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NEW YORK: US stocks opened lower yesterday,
weighed down by earnings reports from some big
names and concerns over President Donald
Trump's ability to push through his pro-growth
policies, following a setback to the healthcare bill.

Shares of Bank of America slipped 0.8 percent,
while Goldman Sachs was down 0.9 percent after
reporting quarterly results. Last week, shares of
JPMorgan, Wells Fargo and Citigroup had taken a
beating after their quarterly results and forecasts
failed to excite investors.

Harley-Davidson slumped 9.6 percent after the
motorcycle maker cut its 2017 shipments forecast.

The healthcare sector will be under scrutiny
after the Republican healthcare bill to replace
Obamacare sank in the Senate, with news that two
Republican senators would not support the latest
version of the bill.

The healthcare bill failure spelled uncertainty
for President Donald Trump's agenda of tax reform
and an infrastructure overhaul, leaving the presi-
dent without any major legislative accomplish-
ments six months into his tenure.

News on the healthcare bill sent the US dollar
to a 10-month low against a basket of major cur-
rencies. "Investor sentiment is pessimistic this
morning," said Naeem Aslam, chief market analyst
at ThinkMarkets UK. "The fiasco of the healthcare
bill means that the tax reforms or the so called
infrastructure spending plan are in jeopardy."

UnitedHealth Group fell 0.2 percent, while
Johnson and Johnson fell 0.4 percent.

The Dow Jones Industrial Average was down
61.69 points, or 0.29 percent, at 21,568.03, the S&P
500 was down 5.71 points, or 0.23 percent, at
2,453.43. The Nasdaq Composite was down 16.48
points, or 0.26 percent, at 6,297.95.

Eight of the 11 major S&P 500 sectors were low-
er, with the healthcare index's 0.50 percent fall
leading the decliners. As the earnings season gets
under way, the market will be keeping a close eye
on corporate results to see if the high valuations
are justified in the face of mixed economic data,
tepid inflation and policy gridlock in Washington.

Analysts' are estimating an 8.2 percent rise in
second-quarter earnings for the S&P 500 compa-
nies from a year earlier. This follows a robust first
quarter when US companies posted their best

earnings since 2011.
IBM, United Continental Holdings, CSX and

Navient are among the companies scheduled to
report results after the bell. Netflix jumped 8.8 per-
cent after the streaming-television pioneer's
added more subscribers than expected in the sec-
ond quarter.

Emerging stocks
Emerging stocks flirted with 27-month highs

yesterday while currencies firmed a touch as the

dollar traded at 10-month lows after the collapse
of a key US healthcare bill raised doubts about
President Donald Trump's reform agenda. MSCI's
benchmark emerging stocks index held at levels
not seen since end-April 2015, still underpinned by
Monday's solid Chinese economic growth data,
which beat consensus forecasts and showed firmer
exports and production.

Chinese mainland shares rose 0.3 percent after
falling 1.4 percent on Monday due to a sharp selloff
in small caps, and Hong Kong gained 0.2 percent.

Russian dollar-denominated stocks also rose 0.4
percent, helped by higher oil prices. But gains were
offset by losses in other markets. Turkish stocks fell
0.5 percent and Indian shares slipped 0.6 percent
from the record highs hit in the previous session.
Higher taxes on cigarette makers clobbered index
heavyweight ITC.

Both the South African rand and Turkish lira
held near two-week highs. On Monday Turkey
extended emergency rule for another three
months, almost a year after it was imposed in the
wake of last July's failed military coup. The
Hungarian forint was steady against the euro
ahead of a central bank meeting at which it is
expected to keep rates on hold at record lows of
0.9 percent.

The International Bank of Azerbaijan, the coun-
try's biggest state-run bank, will announce full vot-
ing results from creditors on its proposed $3.3 bil-
lion debt restructuring after a claimants' meeting
later in the day.

Meanwhile President Trump has threatened
"strong and swift economic actions" if Venezuela
goes ahead with plans to create a Constituent
Assembly with powers to rewrite the constitution
and annul the opposition-led legislature. — Reuters

Emerging stocks jump, US shares lower

NEW YORK: Trader Andrew Silverman (right) works on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange yesterday.
Stocks opened slightly lower on Wall Street, led by declines in phone and technology companies. — AP

LONDON: The US dollar sank to a 10-
month low against a basket of major
currencies yesterday, as the collapse
of President Donald Trump's latest
healthcare bill eroded confidence in
his ability to legislate to boost
growth.

