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CLERMONT-FERRAND, France: Farmers ride the road shovel attachment of a tractor as they block a road on
Thursday as part of a strike against the market prices of the products. — AFP 

PARIS: Less than a year since France aban-
doned its “ecotax” on truckers after protesters
destroyed the equipment built to collect it,
similar strongarm tactics look to be working for
the nation’s farmers, cab drivers and ferry
workers. Livestock producers struggling with
low prices won a hastily assembled package of
loans and debt relief this week after blocking
motorways and dumping manure outside
supermarkets.

Socialist President Francois Hollande, keen
to avoid such outbursts of anger coalescing
into a wider anti-government campaign, met
farmers’ leaders on Thursday and urged
processors and distributors to raise the prices
they pay producers. Weeks earlier, authorities
forced the closure of the Uber ride-hailing app
and summoned its bosses to court after taxi
drivers furious at low-cost competition over-
turned cars and injured police. Ferry workers
who have repeatedly blocked the Channel
Tunnel entrance with burning tyres, paralysing
traffic between Britain and the continent, won

government intervention this week to help
secure their jobs after their ships are sold to a
Danish buyer. Now the men and women who
run licensed tobacco stores are hooding road-
side radars with bin liners at night to deprive
the government of revenues from speeding
fines in a bid to make it drop plans to ban
brand names from cigarette packs.

Critics of Hollande say his concessions to
lawlessness are typical of a leadership style that
avoids confrontation - and painful decisions.
Some note he helped broker a European
bailout deal for Greece that includes far
tougher reforms than anything he has chosen
for France. His predecessors’ record was not
much different. “France has had a long history
of demonstrations, protests, and strikes in
some of these sectors, especially transport,”
said Kerstin Hamann, a political science profes-
sor at the University of Central Florida who has
analysed the outcome of strikes in Western
Europe from 1980 to 2009.

Supporters of the ecotax - a pro-environ-

ment levy on heavy goods vehicles that had
won broad parliamentary support - predicted
that its withdrawal would encourage copycat
campaigns. “It’s because such tactics work -
and they are clearly doing so again,” said
Alistair Cole, a professor of Politics and France
specialist at Sciences Po university in Lyon.
Although steeped in a tradition of direct action
dating back before the 1789 revolution, France
has no monopoly on effective acts of protest,
civil disobedience, and withdrawal of labour.

In neighbouring Britain, riots and mass non-
payment that followed the introduction of a
“poll tax” for households in 1989 led to its swift
withdrawal. France has near the lowest rate of
union membership of OECD and European
Union member states, with fewer than 10 per-
cent of workers affiliated. Yet the country lost
the most work time to strikes in a selection of
17 European countries between 2008 and
2012, a European Commission report showed.
Apart from France, only Denmark showed an
increase on the previous five years.—Reuters 

Strongarm tactics get results 
in French summer of protest

Govts prefer to buy off protesters to avoid wider revolt

US home sales 
at 7-month low 
WASHINGTON: New US single-family home sales fell in
June to their lowest level in seven months and May’s sales
were revised sharply lower, in what appeared to be a minor
setback for the housing market recovery. Other data yester-
day showed manufacturing activity nudged up in July after
slowing for three straight months. New home sales dropped
6.8 percent to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 482,000
units, the lowest level since last November, the Commerce
Department said. May’s sales pace was revised down to
517,000 units from the previously reported 546,000 units.

“You never want to see the data regress, but we remain
optimistic that we’re still on a long-term upward trajectory,”
said Tom Wind, vice president of home lending at EverBank
in Jacksonville, Florida. Economists had forecast new home
sales, which account for 8.1 percent of the market, to be
unchanged last month. Sales were up 18.1 percent com-
pared to June of last year. Prices for US government debt
rose after the data and the dollar pared gains against a bas-
ket of currencies. US stock indexes were trading lower.

Despite two straight months of declines in new home
sales, the overall housing market recovery remains intact.
Housing is being supported by a tightening labor market,
which has unleashed demand from young adults. Steps by
the government to ease lending conditions for first-time
buyers through mortgage finance firms Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac also are helping. A report on Wednesday
showed home resales jumped to a more than eight-year
high in June. Data last week showed building permits near
an eight-year peak in June and housing starts increasing
solidly.

New home sales increased 28 percent in the Northeast
after soaring 78.6 percent in May. Sales fell 17 percent in
the West and were down 11.1 percent in the Midwest. In
the South, sales slipped 4.1 percent. The stock of new
houses for sale increased 3.4 percent to 215,000 last
month, the highest since May 2010. Supply remains less
than half of what it was at the height of the housing boom
and is not keeping up with rising household formation. At
June’s sales pace it would take 5.4 months to clear the sup-
ply of houses on the market, the most since last November.
That was up from 4.8 months in May. The median price of a
new home fell 1.8 percent from a year ago to $281,800.

In a separate report, financial data firm Markit said its
preliminary US Manufacturing Purchasing Managers’
Index rose to 53.8 in July from a reading of 53.6 in June,
which was the slowest pace since Oct 2013. A reading
above 50 indicates expansion in the sector. Job creation,
however, slowed in July with the index at 53.7, its weak-
est level since April, compared with the final June reading
of 55.5, Markit said. The index’s flash output component
rose to 55.4 from the final June reading of 53.9. The June
final output level was the lowest since January 2014,
according to Markit data. — Reuters 

TOKYO: Japanese media giant Nikkei said
yesterday its surprise acquisition of the
Financial Times for $1.3 billion under-
scores its goal to be the voice of Asia on
economic affairs as part of a broader
Internet-driven global expansion. But the
unlikely cross-border marriage - Japanese
media rarely venture overseas and are
routinely criticized as timid in pursuit of
investigative news has sparked concerns
about editorial independence at the sto-
ried salmon-pink business paper founded
in 1888. “The merger of the Financial
Times and Nikkei will give the group a
major international presence in the media
sector,” the Japanese paper said in its
Friday edition, touting it as the country’s
biggest-ever foreign media acquisition.
President and CEO Naotoshi Okada said
on the Nikkei’s website: “Our goal is noth-
ing short of making Nikkei the leading

media voice in Asia”.
Later yesterday, Okada moved to allay

fears that the new owners would interfere
in the FT’s day-to-day story decisions.
“We’re going to preserve editorial inde-
pendence. . .  that  is  what we’ve told
(them),” he said at a press briefing in
Tokyo. Tsuneo Kita, the Nikkei’s chairman,
echoed those sentiments, saying there
were no plans to change the “content or
form” of the British paper. Kita, who said
the deal came together quickly with dis-
cussions over a deal starting a little more
than a month ago, described the FT as an
ideal “international partner”. “The FT has
the confidence of many readers, not only
in Europe but around the world,” Kita
said. “Businessmen and decision makers
appreciate the quality of its articles and
depth of its analysis. The Nikkei and FT
share common values.”— AFP 

Nikkei going global with FT takeover

TOKYO: Chairman of Japan’s business daily newspaper Nihon Keizai
Shimbun (Nikkei) Tsuneo Kita (right) speaks as company president Naotoshi
Okada looks on at a press conference yesterday. — AFP 


