
First Finance unveils home 
finance campaign with 
QR 200,000 cash reward
TRIBUNE NEWS NETWORK

DOHA

FIRST Finance Company has 
announced the launch of its 
latest home finance campaign, 
which will run until October 
30, 2022.

With the new campaign, 
First Finance Company’s new 
and existing customers will 
receive a QR200,000 cash 
reward when they apply for 
home financing worth QR2 
million and above.

This campaign aims to 
provide a unique financing 
solution for people aspiring to 
buy their dream home, while 
also giving them the opportu-
nity to receive a cash reward 
up to QR200,000. 

First Finance Company is 
always committed to provid-
ing innovative services that 

will help its customers achieve 
their life goals in a hassle-
free, seamless and conveni-
ent manner. The company 
believes that this new home 
financing campaign will assist 
its esteem clients to become 
home owners with ease.

First Finance Company 
was founded in November 
1999 as the first finance com-

pany in Qatar regulated by 
the Central Bank of Qatar. It 
focuses on meeting the finan-
cial needs of its customers 
through high-quality and full-
range of Shari’a compliant fi-
nancial services.

The company serves Qa-
tari nationals and expatri-
ates, as well as the big sector 
of SME.

AGENCIES 
NEW YORK

GLOBAL stock markets end-
ed the week on a mixed note 
on Friday, with Wall Street 
being dragged down by disap-
pointing results from technol-
ogy companies and weak eco-
nomic data, adding to fears of 
a recession.

US stocks ended a three-
day streak of gains, with the 
Dow Jones Industrial Aver-
age falling 0.4 percent and 
the S&P 500 losing 0.9 per-
cent. The Nasdaq Composite 
dropped 1.9 percent.

Results by Snap, the owner 
of the Snapchat messaging 
app, landed like a bombshell, 
with quarterly losses nearly 
tripling to $422 million de-
spite revenue increasing 13 
percent under conditions 
“more challenging” than ex-
pected. Its shares plummeted 
nearly 40 percent.

The results also weighed 
on Facebook parent Meta 
Platforms, which dropped 7.6 
percent, and Google parent 
Alphabet, which shed 5.8 per-
cent amid worries over inter-

net advertising.
“Even though results are 

not great, they have been good 
enough,” said Angelo Kourka-
fas, investment strategist at 
Edward Jones. “What has 
helped the markets rebound 
aside from good enough earn-
ings is the declining inflation 
expectations.”

With 106 of the S&P 500 
companies having reported 
earnings through Friday 
morning, 75.5 per cent have 
topped analyst expectations, 
below the 81 per cent beat rate 
over the past four quarters, ac-
cording to Refinitiv data.

European stocks edged back 
into positive territory. At the 
close of trading on Friday, Lon-
don’s FTSE 100 and Frankfurt’s 
DAX inched up 0.1 per cent, 
while the Paris CAC 40 rose 0.3 
percent. The euro came under 
pressure after a key survey sug-
gested the single-currency area 
could be on the verge of reces-
sion due to slumping demand 
and rising costs.

A bigger-than-expected 
hike in interest rates by the 
European Central Bank failed 
to provide a lasting boost to 
the euro, as political turmoil in 
Italy also clouds the outlook.

Global markets close on 
mixed note as tech stocks 
drag Wall Street lower

‘Nebras on hunt for growth and plans to increase capacity significantly’

Improved power, 
water offtake to 
fuel QEWC growth 
in H2 2022: Report

SATYENDRA PATHAK 
DOHA

GROWTH in Qatar Electricity 
and Water Company (QEWC) 
2022 should be fuelled by 
improved power and water 
offtake, especially during the 
second half of 2022, given the 
FIFA World Cup Qatar 2022, 
QNB Financial Services (QN-
BFS) has said in a report re-
leased recently.

In the report, QNBFS said, 
“We continue to like QEWC 
as a long-term play with a 
relatively defensive business 
model. The near-term impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic 
was muted on QEWC’s busi-
ness model as the company 
is paid based on power and 
water availability and is rela-
tively unaffected by the vagar-
ies of end demand.”

Highlighting QEWC’s re-
cent agreement to purchase 
the 40 percent of Nebras 
Power it did not already own 
for $530 million, the report 
said, “We believe this deal, to 
be financed by a $550 million 
bank loan, could be slightly 
accretive around 3 percent 
over 2022-2026 and will up-
date our estimates once the 
transaction closes. However, 
we have already incorporated 
this acquisition into our DCF-
based valuation model.”

“QEWC still enjoys decent 
EBITDA margins and divi-
dend/FCF yields. As expect-
ed, the UAH water expansion 
was commissioned during the 
first quarter of 2021. Long-
term catalysts including ad-
ditional domestic expansions 
like Facility E in 2024-2025 
and others will further sup-
port the company’s growth,” 
it said.

Outside Qatar, the report 
said, “Nebras remains on the 
hunt for growth and has plans 
to increase its capacity signifi-
cantly, which currently stands 

at more than 2.1 GW (+6.4 
GW gross). Given that Nebras 
will become a 100 percent-
owned subsidiary in the sec-
ond half of 2022, we believe 
additional disclosures regard-
ing its growth prospects could 
help fuel increases in QEWC’s 
earnings estimates.”

Commenting on the com-
pany’s second-quarter result, 
the report said, “QEWC re-
ported net income of QR295.9 
million in the second quar-
ter of 2022, down 28.3 per-
cent YoY and 23.9 percent 
QoQ, below our estimate of 
QR362.9 million. We note the 
company recorded a QR86.1 
million loss on land held for 
sale in Lusail and if we ex-
clude this one-off item, the 
second quarter 2022 earnings 
would have come in at QR382 
million, 5.3 percent above 
our estimate. Overall operat-
ing metrics were in-line with                                
our model.”

