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SHANGHAI: The chairman of the Senate
Judiciary Committee has called for an
investigation into “potentially fraudulent
statements and misrepresentations”
made by companies promoting invest-
ment in a property development involv-
ing the family company of White House
advisor Jared Kushner.

Citing a May 12 report by Reuters,
Chuck Grassley, a Republican senator
from Iowa, requested a review of claims
made by Chinese migration agency
Qiaowai and the US Immigration Fund
(USIF) in the marketing of the One
Journal Square project in Jersey City,
New Jersey to potential investors in
China.  Grassley flagged his concerns to
the Department of Homeland Security
and the Securities and Exchange
Commission in a May 24 letter that was
later posted on his website. 

Jupiter, Florida-based USIF contract-
ed with Beijing-based Qiaowai to market
projects including One Journal Square

to potential investors through the con-
troversial EB-5 scheme. The program
offers qualified foreign investors the
chance at a green card in exchange for a
$500,000 investment in a US business. 

Kushner Companies is also working
with KABR Group, a private equity fund,
on the One Journal Square project,
according to marketing materials on
Qiaowai’s website. The developers are
seeking to raise $150 million, or 15.4
percent of the funding, from EB-5
investors. Because the SEC considers
some EB-5 investments securities, com-
panies and individuals that market these
investments must comply with US secu-
rities laws. 

EB-5 schemes must also comply with
immigration rules. Under United States
Citizenship and Immigration Services
(USCIS) guidelines, EB-5 investors must
put their capital at risk and the green
card is not guaranteed. USCIS is part of
the Department of Homeland Security.

In an emailed response to a request for
comment on Grassley’s letter, Stu Loeser,
a spokesman for USIF, said:

Gross distortions 
“Qiaowai and US Immigration Fund

are fully in compliance with all laws
relating to the sale of securities to immi-
grant investors. These allegations are
gross distortions and unsupported by
the facts.” Reuters previously revealed
that Qiaowai’s promotional materials
online and on social media, including for
the One Journal Square project, some-
times referred to a green card guarantee
or “safeguard” and the safety of capital
invested in EB-5 projects. After Reuters
contacted Qiaowai for comment, these
phrases were deleted. Qiaowai has also
dropped the phrase “government-sup-
ported” from its online promotion of the
One Journal Square project.

“It is a fundamental rule of the EB-5
program that an applicant’s investment

must remain “at risk” up to the end of
the alien’s conditional permanent resi-
dent status, and a “guaranteed” invest-
ment fails this basic EB-5 test; if Qiaowai
is in fact guaranteeing the safety of the
investment principal, all related EB-5
petitions should be rejected by USCIS,”
wrote Grassley, who has long advocated
for reform of the EB-5 program.

Qiaowai’s assurances to investors
that their green cards were guaran-
teed and their  funds were safe
appeared to violate US securities laws,
Grassley’s letter said. It also cited a
report on the project’s promotion by
the New York  Times.  Kushner
Companies and the SEC declined to
comment. Qiaowai, KABR Group and
the Department of Homeland Security
did not respond to requests for com-
ment over the weekend. 

Chinese investors account for around
80 percent of the nearly 10,000 EB-5
visas issued annually. Criticism of the

program has centered on instances of
fraud and the fact that most of the funds
in a program originally intended to help
impoverished areas have instead gone
to wealthy urban districts. Despite these
concerns, earlier this month, Congress
extended the EB-5 program until
September 30.    

The Chinese road show for One
Journal Square earlier this month also
attracted criticism. Kushner Companies
apologized for Nicole Kushner Meyer’s
reference to her brother,  President
Donald Trump’s son-in-law Jared
Kushner, during the road show. The
company stressed that he was only
mentioned in order to make clear that
he was not involved with the project.
Kushner Companies representatives
skipped some later road show events.
Jared Kushner, whose White House port-
folio includes relations with China, sold
his stake in Kushner Companies to a
family trust early this year. — Reuters 

US Senator calls for probe into promotion of Kushner Cos deal

This file photo taken on March 16, 2016 shows a locomotive hauling cargo cars runs along an elevated section of the new Standard Gauge
Railway (SGR) near Voi some 332 kms southeast of Nairobi.

