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MUMBAI: Farmers and activists are protest-
ing legislative efforts in two south Indian
states that would make it easier to acquire
land for infrastructure projects, as the battle
for scarce land in the country becomes
more contentious. Andhra Pradesh state
will introduce a law to accelerate land
acquisitions for “public purposes”, Chief
Minister N Chandrababu Naidu said over
the weekend. Neighboring Telangana state
last week passed a law that drops the feder-
al requirements for public consensus and a
social impact study for land acquired for
infrastructure projects.

“Telangana’s new law shuts the doors

on farmers and other vulnerable commu-
nities who depend on the land for their
livelihood,” said Kiran Kumar Vissa at
Rythu Swarajya Vedika, an umbrella
organisation of non-profits focused on
agriculture. “It puts all the power in the
hands of the state and wealthy land own-
ers. The state will become nothing but a
real estate agent for corporations.”

His organisation has held protests in
Telangana’s capital Hyderabad, and plans
a statewide campaign against the law, he
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
Telangana Chief Minister K.
Chandrasekhara Rao defended the new

law, saying India’s 2013 Land Acquisition
Act had slowed Telangana’s development
projects. “It is not possible to do develop-
ment projects without taking land. We
have a right to amend the act,” Rao said.

Land-related conflict is the main rea-
son behind stalled industrial and devel-
opment projects in India, affecting mil-
lions of people and putting billions of
dollars of investment at risk, according to
a recent report. Federal law requires con-
sensus to buy land, a social impact
assessment, rehabilitation for those dis-
placed, and compensation up to four
times the market value. States including

Rajasthan and Gujarat have introduced
laws that dilute some of the federal law’s
provisions. Activists say states’ ability to
bypass these requirements sets a danger-
ous precedent, dismantling vital checks
and balances. The All India Kisan Sabha, a
union fighting for peasants’ and farmers’
rights, has also held protests.

India has introduced several land laws
in the past decade to give the vulnerable
more rights, but many of these laws are
diluted and do not protect poor farmers
enough, activists say. In Telangana,
protests had erupted over the state’s plan
to acquire land for a reservoir with its

controversial GO123 order that diluted
several conditions of the federal law.
Andhra Pradesh recently introduced a
land pooling scheme for its capital city
Amaravati that activists say puts pressure
on owners to give up their land.

The proposed new law gives the state
even greater power, said EAS Sarma, a
land rights activist. “In the name of expe-
diting infrastructure projects, the new
law does away with key safeguards,” he
said. “The proposed amendments are
highly regressive, anti-farmer and facili-
tate human rights violations. You can
expect to see more protests.”  — Reuters 

New Indian land laws to expedite projects hurt farmers: Activists 

TOPEKA: Westar Energy is increasing
the use of drones for such things as
inspecting equipment,  navigating
remote areas and managing some emer-
gencies, as the utility tries to improve
safety and efficiency while also saving
money, company officials said. Westar
and Kansas State University ’s
Polytechnic Campus offer an unmanned
aircraft systems program and have one
of the nation’s largest enclosed drone
flight facilities on the polytechnic cam-
pus in Salina. Now, it has begun deploy-
ing unmanned aircraft commercially,
The Topeka Capital-Journal reported. 

“It’s absolutely a cost savings at this
point,” said Jason Klenklen, supervisor of
transmission maintenance. “Instead of
using manned aircraft ,  we’re using
unmanned aircraft.” The drones also can
reduce risk for employees and contrac-
tors, Klenklen said. For example, fewer
employees would need to travel during
an ice storm to determine the cause of
an outage.

Using drones to inspect boilers also
would be safer, said Sam Sharp, a Kansas
State Polytechnic USA Laborator y
researcher and Westar’s primary liaison.
The work takes extensive training to fly
the aircraft because boilers have no
internal lights or GPS signal. “It allows
employees to view the internal compo-
nents of the boiler through real-time
imagery captured by a drone while
securely staying on the outside,” he said.

Line of sight 
The drones are primarily being used

in rural areas to gather information

about transmission lines, specifically
lines that are 69,000 volts and above,
Klenklen said. The drones face some air-
space restrictions, such as in Wichita and
Topeka, and unmanned aircraft are
required to be in the operators’ line of
sight, although waivers are available in
some instances.