“Total revenue 
(power+water+lease inter-
est) of QR635.4 million, a 
growth of 5.9 percent yoy 
and 12.5 percent qoq in the 
second quarter of 2022 was 
bang in-line with our forecast 
of QR629.8 million. Power 
revenue (49 percent of sales) 
of QR308.7 million (17.9 per-
cent yoy, 21.3 percent qoq 
was moderately below our 
forecast, while water sales (49 
percent of top-line; down 1.1 
percent yoy and up 6.3 per-
cent QoQ slightly exceeded 
our estimate,” it said.

The report said, “The JV 
income took a hit on account 
of a QR113 million net impair-
ment loss on Nebras’ five so-
lar plants located in Ukraine. 
Gross margin came in at 45.9 
percent in the second quarter 
of 2022, which was lower than 
51.8 percent posted in the 
second quarter of 2021 and 
49.1 percent reported in the 

first quarter of 2022. EBITDA 
margin came in at 41.1 percent 
in the second quarter of 2022 
against 47.1 percent in the 
second quarter of 2021 and 
42.2 percent in the first quar-
ter of 2022.

“JV income decreased to 
QR73.1 million from QR166.3 
million in the second quarter 
of 2021, down 56.1 percent yoy 
and QR92.4 million in the first 
quarter of 2022, down 20.9 
percent qoq. As mentioned 
above, QEWC management 
assumed a worst-case sce-
nario and impaired its entire 
investment in five solar plants 
(via Nebras) in Ukraine. 

“In the future, the compa-
ny may be able to reverse this 
QR113 million impairment if 
the situation in Ukraine im-
proves. If we exclude this im-
pairment, JV income would 
have come in at a healthy 
QR186 million in the second 
quarter of 2022,” it said.
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COMMERCIAL Bank’s ex-
tensive efforts to provide 
its customers with the best 
corporate banking services 
have resulted in the bank’s 
recognition as the ‘Best Bank 
for Corporate Banking in 
Qatar’ for the year 2022 in 
the Euromoney Awards for                              
Excellence.

The Euromoney Awards 
for Excellence single out fi-
nancial institutions for 25 
global awards in banking 
and capital markets, as well 
as the best banks and secu-
rities houses in nearly 100                         
countries. 

The Awards for Excel-
lence have been established 
in 1992 to be the first of their 

kind in the global banking in-
dustry. This year Euromoney 
received a record number of 
submissions from banks in 
regional and country awards 
programme that covers more 
than 50 regional awards and 
best bank awards in 100 
countries.

Commenting on the win, 
Commercial Bank GCEO Jo-
seph Abraham said, “This 
award reflects our commit-
ment to innovation and digi-
tal transformation to provide 
our corporate customers 
with a world-class client                                
experience.”

Commercial Bank EGM 
and Head of Wholesale 
Banking Raju Buddhiraju 
said, “Prestigious awards 
such as the Euromoney 
Awards for Excellence act as 

a catalyst for us to continue 
to introduce our corporate 
customers to new digital in-
novations that enhance their 
experience whilst maintain-
ing our role as pioneers in 
the wholesale banking scene 
in Qatar. 

Commercial Bank offers 
a comprehensive range of 
innovative financial services 
including cash management 
solutions to corporate busi-
nesses and international 
companies trading or imple-
menting projects in Qatar.”

This recent award from 
Euromoney affirms Com-
mercial Bank’s determina-
tion to constantly create ways 
to provide corporate clients 
with the best seamless bank-
ing services and the most in-
novative digital technology.

CB wins ‘Best Bank for Corporate Banking in Qatar’ award from Euromoney

Senior officials of Commercial Bank at the Euromoney Awards for Excellence. 

QEWC reported net income of QR295.9 million in the second quarter of 2022.

Traders work on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange.
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Herbert Diess, the Volk-
swagen CeO whose image had 
been tarnished in the fallout 
from the German automaker’s 
emissions-cheating scandal, is 
stepping down.

In a surprise announce-
ment Friday, the Wolfsburg, 
Germany-based company 
said Diess will depart Sept. 1 
“by mutual consent” with the 
board. No reason was given for 
his departure. Oliver blume, 
CeO of VW brand Porsche, 
will succeed Diess.

Diess, who took over as 
chief executive in 2018, pre-
sided over the automaker at a 
time of significant change in 
the industry, including a shift 
toward increased production 
of electric vehicles. His con-
tract was set to expire in 2025.

board Chairman Hans Di-
eter Poetsch thanked Diess in 
a statement and praised his 

role in “advancing the trans-
formation of the company.” 
“Not only did he steer the 
company through extremely 
turbulent waters, but he also 
implemented a fundamentally 
new strategy,” Poetsch said.

Diess focused on Volkswa-
gen’s shift toward zero-emis-
sions vehicles, but analysts 
say he wasn’t able to create 
change within the company 
and that the carmaker has 
fallen behind in some key de-
velopments, such as software 
implementation.

“With industry challenges 
accelerating and a growing 
number of new and fast-fol-
lower challengers, new man-
agement offers an opportunity 
to revisit strategy or jump-start 
stalled relationships,” analysts 
at Jefferies equity research 
said in a research note.

Shortly before his ouster 
was announced, Diess posted 
on LinkedIn about the difficul-

ties facing the automaker — 
from russia’s war in Ukraine 
to a shortage of computer 

chips that has stymied produc-
tion. Despite those struggles, 
he said he was “very satisfied 

with our performance,” citing 
high demand for Volkswagen’s 
electric vehicles and a rebound 

in China after COVID-19 lock-
downs.

“After a really stressful 
first half of 2022 many of us 
are looking forward to a well-
deserved summer break,” his 
post said.

Diess reportedly has 
clashed with the company’s 
powerful labor representa-
tives over issues including top 
personnel decisions. Workers 
hold an unusual amount of 
clout at Volkswagen, through 
requirements that worker rep-
resentatives hold board seats 
and because the company’s 
home state of Lower Saxony 
holds a stake in the company.

Diess also was trailed by 
the emissions scandal. Com-
ing from bMW, Diess took 
over as head of the VW brand 
shortly before it was caught 
using software to evade U.S. 
emissions requirements for 
diesel cars in 2015.

