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NEW DELHI/TOKYO: Japan’s Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe will lay the foundation
stone for India’s first bullet train in Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s home
state this week, in a tightening of ties just
days after New Delhi ended a dangerous
military confrontation with China.

The move by Abe, who started a two-
day visit to India yesterday, highlights an
early lead for Japan in a sector where the
Chinese have also been trying to secure a
foothold, but without much success.

Modi has made the 500-km- (311-
mile-) long high-speed rail link between
the financial hub of Mumbai and the
industrial city of Ahmedabad in western
Gujarat a centrepiece of his efforts to
showcase India’s ability to build cutting-
edge infrastructure. The leaders will
launch the start of work on the line
tomorrow, India’s railways ministry said in
a statement.

“This technology will revolutionize and
transform the transport sector,” said
Railways Minister Piyush Goyal, welcom-
ing the prospects for growth brought by

Japan’s high-speed “shinkansen” technol-
ogy. In Tokyo, a Japanese foreign ministry
official told reporters, “We would like to
support ‘Make in India’ as much as possi-
ble,” referring to Modi’s signature policy to
lure investors in manufacturing.

“And for that, we want to do what’s
beyond the Mumbai-Ahmedabad line and
achieve economies of scale.” India would
make “all-out efforts” to complete the line
by August 2022, more than a year earlier
than planned, the government said this
week. Japan is providing 81 percent of the
funding for the 1.08-trillion-rupee ($16.9-
billion) project, through a 50-year loan at
0.1 percent annual interest.

Ties blossomed 
Ties between India and Japan have

blossomed as Modi and Abe increasingly
see eye-to-eye in countering growing
Chinese assertiveness across Asia.
Japanese investment into India has
surged in areas ranging from automo-
tives to infrastructure in the remote
northeast, making Tokyo its third-largest

foreign direct investor. India and Japan
are also trying to move forward on a plan
for New Delhi to buy Japanese amphibi-
ous aircraft - ShinMaywa Industries’ US-2
- in what would be one of Tokyo’s first
arms transfers since ending a self-
imposed embargo.

Tokyo hopes that by gaining a head
start on rival exporters of rail technology
such as China and Germany, its compa-
nies will be able to dominate business in
one of the most promising markets for
high-speed rail equipment. In 2015, China
won a contract to assess the feasibility of
a high-speed link between Delhi and
Mumbai, part of a network of more than
10,000 km (6,214 miles) of track India
wants to set up, but little progress has
been made.

Bullet train critics say the funds would
be far better spent to modernize India’s
slow and rickety state-controlled rail sys-
tem, the world’s fourth largest. But a $15-
billion safety overhaul has hit delays as a
state steel firm proved unable to fill
demand for new rail. — Reuters 

Abe to launch $17bn Indian bullet train project as ties deepen

AHMEDABAD: Indian security personnel stand guard alongside a banner adver-
tising the forthcoming visit to the city by Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
(right) and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi on the eve of the visit in
Ahmedabad yesterday. — AFP

PARIS: A man holds a flare during a demonstration called by several French unions against the labor law reform in Paris yesterday. French
unions launched a day of strikes and protests yesterday against Emmanuel Macron’s flagship labor reforms, a key test as he stakes his presiden-
cy on overhauling the sluggish economy. — AFP

PARIS: President Emmanuel Macron faced the
first challenge on the streets to his business-
friendly reform agenda yesterday when workers
from the hard-left CGT union began marching
through French cities to protest against a loos-
ening of labor laws.

Sounding a call to the working class, Philippe
Martinez, the head of the Communist Party-
linked CGT, branded the reforms a “social coup
d’etat” and took offence at Macron’s pledge to
give no ground to “slackers”.

Labor unions have scuppered previous
attempts to weaken France’s labor code, but this
time there was comfort for Macron as two other
unions, including the largest, the CFDT, declined
to join the protests. 

After weeks of negotiations, the government
last month set out measures including a cap on
payouts for dismissals judged unfair and greater
freedom for companies to hire and fire.

The reform makes no direct reference to the
35-hour week, a totem of the labor code, though
it hands firms more flexibility to set pay and
working conditions. The government plans to
adopt the new measures, being implemented by
decree, on Sept. 22. During a trip to Athens on
Friday, Macron told the local French community:
“I am fully determined and I won’t cede any
ground, not to slackers, nor cynics, nor hardlin-
ers.” He said the “slackers” comment was aimed at
those who had failed to push through reforms in
the past, although political opponents and some
unions took it as an attack on the unemployed or
on workers making the most of job protection.

