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BANAT, Sudan: Sudanese mother Awadya Ahmed 
has long wondered why her youngest child Talab was 
born blind and unable to walk; now she suspects the 
piles of poisonous waste left by gold miners. In recent 
years, a growing number of traditional miners have 
flocked to her village hoping to strike it rich. 

But they leave behind hazardous white-powdered 
waste laden with toxic chemicals including mercury 
used in the gold extraction process. The waste is 
dumped near farmland, water sources and residential 
areas. “His four brothers were born in good health, but 
Talab is the only one born after mining residues 
spread,” Ahmed, 45, told AFP at her home in Banat 
village, in River Nile state north of Khartoum. 

The four-year-old lay beside her, unable to move. 
Artisanal gold mining is widespread across much of 
Sudan, employing more than two million people and 
producing about 80 percent of the gold extracted 
nationwide, according to experts. Sudan is one of the 
world’s poorest countries, and mining remains a 
source of fast profits attracting many. 

The industry has flourished since oil-rich South 
Sudan broke away in 2011 during the rule of now-
ousted president Omar Al-Bashir, a period marked by 
economic hardship, government mismanagement, cor-
ruption and international sanctions. 

 
‘Harmful to health’  

But chemical contamination from artisanal gold 
extraction poses clear health dangers. Mercury dam-
ages the nervous, digestive and immune systems and 
can be fatal. It also threatens the development of chil-
dren in the womb and early in life, according to the 
World Health Organization. Ahmed is not the only one 
of Banat’s 8,000 residents to have observed birth 
defects and miscarriages. 

In a nearby house, Awad Ali says his daughter was 
“a very normal child,” until she turned two. “Then she 
became unable to move or walk, stand up or sit 
down,” he said. Community leader Algaily Abdelaziz 
said the problems began five years ago. “Since we saw 

these waste deposits appear, children have been born 
with deformities, and there have been still-births,” 
Abdelaziz said, noting 22 children had been born in 
the village with deformities including blindness and 
brain damage. 

Saleh Ali Saleh, from Khartoum’s Neelain 
University’s Faculty of Petroleum and Minerals, notes 
that it is well known “that mercury is harmful to 
health”. A January report by Saleh and other 
Sudanese researchers found that around 450,000 
tons of mining waste-rife with mercury-dot the lush 
green landscape of River Nile state. Samples of blood, 
urine, drinking water and soil from several parts of the 
state have shown high levels of mercury traces, 
according to the report. 

“People, frankly, are not concerned with removing 
the waste,” said Ali Mohammed Ali, head of the 
Sudanese Environment Conservation Society. The 
process “requires special treatment” and is “ideally 
carried out away from residential areas or water 
sources,” he added. 

Such safety measures are far from the minds of 
miners. Around 50 kilometers (30 miles) from Banat, 
Mohammed Issa mixed mercury with sand in a large 
metal bowl with his bare hands, hoping to separate 
gold from other minerals. “That’s how people do it 
here,” the 25-year-old said. 

Issa said he abandoned a meager life of farming 
and herding in North Kordofan state to search for the 
precious metal. 

 
Years to fix  

In 2019, Sudan’s now-deposed transitional govern-
ment issued a decree banning the use of mercury and 
cyanide after protests against their use at gold mines. 
The decision has rarely been enforced and miners 
continue to use the chemicals in more secluded outly-
ing areas, Saleh said. 

Political and economic turmoil in Sudan has piled 
pressure on households already struggling to make 
ends meet. The country’s economic crisis worsened 

after an October military coup led by army chief 
Abdel Fattah Al-Burhan. The coup triggered cuts to 
crucial international aid and fed into spiraling prices 
of basic commodities. 

Sudan is one of Africa’s top gold producers, gener-
ating 30.3 tons of gold in the first half of 2021 alone, 
according to official figures-which do not include the 
artisanal output. The Central Bank puts Sudan’s gold 
revenues in the first quarter of this year at $720 mil-
lion, reflecting the official output. 