NAIROBI: More than a century after a colonial
railway gave birth to modern Kenya, the country
is betting on a new Chinese-built route to
cement its position as the gateway to East Africa.
The $3.2 billion (2.8 billion euro) railway linking
Nairobi with the port city of Mombasa will
Wednesday take its first passengers on the 472
kilometer journey, allowing them to skip a hair-
raising drive on one of Kenya’s most dangerous
highways. 

The railway is the country’s biggest infrastruc-
ture project since independence, and while it
has courted controversy, it is a key selling point
for the ruling Jubilee party ahead of August
elections. It is also part of a “master plan” by east
African leaders to connect their nations by rail,
with the Standard Gauge Railway (SGR) planned
to eventually link Uganda, Rwanda, South
Sudan, Burundi and Ethiopia. “There is no coun-
try which has ever developed without having a
very robust railway system. It was long overdue,”
Kenya’s Transport Minister James Macharia told
AFP. He said not upgrading the railway in over
100 years “has dragged us backwards in terms of
development.”

The ‘Lunatic Express’ 
It was on May 30, 1896, that colonial Britain

began building a railway from what is today
Kenya’s coast to improve access to the riches of
Uganda, showing little interest in the wild land
in between. The railway, steeped in tales of
swashbuckling colonial adventure and beloved
by tourists up until its last, creaking journey in
April, is credited with shaping Kenya into its cur-
rent form. The capital Nairobi, today a regional
hub, was a swampy outpost with no particular
attraction until it became the headquarters of
Kenya Railways. The construction of the railway
is the stuff of legend, with British and Indian
workers terrorized by a pair of lions said to have
devoured some 135 men. The train was later
dubbed the “Lunatic Express”.

‘Bad negotiations’ 
Some see a touch of folly in its successor too.

In as much as the old line traced the develop-
ment of colonial Kenya, the new railway has
proven a mirror for modern Kenya: dogged by
corruption accusations, battling environmental
concerns while trying to position itself as the
gateway to east Africa. The World Bank, and oth-
ers, warned that building a new railway, instead
of refurbishing the old one, was by far the most
expensive option. 

However, the government went ahead with
the project, skipping an open tender to make a
direct deal with China-whose Export?Import
Bank has loaned Kenya 90 percent of the ven-
ture’s cost. “We should ask: ‘Why did you negoti-
ate this badly’?” said Kwame Owino, head of the
Nairobi-based Institute of Economic Affairs. He
points to similar Chinese-built railways in
Ethiopia, Tanzania and elsewhere on the conti-
nent which cost much less per kilometre.

Macharia dismisses this argument, saying
Kenya’s SGR could carry more cargo, and passes
through trickier terrain. He said the government
expects the railway to boost GDP by 1.5 percent,

allowing them to pay back the loan “in about
four years”. “I think that is a little bit of wishful
thinking,” said Owino, questioning assumptions
about the volume of cargo available to be car-
ried, while warning high growth rates in east
Africa were beginning to moderate. 

He said the government, whose debt has
doubled in three years, would be forced to raise
taxes to cover the bill. “My feeling as an econo-
mist is that it is going to be a white elephant, but
as a taxpayer I hope not,” said Owino. Trucks cur-
rently take two days to carry goods from
Mombasa to Nairobi, while the train will take
eight hours. Passenger trains will take around
five hours. The railway will be managed by the
Chinese contractor for five years, with 610
Chinese workers in charge, while Kenyans are
trained to take over.

Environmental woes 
The railway has also concerned environmen-

talists, as it cuts through a key wildlife migration
route. Ben Okita of Save The Elephants said that
while underpasses have been built to allow ele-
phants to cross, the creation of an embankment
and fencing around the new railway was creat-
ing deadly confusion. 

Previously one or two elephants were killed
annually, but since 2016, 10 elephants have
been hit on the old route. “They are used to
crossing the old line and then they get to the
new railway line and they find the fence and
they get confused, in the process they are hit by
a train,” said Okita. The next leg of the SGR, to
connect Nairobi with the Rift Valley town of
Naivasha at a cost of $1.5 billion has also caused
a furore as it will cut through the capital’s iconic
national park. The government is currently
negotiating the financing to link Naivasha to
Kisumu near the Ugandan border, which
Macharia says is expected to cost another $3.5
billion. — AFP 

Kenya unveils 1st new 
railway in a century

BEIJING: Standard & Poor’s is likely to follow
its regular ratings review schedule for China,
and does not see any basis at this point for an
out-of-schedule committee meeting, a senior
director at the ratings agency told Reuters yes-
terday. Moody’s Investors Service last week cut
its sovereign ratings on China by a notch, put-
ting them on par with those of Fitch Ratings.

