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JAKARTA: A South Korean-owned company is cutting
down primary rainforests for timber and then setting fires
to clear the land to plant oil palm in apparent violation of
Indonesian law, according to an investigation by environ-
mental groups. The investigation points to “systematic
and widespread use of fire” by the Jakarta-based Korindo
Group PT, which adds to the pall of smoky haze choking
large parts of Southeast Asia during the annual dry sea-
son, the environmental groups said in a report published
on Thursday.

Korindo has already cleared more than 50,000
hectares of tropical lowland forest for palm oil planta-
tions in the remote provinces of Papua and Maluku, and
at least 75,000 hectares are at “immediate risk” of being
cleared, the report said. “I’ve never seen evidence so
strong to prove that a company intentionally burned,”
AidEnvironment Indonesia senior consultant Erik Waker
told Reuters in a telephone interview. One of Korindo’s
main customers, Wilmar International Ltd.  , told Reuters
the company has stopped buying palm from Korindo for
violating it’s “no deforestation” policy, the company said
in an emailed statement.

Korindo blamed local people living near its timber
concession area for “lighting fires for hunting wild ani-
mals living in the forests”. “Accusations that the Korindo
Group were a big contributor to the smoke and haze in
2015 and consequently had an impact on the economy
and damaged the environment in Indonesia are not
true,” the company said in a statement. Indonesia’s envi-
ronment ministry has sent a team to Papua “to collect
material and information”, after they were presented
with the findings from the report, the ministry’s law
enforcement director Muhammad Yunus told Reuters.

$16 billion in losses
Indonesia is home to the world’s third-largest area of

tropical forests. It is also the world’s fifth-largest emitter
of the greenhouse gases widely blamed for global warm-
ing, largely due to deforestation. Korindo holds a total of
160,000 hectares of oil palm concessions in eight areas of
Papua and Maluku, according to the report, and an esti-
mated 900,000 hectares of logging areas that could also
be converted. It is one of the largest plantation compa-
nies in eastern Indonesia. Around 90 percent of the
world’s palm oil crop grows in Malaysia and Indonesia.
Indonesia’s President Joko Widodo in April imposed a
moratorium on expanding palm oil plantations, with the
industry under mounting pressure from global compa-
nies that use palm oil in products, ranging from soups to
soaps and chocolates, to adhere to environmentally sus-
tainable plantation practices. — Reuters

NEW DELHI: Millions of public sector workers
went on strike across India yesterday protest-
ing against Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
plans for greater privatization and a proposed
minimum wage hike they say is inadequate.
Up to 150 million workers from sectors includ-
ing nursing, banking, manufacturing and coal
mining as well as hawkers and daily wage
laborers are expected to take part in the 24-
hour nationwide strike, organizers said. Ten
major unions called the strike after talks with
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley broke down,
with leaders rejecting his offer to raise the
minimum wage for unskilled workers from
6,396 rupees ($95) per month to 9,100 rupees
($136).

“This strike is against the central govern-
ment, this strike is for the cause of the work-
ing people,” Ramen Pandey of the Indian
National Trade Union Congress said. “Our
strike will be 100 percent successful... we will
prove that this strike is the world’s largest
ever.” Workers are also demanding the gov-
ernment dump plans to shutter unproductive
factories, raise foreign investment caps in
some industries and sell off stakes in state-run
companies-over fears that creeping privatiza-
tion will jeopardize jobs.

The Centre of Indian Trade Unions said
workers were “demanding an end to the all-

round attack launched by the government
against their lives, livelihood and dignity” and
that 150 million people were expected to lay
down tools. It accused the government of a
“vile conspiracy... to privatize the public sector

and invite foreign capital in some parts of
industry”. Unions are seeking the introduction
of universal social security as well as an
increase in the minimum wage to 18,000
rupees a month because of rising prices.

It was not possible to independently verify
the number of workers on strike. Banks,
shops and schools shut down in several parts
of the country including southern Karnataka
and Kerala states where public transport
stopped running, stranding commuters and
travelers. Television footage showed flag-
waving protesters squatting on railway tracks
in the states of Orissa and West Bengal, which
has a long history of left-wing union activism.
More than 20 protesters were arrested after
they damaged two government buses in
West Bengal,  senior police official Anuj
Sharma said. 