Volkswagen admitted in-

stalling software that turned 
on pollution controls when 
vehicles were being tested 
and switched them off dur-
ing everyday driving. that 
made it look as if the cars met 
tough U.S. limits on pollutants 
known as nitrogen oxides.

the scandal cost the com-
pany 31 billion euros ($34  
billion) in fines and settle-
ments.

German prosecutors had 
charged Diess and Poetsch in 
2019 with stock manipulation 
over a failure to tell inves-
tors in time about the loom-
ing scandal. the charges were 
later dropped in return for a 9 
million-euro (dollar) payment, 
with no admission of guilt 
from the two.

In the announcement Fri-
day, Volkswagen also said 
the company’s chief financial 
officer, Arno Antlitz, will be-
come the new chief operating 
officer.

Volkswagen CEO, facing series of setbacks, will step down

High and rising inflation has domi-
nated the economic agenda in 
recent months. the combination 

of robust policy-induced global demand 
growth with pandemic-related supply con-
straints led to a significant uptick in con-
sumer prices. While most of the discussions 
about inflation tend to be concentrated on 
the challenges that it poses to the US and 
european economies, emerging markets 
(eM) are also affected. In fact, eM infla-
tion is well within the double digit space, 
significantly higher than its 10-year aver-
age of 5.2% or the current 7.4% figure for 
advanced economies. 

However, not all of the eM are in the 
same position when it comes to inflation. In 
emerging Asia, for example, there is a wide 
range of inflation prints running from low 
inflation to very high chronic inflation. In 
this piece, we differentiate between high, 
moderate and low inflation. High infla-
tion is defined here as a year-on-year (y/y) 
consumer price increase that is at least 200 
basis points (bps) higher than the 6.5% 
long-term inflation average for the region. 
Moderate inflation ranges 200 bps around 
this average, i.e., it ranges between 4.5% 
and 8.5%. Low inflation includes rates that 
are below 4.5%.

Our analysis dives into the reasons 
behind such divergence in inflation figures 
across emerging Asia. In our view, one 
main factor dominates the overall price 
dynamics of each bracket of countries we 
analyse. this one dominating factor how-
ever is different for each bracket. We have 
identified income level as the dominant 
driver for high inflation countries, imported 
inflation for moderate inflation countries 
and improvements in current account posi-
tions for low inflation countries. 

All emerging Asian economies that 
currently face high inflation are low income 
countries, i.e., countries that present a GDP 
per capita around or below USD 12 thou-
sand. this includes Sri Lanka, Mongolia, 
Pakistan and Laos. According to the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF), USD 12 
thousand is the average income per capita 
in developing and emerging Asia. In those 
countries, high inflation is explained by two 
factors, both associated with low income 
conditions. First, their average consumer 
basket tends to have a high weight of es-
sential goods, such as food and energy. this 
means that food and energy absorb a higher 
amount of income relative to the total 
income available. Unfortunately, due to 
different global supply shocks coming from 
the pandemic and the russo-Ukrainian 
conflict, food and energy are the products 
under more price pressures across conti-
nents. As a result, lower income countries 
are more likely to experience higher infla-
tion than countries where energy and food 
represent a smaller share of total consump-
tion. Second, low income countries are 
negatively affected by a lack of adequate 
infrastructure, capital and organizational 
expertise. this makes it difficult for them to 
substitute higher cost imported goods for 
lower cost domestically produced goods. 
thus, price pressures from external shocks 
become more difficult to absorb, as local 
production rarely provides cheaper domes-
tic alternatives to expensive imported goods 
in an effective manner.  

the majority of emerging Asia is expe-
riencing moderate inflation. this includes 
bangladesh, Cambodia, thailand, India, 
Papua New Guinea, Singapore, Korea, 
Philippines and Fiji. In their case, infla-
tion rates are still significantly below global 
inflation and even below inflation in major 
advanced economies, where it is currently 
running around 7%.   Importantly, all these 
countries are net energy and commodity 
importers, which makes them particularly 

vulnerable to the recent rise in oil and ag-
ricultural prices. this suggests that a large 
share of the current rise in prices is due to 
imported inflation. this has been amplified 
by the ongoing depreciation of their curren-
cies, partially driven by the negative shock 
on their current accounts. 

A few emerging Asian countries are 
running against the global trend, present-
ing low inflation figures. this includes 
Indonesia, Vietnam, Malaysia and China. 
they are all benefiting from improvements 
in their current account balances. the 
drivers for this, however, are different. In 
Indonesia and Malaysia, they are associ-
ated with commodity prices. As net com-
modity exporters, they both benefit from 
higher fiscal and external revenues. While 
fiscal windfalls support the funding of food 
and energy subsidies, external windfalls 
protect the local currencies against global 
headwinds, preventing inflationary depre-
ciations and devaluations. In China and 
Vietnam, booming exports and subdued 
domestic consumption are also favouring 
an improvement in their respective cur-
rent account positions. this supports their 
currencies while allowing for the continuity 
of a growth model that tends to be defla-
tionary, i.e., that combines relatively low 
domestic consumption with excess savings 
that are allocated into new investments.  
In China, this was further supported by 
the slowdown caused by social distancing 
measures imposed during the most recent 
Covid-19 outbreaks in the country. 

All in all, inflation figures reflect differ-
ent patterns in emerging Asia with varying 
root causes. Low income countries face high 
inflation because of the composition of their 
consumption basket and their inability to 
substitute higher cost imports. Net com-
modity importers face moderate inflation 
because of high commodity prices and 
inflationary currency depreciations. Coun-
tries with an improving current account 
position face low inflation because of the 
resilience of their currencies, their capacity 
to maintain subsidies and moderate domes-
tic demand.

 — By QNB Economics

How bad is the inflation  
problem in emerging Asia?