The Australian dollar was by far
the biggest beneficiary, jumping 1.8
percent to more than two-year highs
after minutes from a Reserve Bank
policy meeting showed it turning
more upbeat on the economy. In four
weeks dominated by doubts over the
Federal Reserve's ability to raise inter-
est rates further, and signs that other
major central banks are finally turning
more hawkish, the dollar is now down
more than 3 percent.

At 94.650 yesterday, the dollar
index was down 8.8 percent from the
14-year peak of 103.82 hit on Jan. 3.
The euro rose 0.7 percent to $1.1564,
its strongest since May last year.
"Clearly anything that comes along at
the moment just corroborates the
market's negative attitude to the dol-
lar," said Neil Mellor, senior FX strate-

gist with Bank of New York Mellon in
London.

"There's just not enough inflation
at the moment. And anything like this
(defeat for Trump) is liable to push it
lower." Two more Republican

Senators, Jerry Moran and Mike Lee,
announced their opposition late on
Monday to a revised Republican
healthcare bill, leaving efforts to pass
the legislation in chaos.

"If the bills won't pass, there will

be no money for tax cuts. The imple-
mentation of his fiscal policy will be
difficult," said Bart Wakabayashi,
Tokyo Branch Manager of State Street.

Friday's weak reading on US infla-
tion and retail sales also fanned spec-
ulation the Fed may not have justifi-
cation for another rate hike by the
end of this year, despite policymakers'
projection for such a move. Money
market instruments price in less than
50 percent chance of a rate increase
for the rest of the year.

In contrast, central bank policy-
makers in the euro zone, Britain and
Canada have recently signaled they
could adjust their policies, with the
Bank of Canada raising rates last week
for the first time since 2010.

But the latest signs from New
Zealand, Sweden and the United
Kingdom all point in the opposite
direction. British inflation surprised by
falling for the first time since October,
knocking a whole cent off the value
of the pound against the dollar and
weakening it 1 percent against the
euro. — Reuters 

MUMBAI: At dawn on a sultry summer morning,
Balaram Raute stood on a boat bobbing in a murky
creek outside Mumbai, waiting for the sun to light up
the water so he could dive in to dig sand. Minutes later
he was neck-deep in Vasai Creek where untreated
chemicals and industrial waste float - and, at times, the
corpses of fellow workers.

While Indian authorities and mining officials deny
the existence or the dangers of an illegal sand mining
industry, a Thomson Reuters Foundation investigation
found miners are dying to meet rising demand from a
booming construction sector. Although there is no
official data, studies estimate illegal extraction of sand
in India generates about $150 million a year with the
states of Gujarat and Maharashtra the main hotspots.

An investigation in Mumbai, the nearby city of
Thane, and villages in the neighboring district of
Palghar over two months found evidence of at least
two deaths in the past year and more in the past few
years - none of which were reported.

"I don't feel scared," said Raute, 27, wiping the
water from his eyes. "My only worry under water is to
find good sand." Raute is among about 75,000 men,
many from India's poorest areas, who work illegally as
sand miners along Vasai Creek, diving 40 feet (12
metres) into pitchblack waters clutching just a metal
rod for balance and an iron bucket to fill with sand.
Although manually mined creek sand by cheap labor-
ers plays second fiddle to the large quantities of sand
extracted legally by suction pumps from rivers, it is in
high demand in a nation of 1.3 billion people with fast
growing cities.

The sand is used across the construction industry,
in the flooring of upmarket apartments in Mumbai
and Thane and to plaster the walls of cheap, illegal
homes in distant suburbs where people are moving as
space tightens in the cities. Sand mining has been
declared illegal in most parts of India with countless
court petitions highlighting the danger it poses to
coastlines, marine life, and sand reserves.

Uneven depths in creeks and rivers caused by ille-
gal sand mining can spark currents and whirlpools,
posing a danger not just to miners but anyone using
the rivers, with multiple drownings across India
blamed on the black market for sand.

"INDIA'S GOLD"
The crackdown has helped make sand so valuable

it has been dubbed "India's gold", with mining domi-
nated by criminal gangs. The so-called "sand mafia" is
a network of businessmen, transporters and also crim-
inals who often enjoy political patronage and are
unafraid to use violence. Despite the danger involved,
divers keep on working, making 1,000 Indian rupees

($15) for a boat-full of sand and gravel, much higher
than the average daily wage in India of about 270
rupees. Their employers sell the sand for up to 5,000
rupees to be sieved, washed, and bagged for building
projects.

