
DUBAI: A General Dynamics F-16 Fighting Falcon is pictured at the Dubai Airshow. —AFP
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SYDNEY: Qantas has asked Airbus and Boeing for a better
deal on planes capable of non-stop Sydney-London flights
before deciding whether to place an order. “We asked them
to go back and re-look at that to sharpen their pencils
because there still was a gap there,” Qantas International
Chief Executive Tino La Spina told an investor briefing yes-
terday after Qantas outlined plans for capital spending to
average A$2 billion ($1.36 billion) a year.

The Australian airline is considering launching the world’s
longest non-stop flights because it sees demand for time-
poor travelers willing to pay a premium to cut out stop-overs.
Qantas is looking to replace its ageing fleet over the medium
term and said it expected capacity growth in the domestic
market to be near-flat in the current half.

On its non-stop Perth-London route, it is achieving a 30%
fare premium in business and premium economy over one-
stop flights from rivals, La Spina said. “That surprised us, just
how much people valued direct flying,” he said. In addition to
Sydney-London flights, the fleet of Airbus A350-1000 or
Boeing 777-8 jets under consideration could also fly
Melbourne-London and from Sydney and Melbourne to
New York and Chicago, La Spina said. Qantas is examining
an initial order for 12 planes, a source familiar with the matter,
who was not authorized to speak with media, told Reuters.

La Spina and Chief Executive Alan Joyce declined to be
drawn on exact numbers during the briefing. “You have to
have a big enough sized fleet to make the economics work,”
Joyce said. Last week, following a London-Sydney test flight,
he said Qantas would decide by the end of the year whether
to proceed with plans for ultra-long haul flights and could
place an order for planes early next year. Citi analysts in July
forecast non-stop flights from Sydney to London and New
York could add A$180 million annually to the carrier’s profit
before tax, which was A$1.3 billion in the financial year ended
June 30. 

Boost for Boeing
In another development, Boeing’s troubled 737 MAX

aircraft gained another boost yesterday as Kazakh flag
carrier Air Astana said it planned to buy 30 of the planes,
which were grounded in March. Air Astana said it had
signed a “letter of intent” to buy 30 of the 737 MAX-8
model, with the order to be finalised in the coming months.
Boeing said the planes would “serve as the backbone” of
Air Astana’s new low-cost carrier FlyArystan.

On Monday, Boeing announced at the Dubai Airshow it
had sold 10 of the aircraft to Turkey’s SunExpress, in the
first firm order since the 737 MAX was taken out of serv-
ice after two crashes that left a total of 346 people dead.
Before this week’s sales, the last commercial landmark for
the troubled model was in June when Boeing secured a
letter of intent from British Airways parent IAG to buy 200
of the planes. The grounding of the 737 MAX has dragged
on far beyond initial expectations as Boeing had to
upgrade systems and faced tough questions from regula-
tors and politicians.

The crisis is one of the most serious in the US manufac-
turer’s 103-year history, and has already cost it tens of bil-
lions of dollars, amid multiple investigations by US author-
ities and complaints from victims’ families. SunExpress
said its purchase was in addition to a previous order for 32
of the aircraft. “We have full confidence that Boeing will
deliver us a safe, reliable and efficient aircraft,” the airline’s
CEO Jens Bischof said. “However, it goes without saying
that this requires the undisputed airworthiness of the mod-
el, granted by all relevant authorities.”

Under scrutiny 
Boeing’s embattled CEO Dennis Muilenburg faced a

grilling from US lawmakers in late October. Many of the
questions focused on the Manoeuvring Characteristics
Augmentation System, an automated system that the pilots
of the doomed Lion Air and Ethiopian Airlines planes were
unable to control, resulting in crashes.

Boeing’s entire global fleet of almost 400 MAX planes
has stayed out of service ever since. Its conduct during the

development of the MAX has come under scrutiny, partic-
ularly on the question of whether it cut corners to launch
the MAX quickly. Analysts said the deal gave some wel-
come backing for Boeing after the future of the model was
put in doubt. “The SunExpress deal may only have been
for 10 aircraft - and firming options at that - but it was
very important for Boeing to get some more public sup-
port for the MAX,” said Dominic Perry from Flyglobal.

At the Dubai Airshow this week however it has been
Airbus which has secured the big-ticket sales, with $30
billion worth of orders of its A320 and A350 aircraft
announced on Monday. Emirates Airline became a blue-
chip customer for the wide-body A350 jet, and Air
Arabia - based in the United Arab Emirates — tripled its
al l-Airbus f leet as it  pursues an expansion plan.
Yesterday, Air Senegal said it had signed a memorandum
of understanding to purchase eight of the new A220 - the
single-aisle aircraft formerly known as the Bombardier C
Series jet. —Agencies

Qantas challenges Airbus, Boeing on ultra-long haul jets
Manufacturers asked to ‘sharpen their pencils’

Investors back global 
online market-place for 
ethical, green farmers
KUALA LUMPUR: A former investment banker has
raised more than $10 million to expand a startup that
helps developing-nation farmers who are using green
and ethical methods to earn more by linking them
directly with food buyers around the world. After a
decade investing in commodity markets at Deutsche
Bank and Korea Investment Corporation, Hoshik Shin
set up online marketplace Tridge in 2015 to build a net-
work of sustainable producers and link them to buyers
at home and abroad.