QNB EcoNomic commENtary

brent settled higher for the first 
time in six weeks, with prices 
supported by strong demand 

in Asia. WtI crude closed lower for 
the third straight week, dropping 
over the past two sessions, after data 
showed that U.S. gasoline demand had 
dropped nearly 8% from a year earlier 
in the midst of the peak summer driv-
ing season, hit by record prices at the 
pump. 

On Friday, WtI settled $1.65, lower 
at $94.70 a barrel, while brent crude 
fell 66 cents, to $103.20. trading in 
oil futures has been volatile in recent 
weeks as traders try to reconcile pos-
sibilities of further interest rate hikes 
that could cut demand against tight 
supply from the loss of russian barrels. 

Meanwhile, the eU said it would 
allow russian state-owned companies 
to ship oil to third countries under 
an adjustment of sanctions agreed by 
member states last week. 

Under tweaks to sanctions on 
russia that came into force on Friday, 
payments related to purchases of rus-
sian seaborne crude oil by eU compa-
nies would not be banned. Meanwhile, 
the global economy looks increasingly 
likely to be heading into a serious 
slowdown, just as central banks ag-
gressively reverse ultra-loose monetary 
policy adopted during the pandemic to 
support growth.

Asia spot prices Ease as Nord 
Stream 1 flows resume

Asian spot liquefied natural gas 
prices fell last week as concerns about a 
tight market eased with the resumption 
of russian gas flows via Nord Stream 1 
following its 10-day maintenance. 

the average LNG price for Septem-
ber delivery into Northeast Asia was 
estimated at $38 per million british 
thermal units (mmbtu), down $2.5 or 
6.2%, from the previous week, industry 
sources said. 

the competition between europe 
and Asia at a time when global LNG 
supply is tight has recently pushed 
Asian LNG prices to a four-month high 
and close to record levels last seen in 
December. 

Meanwhile, Japanese and Korean 
buyers remained active in the spot 

market to meet summer demand as 
Northeast Asian countries continue 
to experience above average summer 
temperatures. 

Now that russian gas is flowing 
again towards Germany - even if it is 
only at 40% - there should be some 
relief in the need for LNG imports in 
order to fill european gas inventories 
in time. 

However, european demand for 
LNG will remain very high during the 
winter months. In the U.S., natural 
gas futures rose on forecasts for hot-
ter weather and higher demand than 
expected. For the week, the contract 
climbed for a third week in a row, gain-
ing 18%.

— By The Al-Attiyah Foundation

Brent settles higher for 1st time in six weeks
WEEkly ENErgy markEt rEviEW

Twitter, in Musk fight, 
posts drop in revenue

Agencies

tWItter reported a quar-
terly loss Friday and declining 
revenue caught Wall Street off 
guard with the number of peo-
ple using the platform on the 
rise.

the latest quarterly earn-
ings figures offered a glimpse 
into how the social media 
platform has performed dur-
ing a months-long negotiation 
with billionaire and tesla CeO 
elon Musk after he said that he 
would buy the company, and 
then changed his mind.

It was worse than industry 
analysts had anticipated.

the company lost $270 
million in the April-June pe-
riod, or 8 cents per share. Wall 
Street was expecting a per-
share profit of 14 cents, accord-
ing to a poll by FactSet.

Inflation has crimped ad-
vertising spending and that 
was a huge drag on twitter’s 
quarterly revenue, which slid 
1% to $1.18 billion. the com-
pany also cited “uncertainty” 
over the acquisition by Musk.

twitter is holding no calls 
with analysts and will not pub-
lish a letter to shareholders, 
as is the norm, because of the 
pending acquisition.

the underlying numbers at 
twitter, however, were good. 

the number of daily active us-
ers rose 16.6% to 237.8 million 
compared with the same pe-
riod a year before.

those numbers are par-
ticularly impressive in the 
wake of a quarterly earnings 
report late thursday from the 
social media company Snap.

Snap also saw advertising 
tumble in the high-inflation-
ary environment and shares 
plunged more than 30% Fri-
day before the opening bell.

“When compared to the 
nightmare quarter of SNAP 
last night, it shows digital ad 
spending is not falling off a cliff 
like feared which is a positive 
for others in the space such 
as Facebook, Pinterest, and 

Google,” wrote Dan Ives, who 
covers technology for Wed-
bush.

Shares of twitter Inc. rose 
1% at the opening bell Friday 
as the clash with Musk over-
shadowed almost everything. 
twitter is attempting to force 
Musk to make good on his 
April promise to buy the com-
pany for $44 billion. twitter 
last week sued Musk to com-
plete the deal and both sides 
are bracing for an October 
courtroom trial to resolve the 
dispute.

the April-June fiscal quar-
ter encompassed a tumultuous 
three months for twitter, start-
ing with the April 4 disclosure 
that Musk had acquired a huge 

stake in the company, paving 
the way for his takeover bid 
later that month. It didn’t take 
long for the relationship to fray 
as Musk publicly tweeted his 
concerns about twitter and its 
employees and signaled he was 
having second thoughts.

twitter argued in court 
that Musk’s actions and his 
“repeated disparagement of 
twitter and its personnel” cre-
ated uncertainty that harmed 
twitter’s business operations, 
employees and stock price.

It called for an expedited 
trial so the company could car-
ry on with important business 
decisions, while Musk sought 
to wait until next year because 
of the complexity of the case 
and his demands for more of 
twitter’s internal data about 
how it counts fake and auto-
mated “spam bot” accounts 
— which he’s cited as a chief 
reason for trying to terminate 
the deal.

A judge this week set the 
trial for October, siding with 
twitter’s concerns that too 
much delay could cause the 
company irreparable harm. 
It will be held in Delaware’s 
Court of Chancery, which han-
dles many high-profile busi-
ness disputes, unless Musk 
and twitter settle the case be-
fore then.

The Twitter splash page is seen on a digital device.

In this Monday, Sept. 9, 2019, file photo, CEO of Volkswagen Herbert Diess introduces the new VW ID.3 at 
the IAA Auto Show in Frankfurt, Germany. 
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T-Mobile settles to pay $350 mn 
to customers in data breach

Agencies

T- Mobile has agreed to pay 
$350 million to customers 
affected by a class action 
lawsuit filed after the com-
pany disclosed last August 
that personal data like social 
security numbers had been 
stolen in a cyberattack.