But the potential rewards and depleting reserves
have intensified the risks, with frequent reports of
opponents attacked and even murdered. Officials and
bureaucrats have been arrested over the past year and
corruption is rife. In June alone, a police inspector in
the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh was seri-
ously injured and another policeman crushed to death
in the northwestern state of Rajasthan for taking on
the sand mafia - the latest in a string of attacks.

A district head in the southern state of Karnataka
was attacked in a raid on an illegal sand mining site in
April - the same month in which a policeman in the
northern state of Uttar Pradesh was run down by a
sand truck he tried to stop. Employers who identify
themselves as Mumbai's native fishermen want the
state government to legalize manual mining, arguing
it does not harm the environment like suction pumps.
Critics, however, say the real reason for seeking a legal
stamp is to insulate them from hefty fines levied each
time officials seize trucks filled with illegally mined
sand. But there is virtually no discussion about the
threat to human lives among the authorities or
builders, although miners speak of death as a com-
mon occurrence.

"I have seen people fall and drown. There is no
count of the number of people who have died here,"
said Radheshyam Sahni, who has been mining sand
from the creek bed for 15 years and said he has seen at
least five deaths himself.

DENIALS AND CORRUPTION
Local police denied miners were dying in the

creeks. "We have registered cases of theft of sand and
also violations of environmental norms but there are
no cases ever of drowning," said S D Jadhav, a senior
police inspector with the local police station, when
asked about the deaths. Sandeep Khakha, a migrant
worker from Chattisgarh who works on one of nine
sand ports on a 16 km (10 mile) stretch of the Vasai
Creek, said he saw two divers lose their lives last year.
For the creek bed is not smooth but has sand dunes
measuring 1.5 to 2 metres in height and scooping out
sand loosens these structures. The work can be fatal if
a sand dune falls on a miner, burying him if he fails to
right his balance. "I never lose my grip on the metal
rod. If I lose my balance, I am gone," said Khakha.

"It is pitch dark under the water. I just feel a wall of
sand. I have to dig my feet in it, balance myself and
push the bucket into it to fill it." Other workers at Vasai

Creek said deaths go unreported, with hundreds of
boats in the creek nightly, and they only find out when
the body of a drowned diver floats to the surface a day
or two after disappearing or they find it buried on the
creek bed. "There have been so many times when I
have gone down for sand and touched a body," said
Shiva Shahni, 35, a worker at a sand port in Bhiwandi,
Thane, who migrated from the northern state of Uttar
Pradesh. Shankar Meghwali's son Mahesh is one of the
miners who died.

Outside the family's mud house in Mohokhurde
village in Vikramgad - a little over 100 km from
Mumbai - is a holy basil plant where Meghwali and his
wife buried the ashes of their son who drowned in
Vasai Creek five years ago. He was 22, just married and
with a baby girl. "He went down once and came up.
The second time he went inside the water, he didn't
come up," Sanguna, Mahesh's grandmother, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation. Mahesh's body was
found floating in the water a day later. "My son would
accompany me to the creek as a child and by the time
he was 15 he joined the work himself," Meghwali said.

GRIM REMINDER
The father-son duo worked 20 days a month,

bringing back earnings that helped them build a
house that they painted blue and emblazoned with a
boat to indicate their profession. The sculpted boat is
now a grim reminder of their lost son. "I don't go sand
mining anymore. My son lost his life working there. I
feel uneasy going to the creek," Meghwali said.

About a dozen people from Meghwali's village
worked as sand miners, but the numbers fell after his
son died. Activists opposed to sand mining have been
shocked by the deaths and suffering accompanying
the surge in demand for sand. "I could never have
imagined all these new buildings and beautiful con-
structions you see in Mumbai would have this terrible
back history of human suffering," said Sumaira
Abdulali, a leading voice against sand mining in India
and founder of the environmental advocacy group
Awaaz Foundation. "Even if people see (the creek),
they would think these are fishing boats and not
imagine that people are dying, suffering to produce
construction (material)," said Abdulali, who has been
attacked twice by the sand mafia for opposing mining.
Campaigners fear the number of deaths will only get
worse with the construction boom set to continue
and demand for sand forecast to double by 2020 as
the government pursues a "housing for all" program.
They want workers to be given alternative and legal
ways to make a living which will mean they have
social security cover and compensation in the event of
an accident or death.—Reuters
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A woman walks past an electronic stock board showing Japan's Nikkei
225 index at a securities firm in Tokyo yesterday. —AP
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