Food sold on Tridge includes peppermint leaves from
Egypt, peanuts farmed in Nigeria and mangoes grown in
India and Thailand. “At the moment, suppliers in emerg-
ing countries are so restricted to just meeting local buy-
ers,” said the South Korean entrepreneur, whose venture

secured $10.5 million this month from investors to bolster
the business.

“Through our platform, they can meet foreign buyers
more easily ... prices will improve and that gives bigger
benefits to both farmers and their employees,” the 42-
year-old told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. Tridge
users include the world’s largest retailer Walmart Inc and
French supermarket chain Carrefour, said Shin. Globally,
consumers and retailers are demanding more informa-
tion about the goods they source, buy and eat, to make
sure their production and transportation does not dam-
age the environment, or use illegal and unethical busi-
ness practices.

In response, manufacturers of household brands,
restaurants and other businesses are seeking to attract
more customers by offering products guaranteed free of
deforestation or slave labor, for example. Earlier this
year, conservation group WWF launched a website that
harnesses blockchain technology allowing users to scan
a QR code on a product or menu revealing its full histo-
ry and supply chain. Seoul-based Tridge makes use of
artificial intelligence, data and algorithms, and has about
80 employees in 40 countries verifying that suppliers

are trustworthy and ethical.
Food sellers on the platform, who are based in about

150 countries, can cut out middlemen and traders along
the supply chain, who often take a cut and push up prices.
“The buyers get cheaper sourcing, and the supplier can
get a better selling price,” said Shin. Once linked, produc-
ers and their customers - which include large and small
retailers, importers, manufacturers and caterers - can con-
duct business away from the website, with suppliers pay-
ing Tridge for the connection. The online platform, whose
main rival is China’s Alibaba Group, has more than 1,000
food products, 60,000 suppliers and 40,000 buyers.

Last year, purchase requests totalled about $2 billion,
Shin said, with a target of $10 billion for 2020. “We figured
that food and agriculture is the most fragmented industry,”
he said, noting the system can match sellers to buyers’
specifications “within one second”. David Dawe, a senior
economist at the UN Food and Agriculture Organization in
Bangkok, said ethical and sustainable food supply chains
often incur extra costs, making it hard for them to be com-
petitive. “Use of new digital technologies can counteract
those additional costs, helping such businesses to survive
and grow their market share,” he added. —Reuters

In desert dunes, 
electro fans rave 
about tourism
ONG JMAL: Bass rhythms boom out across the
Tunisian Sahara toward a herd of camels, lasers
splash colors across the dunes and VIPs sip vodka in
what was once a “Star Wars” movie set. The Dunes
Electronique music festival, launched in 2014, was
revived last weekend on the set where US director
George Lucas created the desert planet of Tatooine.
The festival marked a joyous and noisy comeback
after a three-year silence following several deadly
jihadist attacks in the North African country which
also badly hit its tourism sector.

In a sign of the growing appeal of the remote
Saharan region and its other-worldly landscapes,
more than 20 international and local DJs and thou-
sands of revellers converged on the desert site of
Ong Jmal in southwest Tunisia for the two-day
extravaganza. “We had already visited Tunis, but this
time we came all the way here for the festival,” said
Leopold Poignant, a 22-year-old student from Paris
who planned to also visit the nearby oasis town of
Tozeur after the party.

He said they were drawn by DJs like Adam Port
and Konstantin Sibold, “but we’ve also come for the
experience. This is a Star Wars setting, and partying
in the dunes is really something.” The event was held
around the circular constructions built 20 years ago
as settings for the Star Wars space-opera. Ong Jmal
is the best known of several sites in Tunisia where
Lucas shot scenes of the youth of his hero Luke
Skywalker. Each year, tens of thousands of tourists
walk through the sand-swept set taking selfies.

Nomadic tents, campfires 
As music played non-stop for 30 hours, those not

dancing were huddled in nomadic tents set up as
“chill zones” or, given the very real night-time
desert chill, around camp fires. Most of the 5,000
revelers were Tunisians, some of whom had never
visited the area before. “I’m a city girl, I don’t like
these traditional areas, but now there are many
events in the south so I ended up coming,” said
Zoubeida. Army and police were deployed around
the party site, located less than 40 kilometers from
the Algerian border.

The 2011 revolution which toppled longtime auto-
crat Zine El Abidine Ben Ali and the jihadist attacks
that killed dozens of tourists in 2015 dealt a heavy
blow to Tunisia’s vital tourism sector. Although the
south was not directly targeted in the attacks, visits
to the region have dwindled to mostly one-night
outings from coastal resorts. “The biggest number of
tourists now are Russians, and they only buy water
on their way to the desert,” said Nagga Ramzi, a
shopkeeper with kohl-lined eyes. “It’s hard. There’s
nothing here but dates... and tourism.” —AFP

DUBAI: United Arab Emirates’ air force Aerobatic Team, Al-
Fursan, performs stunts at the Dubai Airshow.  —AFP