In a Securities and Ex-
change Commission filing 
on Friday, the mobile phone 
company said the funds 
would pay for claims by class 
members, the legal fees of 
plaintiffs’ counsel and the 
costs of administering the  
settlement. It also said it 
would spend $150 million 
next year and in 2023 to 
fortify its data security and 
other technologies.

T-Mobile said the set-
tlement contains no admis-
sion of liability, wrongdoing 
or responsibility by any of 

the defendants. 
The company said that 

it expects court approval of 
the terms of the settlement 
as early as December 2022.

Nearly 80 million U.S. 
residents were affected by 
the breach. In addition to 
Social Security numbers, 
other information breached 
included names and infor-
mation from driver’s licens-
es or other identification.

T-Mobile, based in Belle-
vue, Washington, became 
one of the country’s largest 
cellphone service carriers, 
along with AT&T and Ve-
rizon, after acquiring rival 
Sprint in 2020. It reported 
having a total of 102.1 mil-
lion U.S. customers after 
the merger. T-Mobile said it 
expects to record a total pre-
tax charge of roughly $400 
million in the second quar-
ter of this year.

Agencies

GooGlE has fired one of 
its engineers who said the 
company’s artificial intel-
ligence system has feelings, 
the BBC has reported

last month, Blake lem-
oine went public with his 
theory that Google’s lan-
guage technology is sentient 
and should therefore have 
its “wants” respected.

Google, plus several AI 
experts, denied the claims 
and on Friday the compa-
ny confirmed he had been 
sacked.

lemoine told the BBC 
he is getting legal advice, 
and declined to comment 
further.

In a statement, Google 
said lemoine’s claims about 
The language Model for Di-
alogue Applications (lam-
da) were “wholly unfound-
ed” and that the company 
worked with him for “many 
months” to clarify this.

“So, it’s regrettable that 
despite lengthy engagement 
on this topic, Blake still 
chose to persistently violate 
clear employment and data 
security policies that in-
clude the need to safeguard 
product information,” the 
statement said.

lamda is a break-
through technology that 
Google says can engage in 
free-flowing conversations. 
It is the company’s tool for 
building chatbots.

Blake lemoine start-

ed making headlines last 
month when he said lamda 
was showing human-like 
consciousness. It sparked 
discussion among AI ex-
perts and enthusiasts about 
the advancement of tech-
nology that is designed to 
impersonate humans.

lemoine, who worked 
for Google’s Responsible AI 
team, told The Washington 
Post that his job was to test 
if the technology used dis-
criminatory or hate speech.

He found lamda 
showed self-awareness and 
could hold conversations 
about religion, emotions 
and fears. This led lem-
oine to believe that behind 
its impressive verbal skills 
might also lie a sentient 
mind.

His findings were dis-
missed by Google and he 
was placed on paid leave 
for violating the company’s 
confidentiality policy.

lemoine then pub-
lished a conversation he 
and another person had 
with lamda, to support his 
claims.

In its statement, Google 
said it takes the responsible 
development of AI “very se-
riously” and published a re-
port detailing this. It added 
that any employee concerns 
about the company’s tech-
nology are reviewed “exten-
sively”, and that lamda has 
been through 11 reviews.

“We wish Blake well”, 
the statement ended.

Google fires engineer 
who claimed its AI 
chatbot is sentient

Agencies

U.S. planemaker Boeing 
triumphed this week as it 
scooped up more orders than 
its European rival Airbus at 
the first Farnborough Airshow 
since aviation was ravaged by 
CoVID.

Returning from a four-year 
absence, Farnborough hosted 
the sector’s biggest players and 
signaled that the industry’s re-
covery from the pandemic is 
underway if somewhat bumpy.

Boeing won orders totaling 
297 aircraft during the spec-
tacle, leaving Airbus trailing 
in its wake on just 85 jets. Yet 
those numbers remain dra-
matically lower than in 2018.

The U.S. titan stole the 
show on Monday with a block-
buster $13.5-billion deal with 
U.S. airline Delta for 100 of its 
MAX-10 aircraft and options 
for 30 more.

The MAX -- which suffered 
two fatal crashes in 2018 and 
2019 -- saw a rush of interest 
with orders also from Japan’s 
ANA, U.S. investment fund 777 
Partners, leasing firm Aviation 
Capital, and Qatar Airways.

Airbus failed to keep up 
with the blistering pace; its big-
gest order was for 56 A320neo 
single-aisle aircraft worth $6.2 
billion from British budget air-
line EasyJet.

Yet Boeing remains san-
guine over its successful show-
ing after recent turmoil, and 
stressed its focus on safety.

“It’s been a very humbling 
week in the sense of what 
we’ve been going through a lot 
as an industry, as a company,” 
Boeing’s senior vice president 
of commercial sales and mar-
keting, Ihssane Mounir, told 
reporters.

“We always say that the 
airshow weeks are just one 
week out of 52 -- and it ends 
up being the culmination of all 
the work and getting together 
and celebrating and announc-
ing and so on, especially after 
the CoVID pandemic and eve-
rything we have gone through.

“From a business stand-
point, the recovery is well un-
derway. We’ve seen it in the 
domestic markets and now it’s 
starting to take foothold in the 
international markets as well.” 
Industry analyst John Strick-
land said Boeing had made 
clear progress.

“Boeing will leave the show 
with a feeling that it has made 
valuable progress securing or-
ders from key customers Delta 
and Qatar, whilst being trans-
parent on its ongoing work to 
refocus on safety and quality,” 
he said.

Global air traffic was para-
lyzed by the coronavirus pan-
demic, which grounded planes 
and decimated demand, while 
recovery is wobbly.

Aviation still faces head-
winds from rocketing inflation 
fueled by historically high oil 
prices, higher wages, labour 
shortages and supply-chain 
snarls, while airports struggle.