“Within line of sight, that’s still a pret-
ty big restriction on us,” Klenklen said.
“That being said, there are times we’re
able to see several miles down the line
with one of these.” Drones also can find
potential issues that lead to outages
more quickly than having somebody
drive to find an issue or have somebody
walk to the area, he said.

The drones help alleviate concerns
with landowners  who don’t  want
trucks or people on their land. The util-
ity can send drones to areas within its
easements  but  i t  s t i l l  contac ts
landowners before sending a drone in
to inspect lines. 

Westar Energy uses quadcopters or
multi-copters, which are four-bladed
machines that can fly anywhere from 20
minutes to more than 45 minutes. “We
have a lot of areas our lines traverse that
are environmentally sensitive, through
wetlands and even through croplands,”
Klenklen said.

A new federal law passed earlier this
year cleared the way for non-pilots to fly
unmanned aircraft for commercial pur-
poses with a Remote Pilot in Command
certificate. The designation takes signifi-
cant training and information although
the actual flying of a drone isn’t difficult,
he said. — AP 

MEXICO CITY: Hundreds of irate Mexicans
marched in Mexico City on Sunday to protest a
steep rise in gasoline prices. They carried signs
denouncing President Enrique Pena Nieto,
whose government announced last week that
the price of gasoline would increase by as much
as 20 percent to 0.88 dollars per liter on New
Year’s Day, while diesel would rise by 16.5 per-
cent to 0.83 dollars.

Pena Nieto has promised that fuel prices will
eventually fall thanks to a landmark 2014 energy
reform he instituted, which ended a seven-
decade-old monopoly held by the state-run firm
Pemex. The government plans to end subsidies
and let the market dictate prices in March. But
Mexicans will feel the pinch at the pump before
they start falling.

The protesters marched Sun along Mexico
City’s Reforma avenue towards the vast central
square called the Zocalo. “With this news about
gasoline I don’t know how much more we can
take,” said Dulce Maria Coeta, a homemaker.
“Even as it is, the minimum wage is not enough
to buy groceries. Now, it will be even worse.”

Mexicans flocked to gas stations last week to
fill their tanks before the price rise. News reports
Sunday said some ran out of fuel. Pemex said
this happened in less than one percent of its
service stations. The protests are the latest
headache for Pena Nieto. His popularity has
plummeted below 25 percent this year due to
his government’s failure to curb drug-related
violence, disappointing economic growth and
his unpopular decision to host Donald Trump
before the anti-immigration Republican won the
US presidential election.

The fall in global oil prices in recent years has
forced the government to cut its budget and
slash spending at Pemex. And the peso has fall-
en to historic lows due to Trump’s protectionist
rhetoric against Mexico. The liberalization of
gasoline prices was supposed to begin in 2018,
but the government decided to start it now.

Ukraine slashes gas use 
In other news, Ukraine yesterday reported a

one-third drop in its use of natural gas and gen-
eral energy savings that will be cheered by its
financial backers from the International
Monetary Fund. The IMF has long identified
Ukraine as one of Europe’s most inefficient coun-

tries when it comes to fuel consumption.
A large part of the problem came from state

subsidies that homes and enterprises had been
awarded since Soviet times. That assistance was a
vast drain on the budget and allowed Ukrainians
to use gas cheaply and without conservation.
This all changed last year as the government
started to push up prices levied on home users.
Many people saw their gas and energy bills dou-
ble-a change that prompted some protests on
the streets. Prices on companies had gone up
even earlier. Data released by Ukraine’s main
energy transport company showed gas use
falling by 32.7 percent last year. Ukraine has not
imported any blue fuel from Russia in 13 months
because of a freeze in ties between the two
neighbors and disputes over prices.

Most of the imports came from Slovakia.
Ukraine also imported much smaller amounts
from Hungary and Poland. The IMF has long
demanded energy savings to be part of
Ukraine’s austerity measures that were approved
when the Fund awarded cash-starved Kiev a

$17.5-billion (16.7-billion-euro) rescue package
last year. Ukraine’s state energy company said
last week that it could survive the winter with-
out purchasing any Russian gas. Brussels is still
trying to find a compromise between Kiev and
Moscow that would reduce Ukraine’s demand
from EU countries and lower prices for European
consumers. Yet some analysts noted that the gas
consumption figure was not all good news.