The state-run company supervising mining activi-
ties declined multiple requests for comment by AFP. 
The lucrative business has long been controlled by 
shadowy companies with links to the security services 
which flourished under Bashir. Saleh warns there will 
be no quick fix. “The damage already done to the 
environment cannot be treated easily,” said Saleh. “If 
we managed to stop today, it will still take us years 
and years to contain the impact of artisanal mining.” 
For little Talab, it is already too late.  —AFP

Sudan’s gold rush wreaks havoc on health
Around 450,000 tons of mining waste dot the lush green landscape of River Nile

 

Winners and  
losers of the  
ECB’s rate hike 

 
FRANKFURT: The European Central Bank is set 
to turn the page on years of easy money on 
Thursday when it begins to hike its interest rates 
to tame runaway inflation. Here’s a look at who 
wins and who loses when borrowing costs go up. 

 
Loans get more expensive  

Commercial banks borrow money from the 
ECB that they in turn lend to households and 
businesses. For years borrowers have been able to 
take advantage of ultra-low interest rates 
designed to boost economic growth. When the 
ECB starts hiking rates, banks will pass those 
higher borrowing costs on to customers. 
Everything from buying a house to refinancing 
debt or getting a company loan will become more 
expensive. 

Lenders will also be taking a closer look at 
loan applications to make sure they are not taking 
on too many risks. The impact is already being felt 
in the property market, where interest rates on 
mortgages have been creeping up in recent 
months. 

But the outlook for future homeowners is not 
all bad, says Andreas Lipkow, an analyst at 
Comdirect. 

“The costs of real estate financing are only 
partly dependent on the ECB’s key interest rates 
and are also determined by supply and demand or 
the creditworthiness of the borrower,” he tells AFP. 

 
A boost for savers  

The ECB’s era of historically low interest rates 
has meant that savers saw little to no gain from 
squirreling away cash. The ECB has even charged 
banks a 0.5 percent fee for storing excess cash at 
the central bank, to incentivize lending. 

Many retail banks passed those costs on to 
wealthy account holders whose deposits sur-
passed a certain amount. Those customers can 
look forward to seeing that charge scrapped when 
the ECB ditches its negative bank deposit rate. 

As banks welcome the return of higher profit 
margins thanks to more lending income, interest 
rates on savings products should eventually go up 
too. But sky-high inflation means savings will still 
be eroded in real terms for a while to come, warns 
Elmar Voelker, an analyst at LBBW bank. 

“The rise in key interest rates (and savings 
rates) won’t be large enough to compensate for 
the current high inflation rates,” he says. 

 
Bad news for indebted governments  

Eurozone governments too will have to wean 
themselves off a decade of easy money as sover-
eign debt becomes more expensive, and the fall-
out for some of the currency club’s more indebted 
members is already causing concern. The ECB has 
promised to come up with a crisis tool to prevent 
an unwarranted “fragmentation” in the bond mar-
kets, or a sharp divergence in borrowing costs 
between eurozone countries. 

All eyes are on debt-saddled Italy, whose bond 
yields have already shot up against benchmark 
German bunds. An unfolding political crisis after 
Prime Minister Mario Draghi offered his resigna-
tion last week has further spooked markets. 

The ECB’s tightening, while deemed necessary 
to tame inflation, comes at a delicate time for gov-
ernments that are seeing their borrowing power 
reduced just as they are spending vast sums to 
help citizens cope with surging energy prices. 

Stock markets have long benefited from the 
ECB’s ultra-loose monetary policy, which pushed 
investors towards riskier assets in the search for 
higher returns. But as the ECB joins other major 
central banks in stepping up the fight against 
inflation and with recession fears mounting, global 
markets are plunging. —AFP 

Draghi’s turmoil  
revives Italy  
debt crisis fears 

 
ROME: In a big case of Italian deja vu, political turmoil 
and the ECB’s rate hike have reignited fears of a debt cri-
sis, with all eyes on borrowing costs once more. 