“The world stopped and 
then had to start again and 
there’s inevitably some starts 
and stops, like a traffic jam,” 
Warren East, CEo of British 
engine maker Rolls-Royce, 
told AFP in a summary of the 
pandemic’s impact.

Airbus forecasts the nar-
row-body aircraft market will 
return to its pre-pandemic 
level by 2023, with wide-body 
reaching this point by 2025.

Global air traffic is on 
course to recover its 2019 level 

in 2024, according to indus-
try body the International Air 
Transport Association.

Aviation has yet to see a 
boost to wide-body aircraft 
although analysts remain up-
beat.

Airbus CEo Guillaume 
Faury, speaking to AFP at 
Farnborough, said “the big is-
sue” for the Franco-German 
group was the delivery of air-
craft -- rather than increasing 
the size of its order book.

And he also stressed that 
order levels were “good” -- 
while the airshow was more 
about mixing with a vital net-
work of suppliers.

“For 2022, the level of or-
ders we will have at Airbus will 
be good,” Faury told AFP. “At 
Farnborough, we spend a lot 
of time with suppliers -- which 
gives the impression that there 
is less activity because there 

are fewer major contracts an-
nounced. However, it is an 
airshow with a lot of activity, 
in my view.” Christian Scherer, 
chief commercial officer of Air-
bus, added separately that it 
was “about time” that Boeing 
won the orders game.

Elsewhere, defense was a 
hot topic at Farnborough as 
nations bolster their armed 
forces after Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine.

The UK government also 
revealed the latest progress on 
its cutting-edge Tempest fu-
ture combat fighter jet project.

Defense deals are conduct-
ed on the sidelines of the event 
but these are not published 
like commercial agreements.

Farnborough, one of the 
world’s biggest civil and de-
fense trade shows, features 
dizzying air displays and opens 
to the public on Friday.

Boeing outmaneuvers Airbus at 
1st Farnborough since COVID

Boeing won orders totaling 297 aircraft during the spectacle, leaving Airbus trailing in its wake on just 85 jets.

Agencies

THE Russian central bank di-
verged from its Western coun-
terparts by slashing its key in-
terest rate Friday just a month 
after dropping it to where it 
was before the country sent 
troops into Ukraine.

The bank lowered its key 
rate by 1.5 percentage points, 
to 8%, saying consumer prices 
are still easing partly because 
consumer demand has been 
falling. It said inflation ex-
pectations have “significantly 
decreased,” reaching spring 
2021 levels, while a decline in 
business activity was slower 

than expected in June.
However, “the external 

environment for the Russian 
economy remains challenging 
and continues to significantly 
constrain economic activ-
ity,” the central bank said in a 
statement.

It had hiked the rate as 
high as 20% in the wake of 
the Feb. 24 military operation 
in Ukraine and the resulting 
Western sanctions that re-
strict dealings with Russian 
banks, individuals and com-
panies.

As sanctions and the exit of 
Western companies from Rus-
sia have led to global economic 

isolation, the central bank has 
managed to stabilize the cur-
rency and financial system by 
preventing money from leav-
ing Russia and forcing export-
ers to exchange most of their 
foreign earnings into rubles.

The ruble traded at 58.8 
to the dollar Friday, making it 
worth more than the day be-
fore the invasion of Ukraine, 
when it took 78.8 rubles to 
reach $1.

The bank said annual infla-
tion fell to 15.9% in June, com-
pared with 17.1% in May, and 
estimated it slid to 15.5% as of 
July 15. It cited “subdued con-
sumer demand” and the ruble’s 

exchange rate for the drop.
“The recent essentially 

involuntary accumulation 
of savings is a compressed 

spring in the economy, which 
can cause dramatic consump-
tion growth under certain 
circumstances,” central bank 
head Elvira Nabiullina said 
at a news conference. “It can 
quickly speed up demand in-
flation when the offer of goods 
and services is limited.” The 
bank expects inflation to keep 
going down — to 12-15% this 
year, to 5-7% in 2023, and 4% 
in 2024.

The interest rate cut comes 
as central banks around the 
world are rushing in the op-
posite direction, raising rates 
to combat inflation fueled by 
Russia’s actions in Ukraine. 

The European Central Bank 
on Thursday made a bigger-
than-expected hike of half a 
percentage point as high en-
ergy prices tied to the military 
operation drive up consumer 
prices to 8.6%.

Those energy costs are 
benefiting Russia, a major oil 
and natural gas exporter. De-
spite energy income growing 
and the central bank prop-
ping up indicators like the 
exchange rate, the long-term 
impact of Russia’s global iso-
lation will be deepening eco-
nomic stagnation and lower 
incomes for its people, econo-
mists say.

Russia’s central bank slashes interest rate, saying inflation slows

A woman walks past an exchange office screen showing the currency 
exchange rates of U.S. Dollar to Russian Rubles in St. Petersburg.

Baidu unveils latest autonomous e-car
Agencies

BAIDU, a Chinese search en-
gine and artificial intelligence 
firm, unveiled its latest electric 
autonomous driving vehicle on 
Thursday.

The Apollo RT6 will be 
soon be part of Baidu’s ro-
botaxi fleet, as China pushes 
forward with its autonomous 
driving ambitions. It is a fully 
electric vehicle with a steer-
ing wheel that can be removed 
or installed when required, 
and will cost 250,000 yuan 
($37,000) per unit.

“This massive cost reduc-
tion will enable us to deploy 
tens of thousands of autono-
mous vehicles across China,” 
Robin li, co-founder and 
CEo of Baidu, said at the 
firm’s Baidu World conference 
Thursday.

“We are moving towards 
a future where taking a ro-
botaxi will be half the cost of 
taking a taxi today.” Baidu al-
ready runs Apollo Go, an au-

tonomous ride-hailing service 
using self-driving robotaxis 
with safety staff seated in the 

driver or passenger seat. It 
has launched Apollo Go in big 
cities like Beijing, Shanghai, 

Shenzhen and Guangzhou, al-
though the service is limited to 
specific areas.