India’s power minister Piyush Goyal said
the strike would not have any impact on
coal supplies as there is “no shortage of
coal anywhere in the country”. Modi won a
landslide election victory in 2014, promis-
ing a string of business-friendly reforms to
attract foreign investment and revive the
economy. According to the latest budget,
the government aims to raise some 560 bil-
lion rupees ($8.3 billion) through privatiza-
tion in 2016-17 and shut down some state-
run firms, after losses exceeded $4 billion in
the last financial year. Previous strikes have
brought cities to a standstill and cost the
Indian economy millions of dollars in lost
production.— AFP 

Millions strike in India over wages, economic reforms

Stray dogs walk near parked trucks alongside National Highway 31 at the village of
Gaisal some 120 kms from Siliguri yesterday, during a nationwide strike called by 10
major trade unions over wages and economic reforms.  — AFP 

LONDON: World leaders heading to a
summit in China this weekend are likely
to renew their promises to use tax and
spending policies to invigorate the slug-
gish world economy, but the chances of a
meaningful new pro-growth push look
slim. As concerns grow about over-
reliance on central banks to deal with the
hangover of the financial crisis, there are
some tentative signs of a more relaxed
approach to public spending.

The European Union has taken a softer
stance with some member states over its
budget rules. And Britain, which until
recently wanted to turn its big deficit into
a surplus by 2020, is considering fiscal
stimulus to offset the shock Brexit vote.
The United States, frustrated that the slow
global economy is holding it back, hopes
its calls for governments to do more to
spur growth will gain new urgency when
G20 presidents and prime ministers meet
in Hangzhou in China on Sunday and
Monday.

“I am not saying that we are going to
see every country in the world jump on
the bandwagon and declare that they are
using their fiscal tools, but if you look at
the facts, more fiscal tools are being
used,” US Treasury Secretary Jack Lew
told the Brookings Institution in
Washington on Wednesday. In 2015, the
G20 leaders said they would use fiscal
policies to help growth but also stressed
the importance of cutting debt. Japan,
which has been trying to revive its econo-
my for about 20 years, announced last
month a 13.5-trillion-yen spending plan
which includes infrastructure payouts to
low-income households.

But with public finances still weak in
many countries, there has been little
major action to spur growth. Nearly 10
years after the financial crisis began, many
central bankers sound exasperated that
their bold stimulus attempts have not

been followed up by governments.
“Monetary policy is not well equipped to
address long-term issues like the slow-
down in productivity growth,” US
Federal Reserve Vice Chair Stanley
Fischer said on Sunday, calling on
Washington to invest more in infrastruc-
ture and education to juice up the slowly
recovering US economy.

Share the burden
The frustration of central bankers is

even more palpable in Europe where
growth is weaker than in the United
States, despite the European Central Bank
cutting rates below zero. Many euro-zone
governments are still struggling with the
legacy of debt and deficits left by the
financial crisis. Germany, sitting on a
record budget surplus, is most able to
spend but frugality is an obsession in
Berlin and keeping the budget balanced
is a cornerstone of Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s 2017 election campaign.

France and Italy are already pushing
their spending limits under EU budget
rules, so attempts to revitalize their
economies would have to come from
potentially painful labor reforms that
would anger influential interest groups
and be slow to have an impact. “What we
have seen since 2007 is half-baked and
half-hearted structural reforms,” ECB
Executive Board member Benoit Coeure
said at last weekend’s meeting of central
bankers from around the world at Jackson
Hole, gathered in the wilds of Wyoming.

Extra spending this year to cover the
cost of the euro zone’s refugee crisis will
evaporate in 2017 given the unwilling-
ness of the bloc’s big countries to reform
or spend more. In Britain, where new
finance minister Philip Hammond has
talked about a possible fiscal policy “re-
set” later this year after the Brexit vote
shock, the size of any stimulus will

depend on the scale of the post-referen-
dum slowdown. So far, data suggests the
economy has been more resilient than
forecast.

It’s not just central bankers who are
urging governments to take advantage of
their record-low borrowing costs to act.
The International Monetary Fund has esti-
mated that a sustained increase in eco-
nomic growth of 1 percentage point
could bring debt ratios in advanced
economies to their pre-crisis levels within
a decade. It called on Thursday for G20
leaders to take much stronger action. And
big long-term investors such as pension
funds and insurers see promise in a deep-
er market for higher-yielding infrastruc-
ture-linked assets. “There is an alignment
of interests from monetary policymakers
who want to have the burden shared to
support economic activity ... to govern-
ments that have to keep on supporting
job creating and investors gladly comple-
menting the public sector,” Nannette
Hechler-Fayd’herbe, head of global
investment strategy at Credit Suisse, said.
Yet the longer it takes for governments to
develop new ways to support their
economies, the more some investors are
worried about the dangers of continued
low growth, high debt, weaker banks and
growing asset price bubbles. Mohamed
El-Erian, chief economic adviser to Allianz,
said time was short to respond to the
global economy’s malaise. In an article
published in the Financial Times, he called
for an urgent shift toward a more holistic
approach, including higher infrastructure
spending among other pro-growth
reforms. “If the policymaking approach
does not evolve into a more comprehen-
sive response, low growth will turn into
periodic recessions, inequality will
increase and artificial financial stability
will give way to unsettling financial disor-
der,” El-Erian said. — Reuters
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