quickly to cut the key lending rate
could “vaccinate” an economy against “disease” later on.
But his office later scrambled to clarify that the comment
was referring to the history of monetary policy and was
not a prediction of how the Fed would act on July 31.
Trump pounced almost immediately: “I like New York
Fed President John Williams’ first statement much better
than his second.”

Diane Swonk, chief economist at Grant Thornton,
said the Fed’s communication blunders did not help it
withstand Trump’s onslaught and his demand for lower
borrowing rates. “The president might have been right
for the wrong reasons because he was destroying the
economy himself,” she told AFP, saying the damage
from the trade battles with China and others has been
underestimated.

So “even when they do the right thing it looks like
they’re capitulating,” she said, undermining their credi-
bility.  Trump’s vocal and repeated attacks on the Fed are
unprecedented. And Swonk warned it could backfire.

“What the president’s doing now is undermining
the most powerful tool the Fed has when he’s going to
need it most.”

Mixed economic signals 
James Bullard, the dovish president of the St Louis

Federal Reserve Bank, who like Trump has advocated a
rate cut, said recently that he would take the job of Fed
chair if offered.  In the context of reports that Trump has
considered removing or demoting Powell, Bullard’s com-
ments do little to reinforce confidence in the Fed chief.

Powell has repeatedly said the political considerations
have no impact on the Fed’s policy committee. But even
the economic case is opaque. There are signs the econo-
my does not need central bank stimulus: consumer
spending is solid and job growth is steady, not to men-
tion record stock prices on Wall Street. “For what it’s
worth, we think any rate cut is a mistake,” economist Ian
Shepherdson said in a recent note to clients.

But others argue the Fed will be making up for the
error it made in December. The Fed raised rates in

December despite signs of a weakening global economy
and Trump’s multiple global trade conflicts. 

But central bankers now cite those same reasons as a
justification for cutting rates. “I do believe the Fed made
a mistake and they know it,” Quincy Krosby, chief market
strategist at Prudential Financial, said.

And there are a number of reasons to be worried.
GDP growth slowed this year. Manufacturing is in reces-
sion. The housing market has stumbled. Business invest-
ment is flat-lining amid uncertainty caused by the trade
wars. Powell told lawmakers this month that Trump’s
trade wars with China and Europe were a “shock” to
American business confidence.

Meanwhile, Europe and China are faltering, eating
into demand for US exports and raising the prospect of
contagion, while the possibility of a no-deal Brexit, with
its uncertain consequences, draws nearer every day.
Revised government data released Friday show that at
the end of 2018 growth was only half as strong as previ-
ously reported-taking the wind out of the economy’s
sails at the start of this year. — AFP 

WASHINGTON, DC: The facade of the US Federal Reserve in Washington. President Donald Trump attacked the independent US Federal Reserve, demanding the central bank reverse course and cut interest rates — something it is widely
expected to do this month. — AFP

US central bank struggles to communicate as the global economy weakens

Fed may tweak key rate amid Trump pressure

Saudi chemical 
giant profits 
nosedive over 
low prices
RIYADH: Saudi petrochemicals giant SABIC
said yesterday its net profits for the second
quarter and first half of this year dived due to a
sharp decline in product prices. SABIC net
profit for the three months to June 30 slid by 68
percent to 2.1 billion riyals ($560 million) from a
year earlier, the company said in a statement.

Profit for the first six months of the year
plunged 55 percent to 5.5 billion riyals ($1.47
billion), it said. The slide in earnings was blamed
on “lower average selling prices,” and a drop in
profits made by its associates and joint ven-
tures, said the largest listed company on the
Saudi bourse.

Revenues from sales in the first half of the
year dropped by 14 percent to $19.5 billion,
reported SABIC, which is among the world’s 10
biggest chemical firms. State-owned energy
conglomerate Aramco said in March it was
buying the government’s 70-percent stake in
SABIC for $69.1 billion, in a deal aimed at pro-
viding cash to finance the kingdom’s ambitious
transformation program.

Aramco, the world’s most profitable compa-
ny, is paying most of the price in cash over the
next few years but has already raised a $12 bil-
lion loan from leading international banks.
Saudi Arabia to start next phase of flour mill
privatization.

SAGO sale
Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia’s state grain buyer

SAGO said it will start the next phase of the
sale of its flour mills on Wednesday, which will
see pre-qualified bidders perform due dili-
gence and present financial offers. The sale is
one of the first privatizations the kingdom is
planning as part of a wide-reaching overhaul of
its economy. It has attracted interest from some
of the world’s largest agribusiness firms, includ-
ing Archer Daniels Midland Co and Bunge Ltd.

Still, Saudi Grains Organization (SAGO) in
its statement yesterday did not name successful
pre-qualified bidders from the first phase of the
process last year. Privatization of the flour
milling sector is seen as a litmus test for other
large state asset sales to follow.

Large grain market players’ interest in
SAGO’s mills comes as Saudi Arabia grows
increasingly dependent on grain imports. The
kingdom has become a major importer of
wheat and barley since abandoning plans in
2008 to become self-sufficient - as farming in
the desert was draining scarce water supplies.
But grain industry sources have said the
lengthy privatization process has since discour-
aged some potential bidders. —Agencies

Affordable machine to dry fruit and vegetables helps farmers
stop harvests spoiling and burns green briquettes, not char-
coal, for heat.