When the European Central Bank cut off monetary 
support in June, the spread-the closely watched gap 
between German and Italian 10-year interest rates-jumped 
to 245 points, the highest in two years. News that the ECB 
was planning a tool to fight elevated borrowing costs in 
the eurozone brought it down temporarily-but it rose 
again on Thursday as Italy’s Prime Minister Mario Draghi 
offered his resignation. President Sergio Mattarella 
refused to accept Draghi’s resignation, sending the pre-
mier back to address parliament this week. 

 
How is Italy looking?  

Even without the political crisis, Italy is at risk over “the 
size of its debt, its low growth rate and its strong depend-
ence on Russian gas,” Gilles Moec, AXA Group chief 
economist, told AFP. Italy is shouldering a mammoth debt 
of over 2.7 trillion euros ($2.7 trillion), or some 150 percent 
of GDP-the highest in the eurozone after Greece-though 
the debt-GDP ratio is beginning to shrink. 

The country has long lagged behind others in the euro-
zone: between 1999 and 2019, the economy grew just 7.9 

percent, compared to 30.2 percent in Germany, 32.4 per-
cent in France and 43.6 percent in Spain. Italy’s gross 
domestic product increased 6.6 percent in 2021, after a 
2020 slump due to the coronavirus pandemic. 

The Bank of Italy expects GDP to increase by 3.2 per-
cent in 2022 — but that figure could drop to under 1.0 
percent if Russian gas supplies are cut off over the war in 
Ukraine. 

 
Enter the political crisis  

Italy is counting on the European recovery plan to 
boost growth. It is the biggest beneficiary, set to receive 
191.5 billion euros ($193 billion) if it ticks off a series of 
EU-requested reforms. Draghi’s departure, however, would 
put those reforms at risk. And with his grand coalition in 
disarray, the chances the country will head to snap elec-
tions after the summer are high. 

After “Super Mario” became prime minister back in 
February 2021, the 10-year borrowing rate fell below 0.5 
percent. It has now climbed to 3.4 percent. 

“If the Draghi government falls tomorrow, I can’t imag-
ine what will happen to the spread,” said Franco Pavoncello, 
professor of political science at John Cabot University in 
Rome. A far right or populist win at the polls would weigh 
significantly on the spread, just as it did in 2018, when 
Matteo Salvini’s anti-immigrant League joined forces with 
the once anti-establishment Five Star Movement.  

 
ECB to the rescue  

Moec points out that “it was the pressure on Italy that 
convinced the ECB to bring in” a tool to limit differences in 
the borrowing costs faced by the most fragile members of 

the currency club. 
The aim is to counter speculation and prevent a 

return of the debt crisis that shook the eurozone in 
2012. Unicredit chief economist Erik Nielsen said the 
sudden rise in rates in June-when the ECB cut off mon-
etary support-was pure speculation, “without reflecting 
a real insolvency problem”. “Italy is seen as the most 
vulnerable country, so it is the one that is being specu-
lated against”. 

But a far-right government in Italy would complicate 
matters: the so-called “frugal” countries in northern 
Europe in particular are not keen on ECB support being 
given to eurosceptic countries. —AFP 

BANAT, Sudan: Gold mining residues are piled up near an agricultural field, in the village of Banat in River Nile state, 
north of the Sudanese capital Khartoum. —AFP

Panama govt and  
protesters strike deals  
to clear key highway 

 
SANTIAGO: Panama’s government and indigenous 
leaders reached a second deal Sunday to clear all 
remaining demonstrators from the Panamerican 
Highway in exchange for lower fuel prices, ending a 
two-week blockade that had stymied food deliveries. 
The government released footage from the signing of 
an initial agreement in far-west Chiriqui province, 
where most of the Central American country’s food is 
produced, and of a blocked section of the highway 
being cleared. 