That put S&P one step above the two agen-
cies, holding an AA-rating with a negative out-
look that it has maintained since March 2016.
“I don’t think there has been anything that
could justify the calling of an out-of-schedule
committee at this point in time, so we are like-
ly to follow our regular review pattern,” Kim
Eng Tan, S&P’s Asia-Pacific senior director of
sovereign ratings, said in a phone interview.

Tan declined to say when the next regular
review would be. Moody’s cut China’s sover-
eign ratings to A1, saying it expects the finan-
cial strength of the world’s second-largest
economy to erode in coming years as growth
slows and debt continues to mount. Fitch on
Friday maintained its A+ rating on China, cit-
ing its “strong macroeconomic track record”,
though the agency also noted an accompany-
ing build-up of imbalances and vulnerabilities.

But nobody is expecting any form of finan-
cial instability anytime in the near future, Tan
told Reuters. “Despite the (Moody’s) down-
grade, all the major agencies have really high
ratings on China, whether it’s A+ or AA-, they
are both high ratings,” he said. Government-
led stimulus has been a key driver of China’s
economic growth in recent years. But that has
been accompanied by credit growth that has
created a mountain of debt - now at nearly
300 percent of gross domestic product (GDP).

“The key concerns that people have are
longer term,” Tan said. “Because if trends carry
on as they do, from what we have seen in the

past few years, then at some point in time, the
risk of instability will rise to a level that will
probably justify a further downgrade in the
ratings.” S&P last changed its rating on China
in late 2010, when it upgraded it by one
notch. China has vowed to lower debt levels
by rolling out steps such as debt-to-equity
swaps, reforming state-owned enterprises
(SOEs) and reducing excess industrial capacity.
In recent months, regulators have issued a
flurry of measures to clamp down on the
shadow banking sector while the central bank
has gingerly raised short-term interest rates.

Tan said the key concern is that China “is
relying on a source of growth which hasn’t
been sustainable in some other economies
and also the fact its debt is rising fast.” “If one
day growth slows and there’s a whole pile of
debt to be paid, then obviously the stresses
are going to be large. But I don’t think that day
is anytime soon.”      

Tan said he expects China’s annual eco-
nomic growth to slow to 6 percent in the next
few years, but still hold above 6 percent for
much of the next one to two years. Moody’s
expects GDP growth to slow to around 5 per-
cent in coming years, but says the economy
will remain robust and the likelihood of a hard
landing is slim.

The Chinese government is targeting GDP
growth of around 6.5 percent this year. The
economy expanded 6.7 percent in 2016, with-
in the government’s expectations, though the
pace was the slowest in a quarter of a century.
The probability of a ratings cut by S&P cannot
be ruled out after the Moody’s downgrade,
OCBC wrote in a note to clients on Monday.
But the Singapore bank said China’s credit
risks could be well-contained in the near term
by the latest wave of new regulations for de-
leveraging. —Reuters 

S&P sees no need for an out of
schedule China rating review

HAVANA: As a trained nurse, Jose Antonio
Torres can help save lives-but in Cuba’s
labor market, he finds riding a bicycle rick-
shaw a surer way to feed his four children. “I
can earn the same in a day doing this as I
would in one month working as a nurse,”
says Torres, 38. The communist island’s
gradual economic opening-up has created
an earnings gulf between the few private
workers and the many employed by the
state. Torres and others like him-even tele-
vision actors-are turning to the private side
to work as waiters, taxi drivers and more.

Free training, low pay 
Torres owes his nurse’s training to the

system of free universal education and
healthcare introduced after Fidel Castro’s
communist revolution. In a country hailed
for the quality of its healthcare, he was
employed in one of the best hospitals-for
just $20 a month. Meanwhile more and
more foreign tourists started arriving with
cash in their pockets to pay for rickshaw
rides. The economic pull was too strong to
resist. “It was not an easy decision,” he says.
“But I had to find another way to keep sup-
porting my family.”