Ukraine’s economy shrank by nearly 10 per-
cent last year and output at the country’s giant
steel and chemical companies fell by even
greater amounts. The reduced production
meant that companies used less natural gas for
conversion into energy. The Ukrainian economy
is budgeted to grow by three percent this year
and analysts will be watching closely to see what
that does to gas consumption. A continued
decline would mean that industries and homes
really are being more efficient. A rise in gas use
would imply that neither have done as much to
cut down on wasteful consumption as the IMF
had hoped. — Agencies 

BEIJING: The Chinese government said
Friday it will ease restrictions on foreign
investment in sectors ranging from bank-
ing and internet services to rail equipment
and motorcycles, in response to mounting
complaints from foreign business groups
and governments. An official with China’s
National Development and Reform
Commission, the economic planning
agency, said service sectors such as
accounting and auditing, architectural
design and ratings services will be open to
foreign investment.

In manufacturing, barriers to foreign
investment will be lowered in sectors such
as rail transportation, motorcycles and
ethanol fuels, according to an official tran-
script of a briefing by Ning Jizhe, vice-chair-
man of the commission.

The moves are part of a set of guide-
lines approved by China’s Cabinet this
week Beijing says are aimed at leveling the
playing field for foreign companies and
boosting investment, which has been
slowing. No specific details were immedi-
ately released.

Ning said the guidelines would “help
ensure and promote fair competition
between domestic and foreign companies”
and attract more investment. He said for-
eign investment in China rose 3.9 percent
from January to November, slower than the
rate of growth in the previous year. China
would also work to open up areas typically
deemed sensitive by the government, such
as internet services, telecoms and educa-
tion, in “an orderly way,” Ning said. But the
extent to which such sectors would be lib-
eralized was unclear. Earlier this year, China
passed a law on cybersecurity seen as

enabling the ruling Communist Party to
exert greater control over the internet and
technology products and moved to more
tightly control schools.

‘Opening-up strategy’ 
Premier Li Keqiang, who chaired the

State Council’s executive meeting that
passed the guidelines Wednesday, said
China should take measures with “great
effectiveness in attracting foreign capi-
tal,” according to the official Xinhua News
Agency. “China’s economy develops as we
continue our opening-up strategy,” Li was
quoted as saying. “Besides advanced
technology and experience in manage-
ment, China also needs capital invest-
ment from overseas.”

The Chinese leadership is trying to shore
up economic growth which has cooled
steadily over the past six years as commu-
nist leaders try to steer it to more self-sus-
taining growth based on consumer spend-
ing instead of trade and investment. 

Washington and Europe complain
Beijing blocks access to its markets in viola-
tion of its free-trade commitments. Foreign
companies complain Chinese regulators
are trying to squeeze them out of technol-
ogy and other promising industries. In an
interview with a Hong Kong newspaper
published last week, the German ambassa-
dor to China said that Beijing was not living
up to pledges to open its markets and give
unfettered access to foreign investment.
“We sense a growing tendency in China
towards market closure and favoring of
indigenous production,” Ambassador
Michael Clauss told the South China
Morning Post. —AP 

SEOUL: South Korea’s largest automakers
Hyundai Motor and its affiliate Kia have
forecast sales of 8.25 million vehicles this
year amid hopes that new factories will tap
into emerging markets. The projected sales
for 2017 mark a slight increase from the
previous year’s target of 8.13 million, the
Hyundai Motor group chairman Chung
Mong-Koo said in a New Year email mes-
sage to employees yesterday.

Hyundai, which along with Kia forms the
world’s fifth-largest automaking group, has
seen profits falling for years amid slowing
demand in its key China market and a
strong won that hurt its competitiveness
overseas.  The group missed its annual sales
target for a second year in a row last year
when major strikes by South Korean work-
ers hit production.

Hyundai-Kia jointly sold a little over 7
million units from January to November in
2016. But it hopes to turn things around
with a new factory to open in Chongqing,
China, and the launch of new vehicles. “We
should strengthen production networks
among 35 plants in 10 countries, including
the Chongqing plant to open this year,”
Chung said. “We...will also strengthen prod-
uct lineup in luxury and environmentally-

friendly cars and introduce more than 10
new vehicles this year,” he added. 