Angered by high prices and corruption, protesters 
had clogged the highway linking Panama to the rest of 
Central America over the past two weeks. Large trucks 
and banner-waving demonstrators paralyzed the 
strategic route, making it hard for the country of 4.4 
million to feed itself. 

To avert the crisis, a second deal was signed later 
Sunday in Santiago de Veragua, a city 250 kilometers 
(155 miles) northwest of Panama City, the epicenter of 
the negotiations and a protester stronghold. 

“Many Panamanians have suffered from these stop-
pages,” said Vice-President Jose Gabriel Carrizo after 
signing the agreement. “This is a huge government 
effort.” The deal establishes the fixed price of fuel for 
91 and 95 octane gasoline and diesel, and is effective 
from July 18. 

“The traffic of cars and heavy equipment in 
Veraguas is free,” Eduardo Cortes, who participated in 
the demonstrations on the highway, told AFP by phone. 
The proposal of 3.25 dollars per gallon (3.78 liters), 
was better than the 3.30 offered in the deal made earli-
er in the day with the indigenous community of the 
Ngabe-Bugle Comarca in Chiriqui. 

“This has not been easy, we have made progress 
with (reducing the cost of) the basic food basket,” said 
Luis Sanchez, a spokesman for the organizations pro-
moting the protests. 

In Panama City, a hundred people gathered on the 
waterfront to demonstrate. They all wore black, in con-
trast with the white suits worn by lawmakers during 
official ceremonies. Food costs are “higher than what is 
earned. We have a big social problem,” lawyer Jaqueline 
Hurtado told AFP. “People are fed up and have taken to 
the streets to demonstrate for things to change.” 

Retiree Iliana Arango said: “In my 68 years of life, I 

am tired of seeing governments that promise, go up, 
steal, go down, the next one follows and here we are 
lacking everything, medicine, education, food.” Year-
on-year inflation in Panama of 4.2 percent was record-
ed in May, along with an unemployment rate of about 
10 percent and fuel price hikes of nearly 50 percent 
since January. 

Despite its dollarized economy and high growth fig-
ures, the country has a high rate of social inequality. 
Economic woes have led to a shortage of fuel in some 
parts of the country, and stalls at food markets in the 
capital have run out of products to sell. —AFP

SANTIAGO, Panama: In this aerial view trucks block the Pan-American highway in Santiago de Veraguas, Panama. —AFP

In this file photo taken on June 28, 2022 Italy’s Prime Minister 
Mario Draghi holds a press conference at Elmau Castle, 
southern Germany, at the end of the G7 Summit. —AFP

Goldman Sachs  
profits tumble  

 
NEW YORK: Goldman Sachs reported a 48 per-
cent drop in quarterly earnings Monday after set-
ting aside more funds in case of bad loans, but 
shares rose as it topped analyst estimates. The US 
investment bank became the latest financial heavy-
weight to suffer a decline in second-quarter 
results as the weakening macroeconomic environ-

ment prompts them to hold funds in case of 
defaults. 

Operations were mixed, but Goldman scored a 
big jump in revenues tied to trading amid volatile 
markets. Profits were $2.8 billion for the second 
quarter following an eight percent slide in rev-
enues to $11.9 billion. 

Goldman established $667 million in provi-
sions, a shift from the year-ago period when 
earnings were boosted by $92 million in reserve 
releases. Goldman Chief  Executive David 
Solomon referred in a press release to “increased 
volatility and uncertainty” in the environment, 

praising the bank’s performance “in these chal-
lenging markets.” Other bank executives last 
week alluded to similar worries amid rising infla-
tion, the war in Ukraine and other factors, but 
said the US economy still appeared to be on solid 
footing for now. 

In terms of operations, Goldman suffered a drop 
in revenues connected to mergers and acquisition 
advising and loan underwriting. The bank’s own 
investments in equities reported a $221 million loss 
in the period. But Goldman scored an increase in 
its consumer banking. Shares rose 3.8 percent to 
$305.05 in pre-market trading. —AFP