The RT6 also attained the 
industry’s level 4 out of five 
possible levels of technology. 
That means its systems can 
operate without a driver but 
must be pre-loaded with a de-
tailed map, thus limiting the 
areas where the vehicles can 
operate. lower levels of tech-
nology range from cruise con-
trol, a feature that has been 
available for decades, up to 
level 3, which allows hands-
free highway driving. Self-
driving robot carts already 
are widely used in factories, 
warehouses and other tightly 
controlled settings.

The Apollo RT6 was de-
signed specifically with auton-
omous driving in mind, com-
pared to previous generations 
where the technology was 
retrofitted on conventional ve-
hicles, the company said. The 
steering wheel-free design al-
lows more space for the instal-
lation of extra seating or other 
additions, even a gaming con-
sole or vending machine.

Xu Baoqiang, general manager of Baidu Autonomous Driving Vehicle manager, briefs members of the 
media on the Apollo RT6 on Wednesday in Beijing. 

Boeing turns 
Farnborough 
Airshow into a 
giant order event
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‘Day by day’: Trade bans, inflation 
send food prices soaring

Soki Wu’s food stall, tucked in a 
food court in a shopping mall in 
Singapore, is a crowd favorite for 
its fresh, juicy “chicken rice,” a na-
tional dish. But customers recently 

began complaining that his chicken didn’t 
taste quite as good as it used to.

Wu was forced to switch to frozen 
chicken after Malaysia banned exports last 
month of live broiler chickens that are more 
affordable and better tasting in a bid to off-
set rising local prices. For Singapore, which 
sources a third of its poultry from Malaysia, 
the impact was immediate.

“This is unavoidable. Using frozen 
chickens have affected the taste of the dish, 
but we have no choice,” Wu said.

As inflation surges around the world, 
politicians are scrambling for ways to keep 
food affordable as people increasingly pro-
test the soaring cost of living. One knee-jerk 
response has been food export bans aimed 
at protecting domestic prices and supplies 
as a growing number of governments in de-
veloping nations try to show a nervous pub-
lic that their needs will be met.

For business owners, the rising cost of 
cooking ingredients — from oil to chicken 
— has prompted them to raise prices, with 
people paying 10% to 20% more at Wu’s 
food stall. For consumers, it has meant pay-
ing more for the same or lesser-quality food 
or curbing certain habits altogether.

In Lebanon, where endemic corruption 
and political stalemate has crippled the 
economy, the U.N. World Food Program 
is increasingly providing people with cash 
assistance to buy food, particularly after a 
devastating 2020 port blast that destroyed 
massive grain silos. Constant power cuts 
and high fuel prices for generators limit 
what people can buy because they can’t rely 
on freezers and refrigerators to store per-
ishables.

Tracy Saliba, a single mother of two and 
business owner in Beirut, says she used 
to spend around a quarter of her earnings 
on food. These days, half her income goes 
to feeding her family as the currency loses 
strength amid soaring prices.

“I’m not buying (groceries) like I used 
to,” Saliba said. “I’m just getting the nec-
essary items and food, like day by day.” 
Food prices have risen by nearly 14% this 
year in emerging markets and by over 7% 
in advanced economies, according to Capi-
tal Economics. In countries where people 
spend at least a third or more of their in-
comes on food, any sharp increase in prices 
can lead to crisis.

Capital Economics forecasts that house-
holds in developed markets will spend an 
extra $7 billion a month on food and bever-
ages this year and much of next year due to 
inflation.

The pain is being felt unevenly, with 2.3 
billion people going severely or moderately 
hungry last year, according to a global re-
port by the World Food Program and four 
other U.N. agencies.

Food prices accounted for about 60% of 
last year’s increase in inflation in the Middle 
East and North Africa, with the exception of 
oil-producing Gulf countries. The situation 

is particularly dire for Sudan, where infla-
tion is expected to hit 245% this year, and 
Iran, where prices spiked as much as 300% 
for chicken, eggs and milk in May, sparking 
panic and scattered protests.

In Somalia, where 2.7 million people 
cannot meet their daily food requirements 
and where children are dying of malnutri-
tion, sugar is a source of energy. In May, a 
kilogram (2.2 pounds) of sugar cost about 
the equivalent of 72 cents in Mogadishu, 
the capital. A month later, it had shot up to 
$1.28 a kilogram.

“In my home, I serve tea (with sugar) 
three times a day, but from now on, I have to 
reduce it drastically to only making it when 
guests arrive,” said Asli Abdulkadir, a So-
mali housewife and mother of four.

People there are bracing for even higher 
costs after India announced it would cap 
sugar exports this year. Even if that doesn’t 

reduce India’s sugar exports compared with 
previous years, news of the restriction was 
enough to cause speculation among traders 
like Ahmed Farah in Mogadishu.

“The cost of sugar is expected to surge 
since Somalia counts heavily on the white 
sugar exported from India and a few brown 
sugars from Brazil,” he said.

Food export restrictions aimed at pro-
tecting domestic supplies and capping infla-
tion is one reason for the rising cost of food.

Food prices had been steadily climbing 
worldwide because of drought, supply chain 
issues, and high energy and fertilizer costs. 
The U.N. Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion says food commodity prices were up 
23% last year.

Russia’s war in Ukraine further sent the 
price of wheat and cooking oils up, fueling a 
global food crisis. There was a breakthrough 
this week to create safe corridors for Black 

Sea shipments, but Ukrainian ports have 
been blocked from exporting these key 
goods for months and it will take time to get 
them moving again to vulnerable countries 
worldwide.

There’s concern that the impact of all 
these factors will lead more countries to re-
sort to food export bans, which are felt glob-
ally. When Indonesia blocked the export of 
palm oil for a month in April, palm oil prices 
spiked by at least 200%.

Analysts say food export bans are short-
sighted because they have a domino effect of 
driving up prices.