New models-including sports utility
vehicles popular in China-will also be pro-
duced at newly-opened plants in
Changzhou in China and Mexico, according
to the group.  The Chongqing plant-
Hyundai’s 5th plant in China-is aimed at
exploiting the fast-growing mid-western
region in the country, the world’s largest
auto market. 

The group has struggled to boost its
market share in China, which fell to 8.1 per
cent in 2016 following growing competi-
tion from Japanese rivals and homegrown
Chinese brands. In October Hyundai Motor
announced a sharp fall in profits for a third
quarter, hit by lengthy industrial action that
also took a toll on the national economy. 

Tens of thousands of workers at the
firm’s plants in South Korea staged full or
partial strikes for several weeks through
July to October demanding higher wages.
Production losses were estimated at 3 tril-
lion won ($2.6 billion), and Hyundai said its
third quarter net profit fell 7.2 percent from
the previous year to 1.1 trillion won. It was
the 11th consecutive quarter of profit
downturn for Hyundai. — AFP 

SEOUL: South Korea’s government and airline companies
will meet today to discuss China’s rejection of applications by
Korean carriers to add charter flights between the two coun-
tries for early this year, a government official said yesterday.
South Korean Finance Minister Yoo Il-ho said on Sunday he
would look into whether China’s decision, which came ahead
of a traditional surge in Lunar New Year travel, was “related
to” the planned deployment of a US anti-missile system in
South Korea.

Yoo told reporters there were “several suspected cases of
non-tariff barriers” following last year’s decision to deploy
the US Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD) system
and South Korea needed to determine China’s “real inten-
tion”. China’s foreign ministry did not immediately respond
to a request for comment on a holiday, while China’s Civil
Aviation Administration was not immediately reachable.

China worries that the THAAD’s powerful radar can pene-
trate its territory and has objected to the deployment, which
South Korea and the United States say is aimed solely at
countering any threat from North Korea. South Korean carri-
ers Asiana Airlines, Jeju Air and Jin Air, an affiliate of Korean
Air Lines , said their applications for charter flights to China
were rejected for January and February, with no reason given.
“It is regrettable,” a spokesman at Jeju Air said.

The companies already operate scheduled flights to
China but wanted to add charter flights at busy times. The
transport ministry had sent a letter to China’s ministry seek-
ing cooperation on the proposed flights and it would also
meet the companies to ponder a next step, a ministry official
said. “We will hold a closed-meeting with major airline affili-
ates tomorrow morning to discuss measures,” the ministry
official said, without elaborating on what type of measures
might be considered.

China Eastern Airlines and China Southern Airlines had
asked South Korea to hold off on approving their applica-
tions to add charter flights in January, citing “a situation in
China”, said the official who is not authorized to speak to
media and declined to be identified. A China Eastern press
official denied that it had asked South Korea to hold off
approving applications to add charter flights. A China
Southern media official was not immediately available.

The Korea Tourism Organization said charter flights typi-
cally accounted for 4 to 5 percent of available seats between
the two countries. “Travelers can switch over to regular sched-
uled flights, so we do not expect huge losses,” said Han Hwa-
joon, China team director. Shares in South Korean cosmetics-
related companies and airlines dropped on news reports of
the charter denials. Korean cosmetics are a hot-selling item
for visitors from China, South Korea’s biggest source of
tourists. Shares in cosmetics maker Amorepacific Corp were
down 5 percent on Monday, their biggest daily percentage
loss since Oct. 25 and Korean Air Lines Co Ltd shares fell 2.2
percent to their lowest level since July 14. — Reuters 

BEIJING: A man and a boy watch musicians performing to entertain shoppers and
Chinese models wearing NE TIGER creations posing on stage set behind the fashion
boutique window panel decorated with Rooster stickers for the upcoming Chinese
Lunar New Year at an up-scale shopping mall. — AP  

China to ease curbs on foreign 
investment after complaints

Mexicans march to protest
steep rise in gasoline prices

Ukraine slashes gas use as subsidies phased out

MEXICO CITY: A man holding a flag that reads “No more gasoline price hikes” films other pro-
testors in as they chant anti-government slogans in front of the National Palace. — AP 

Hyundai aims to sell 
8.2m cars in 2017

SEOUL: In this Wednesday, Dec 9, 2015 file photo, Hyundai Motor Co Chairman
Chung Mong-koo attends a press unveiling of Genesis’ new model EQ900. — AP  
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China blocks 
charter flights
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of drones in Kansas