Fairy tale 
Beatriz Estevez, 26, is about to finish her

state-funded university law studies. But
instead of heading to work in a law firm,
she is dressing up as a fairy and going to
stand still for hours while tourists put mon-
ey in her hat. “In a law firm I will not earn
even half what I earn right now as a living
statue,” she tells AFP. She can earn $20 a
day as a fairy. The average monthly wage
for a public sector worker-which includes
lawyers-is $29.

UNESCO says 3,300 out of every 100,000
people went through higher education in
Latin America overall last decade-but the
figure for Cuba was five times that. Yet uni-
versity enrollments have since plunged,
from more than 600,000 in the 2009 aca-
demic year to 173,000 in 2014, according to
the national statistics office.

The Caribbean island is facing historic

changes. Fidel Castro died in November
and his brother Raul has announced he will
step aside as president in February 2018.
Following the gradual reforms of recent
years, about half a million of the island’s 11
million inhabitants are now self-employed.
They earn four times as much as state
employees on average, official data indi-
cate. “I do not mind admitting that I studied
law but don’t want to practice it,” says
Estevez, as she puts on her makeup in front
of the mirror. “Everyone knows why these
things happen.”

Low wages 
Defenders of Cuba’s communist system

say its social security provisions, with food
subsidies and ration books, protect the
poor. But experts warn ordinary Cubans are
suffering from a wonky economy. Despite
Raul Castro’s reforms, Cuba is lagging in its
search for foreign investment. Its dual cur-
rency system fuels inflation.

“Buying a pair of shoes takes up your
whole month’s salary,” says Torres. Raul
Castro himself admitted in April 2016 that
current salaries and pensions “are not suffi-
cient to satisfy basic needs.” Salaries have
never fully recovered from the economic
crisis sparked by the collapse of the Soviet
Union, says Pavel Vidal, a Cuban economist
at Pontifical Xaverian University in
Colombia. “I cannot imagine how any work-
er in Latin America can survive on $25 a
month.”

Boosting production 
Another economist, Pedro Monreal, esti-

mates that to regularly afford the basic
necessities, a Cuban would need to earn
four times the current average wage.
Experts are skeptical about the govern-
ment’s hopes of boosting the island
nation’s state-controlled industries to get
out of trouble. “It is not about sitting down
to wait for production to drive up salaries,”
said another Cuban economist at Xaverian
University, Mauricio de Miranda.
“Production is not rising due to restrictions
the government itself imposes.” —AFP 

Cubans snub graduate 
jobs for a higher pay

HAVANA: Jose Antonio Torres, a nurse who now works as a “bicitaxi” or bicycle taxi
driver, rides down a street. — AFP 

Mali women maneuver 
for land - and a future

BOGOSSONI: Anthio Mounkoro has been
farming land in Bogossoni for as long as
she can remember - but none of it was
ever hers. “The land I’ve been cultivating
my whole life is my father’s,” she told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation while metic-
ulously watering a batch of shallots, careful
not to waste one drop from the hose. “No
woman in my village owns land - that’s for
men, it’s just the way it is.”

In Malian society, men control access to
land and decide which parts,  if  any,
women are allowed to farm. That has
become especially problematic for women
as increasingly erratic weather, including
longer droughts, has increased competi-
tion for land and harvests, experts say. In
some cases, crop losses on their own land
have led men to encroach on land tradi-
tionally farmed by women and even steal
women’s crops, according to development
workers in the area.

But an experiment in securing women’s
access to small plots of land - and training
them to grow crops in difficult climate con-
ditions - aims to change that. Over the past

year, community groups from 18 villages in
this region of central Mali have negotiated
with private landlords to set aside a share
of their land for women to farm. The agree-
ments are then put down in writing and
certified by local authorities. The initiative,
led by International Relief and
Development (IRD), a charity, is part of the
Building Resilience and Adaptation to
Climate Extremes and Disasters (BRACED)
programme, funded by the UK
Department for International
Development.

Under the land agreements, community
groups that rent the land in turn lease it to
women “for a small fee” said Sidi Dicko, the
regional coordinator for Groupe de
Formation Consultation et Etude, one of
the effort’s local partners. In Bogossoni, for
example, 147 women each now grow veg-
etables on a 5 square-meter plot of land in
exchange for a monthly fee of 250 CFA
francs (about $0.40) paid to the communi-
ty group. The women sell two-thirds of
their harvest at nearby markets, and keep
the rest to eat at home.—Reuters 