“I would say that roughly 80% of the 
bans we see are ill-advised — a kind-of, sort-
of gut reaction by certain politicians,” said 
David Laborde, who is credited with creat-
ing a food trade policy tracker at the Inter-
national Food Policy Research Institute.

“In the world where you will be the only 

one to do it, that can make sense,” he said. 
“But in a world where other countries can 
also do it, actually that’s far from being a 
good idea.” Laborde said bans are “a very 
selfish policy... because you try to get better 
by making things worse for others.” The list 
of food export restrictions Laborde has been 
tracking since the COVID-19 pandemic is 
long and changes constantly. Examples of 
their impact include Kazakhstan’s restric-
tions on grains and oil on prices in Uzbeki-
stan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Afghan-
istan; Cameroon’s rice export restriction 
on Chad; and Tunisia’s fruit and vegetable 
restrictions on Libya.

In Singapore, 29-year-old Wu is hopeful 
he can keep the family business running as 
Singapore’s government signed off on Indo-
nesia as a new chicken supplier.

“Things will get better,” he said. “(This) 
will only make us more resilient.”

People shop at a supermarket in Beirut, Lebanon, Monday, July 15, 2022. In Lebanon, where endemic corruption and political stalemate has crippled the economy, the World Food Program is increasingly 
providing people with cash assistance to purchase food, particularly after the devastating 2020 port blast that destroyed massive grain silos. 

Agencies

JAy Carney, the top policy 
and communications execu-
tive at Amazon and one-time 
White House spokesman, 
has been named the head of 
policy at Airbnb, marking 
another high-profile depar-
ture for Amazon as it faces a 
shifting consumer landscape 
and heightened regulatory 
scrutiny.

Carney, who served as 
the press secretary for Presi-
dent Barack Obama, will join 
Airbnb’s executive team and 
work with co-founder and 
CEO Brian Chesky, the San 
Francisco-based home-shar-
ing company said in a Friday 
blog post.

“Jay has worked at the 
highest levels of both govern-
ment and technology, serving 
as a strategic counselor to 
the President, and at one of 
the largest tech companies in 
the world,” Chesky said in the 
post.

Carney will join Airbnb 
in September in Washington, 
D.C.

In an email sent Friday to 

the company’s senior leader-
ship team, Amazon CEO Andy 
Jassy thanked Carney for “his 
many significant accomplish-
ments,” including helping 
the company “build a strong 
set of capabilities in Public 
Policy and PR.” Seattle-based 
Amazon has seen string of 
departures since Jassy, who 
previously ran the company’s 
cloud-computing unit AWS, 
succeeded founder Jeff Bezos 
as CEO last summer. At least 
half of Jassy’s tenure has 
been marked by headaches 
over the glut of warehouses 
the company acquired during 
the pandemic. He’s pledged 
to bring profitability back to 
the company and is reported 
to have a more hands-on ap-
proach to the role.

This month, Dave Clark, 
the chief executive of Ama-
zon’s consumer business who 
oversaw a mass expansion 
of Amazon’s logistics foot-
print, left the company after 
23 years. Clark, who will join 
the logistics startup Flexport 
in September, was replaced 
by Doug Herrington, another 
executive who helped launch 

Amazon Fresh in 2017. Two 
of the company’s most sen-
ior Black leaders, Alicia Boler 
Davis and David Bozeman, 
also left last month, leaving 
Amazon’s elite senior lead-
ership group, or “S-team,” 
without any Black members.

Carney started with Ama-
zon seven years ago and ran 
the company’s global corpo-

rate affairs organization, re-
porting directly to the CEO. 
He was White House press 
secretary from 2011 to 2014 
after serving as director of 
communications for then 
Vice President Joe Biden. At 
Amazon, he oversaw policy 
and public relations, focusing 
on the company’s relation-
ship with lawmakers and the 

White House. In the role, he 
took a more combative pos-
ture, sometimes taking on 
members of the media and 
lawmakers critical of the 
company.

“Everything about my 
time at Amazon has exceeded 
my expectations, and I will 
forever be grateful to my col-
leagues in GCA, on Steam and 

across the businesses for their 
guidance, support and friend-
ship over the years,” Carney 
wrote to his team Friday in 
an email that was obtained by 
The Associated Press.

His departure comes 
amid increasing scrutiny 
on Amazon from Washing-
ton. Antitrust regulators at 
the Federal Trade Commis-
sion have been investigating 
Amazon’s business practices. 
The agency has reviewed 
Amazon’s recently completed 
$8.5 billion buyout of Hol-
lywood studio MGM and re-
tains the discretion to chal-
lenge it.

On Thursday, Sen. Amy 
Klobuchar, D-Minn., who 
heads the Senate Judiciary 
antitrust panel, urged the 
FTC to investigate Amazon’s 
newly announced planned 
$3.9 billion acquisition of 
One Medical, raising concern 
over the retail giant’s past 
conduct and the deal’s poten-
tial implications for consum-
ers’ health data.

Amazon’s e-commerce 
empire is estimated to con-
trol 50% to 70% of online 

market sales. Some inde-
pendent merchants who sell 
products on Amazon.com 
have complained about the 
company’s practices, such as 
contract provisions said to 
prevent sellers from offer-
ing their products at lower 
prices or on better terms on 
any other online platform, 
including their own websites.

In its defense, Amazon 
has said that sellers set their 
own prices for the products 
they offer on its platform.

Landmark legislative 
proposals pending in Con-
gress have raised the issue 
of a possible forced spinoff 
of Amazon’s private-label 
products that compete with 
vendors on the platform. The 
legislation has cleared key 
committees in both houses of 
Congress but has languished 
for months as prospects for 
votes by the full Senate or 
House have dimmed. For its 
part, Amazon has pushed 
back on the bill.

Jassy said in the email to 
the company’s leadership the 
search for Carney’s replace-
ment will begin immediately.

Jay Carney, Amazon’s top policy exec, leaves for Airbnb

( File photo ) White House Press Secretary Jay Carney gestures as he speaks during his daily news 
briefing at the White House in Washington.