“Mr Macron knows very well it ’s a power
struggle, that’s what he wants,” far-left firebrand
Jean-Luc Melenchon, who has become Macron’s
most vocal opponent in parliament, said on the
sidelines of a demonstration in Marseille. “We
will make him back down,” he said. Turnout esti-
mates for the march varied widely between
sources, as is often the case in France, with the
CGT union putting it at 60,000 in France’s second
city, while police said it was nearer 7,500.
Protesters were also gathering in Paris.

Cherished rights 
French workers have long cherished the

rights enshrined in the labor code, but compa-
nies complain it has deterred investment and
job creation and stymied economic growth.
Unemployment has been above 9 percent for
nearly a decade.

Macron’s reforms are being followed in
Germany as a test of his resolve to reshape the
euro zone’s second-biggest economy, a must if
he is to win Berlin’s backing for broader reforms
to the currency union. The CGT is France’s sec-
ond-biggest union, though its influence has
been waning. Martinez said yesterday’s nation-
wide protests were the “first phase” and more
would follow. He called Macron’s reference to
“slackers” an insult to workers.

“The president should listen to the people,
understand them, rather than cause divisions,”
Martinez told France 2 television. CGT workers
from the rail, oil and power sectors have said
they will heed his call for strikes yesterday, but
by mid-afternoon there was no apparent impact
on power and refining production, spokespeo-
ple for utility EDF and oil major Total said.

Just over 11 percent of the workforce at EDF,
which operates France’s fleet of 48 nuclear reac-
tors, took part in the strike, a spokeswoman for
the state-owned utility said.

Unions divided 
Macron landed in the French Caribbean yes-

terday to survey the devastation wrought by
Hurricane Irma on the French territory of Saint
Martin. Governments on the political left and
right have been trying for decades to overhaul
the 3,000-page labor code, but ended up water-
ing down their plans in the face of street demon-
strations. Macron was economy minister in the
Socialist government of president Francois
Hollande, whose attempt at labor reform led to
weeks of protests that at their peak brought

400,000 onto the streets, and stoked a rebellion
within his own party.

Hollande was forced to dilute his proposals,
but so far there are no signs of Macron feeling
compelled to back down. An opinion poll pub-
lished on Sept. 1 indicated that voters have
mixed views on the reform. Nearly six in 10 said
they opposed Macron’s labor decrees overall.
But when respondents looked at individual
measures, most received majority support. With
economic growth accelerating, unemployment
on a downward trend and the leading unions
divided in their response to the reforms, it is not
clear whether the protests will eventually gain
significant momentum.

Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire told the
newspaper Les Echos that voters had chosen
Macron “to carry out the reforms that France has
shrunk away from for 30 years”. The moderate
CFDT union described Macron’s labor decrees as
a “deep disappointment” but said it would not
join the CGT demonstrations. The smaller Force
Ouvriere (FO), usually an ally of the CGT, also
decided to stay away, a move that has led to dis-
cord within its ranks. — Reuters 

Macron faces challenge as
union protests labor reform

Labor reforms test French president’s mettle

LONDON: Britain’s government partially aban-
doned a cap on public-sector pay yesterday,
saying it would raise wages for police and
prison guard by more than its long-standing 1
percent limit.

Workers in Britain are unhappy over pay
growth since the financial crisis which has
fallen by more in inflation-adjusted terms
than in any other major economy, dropping
by an adjusted 0.5 percent as inflation rose
following last year’s Brexit vote. Britain is now
facing the possibility of strikes over pay after
the country’s biggest civil service union said
last week it would ballot members over
industrial action.

And yesterday the head of a union cover-
ing more public-sector workers said coordi-
nated strikes over pay were possible. 

The new rises will still be less than inflation,
with the government, which is trying to fix
Britain’s budget deficit, saying it would contin-
ue to exert discipline while also showing
greater flexibility for jobs that are hard to
recruit.

But police officers and trade unions said
they were unhappy with the offer which will
give police the usual 1 percent increase to
their basic pay, plus a one-off of 1 percent.

Meanwhile, prison officers will get an aver-
age pay rise of 1.7 percent in 2017/18. “We will
continue to ensure that the overall package

for public sector workers recognizes their vital
contribution ... while also being affordable and
fair to taxpayers as a whole,” deputy finance
minister Elizabeth Truss said.

The government froze pay for all but the
lowest-paid public-sector workers in 2010,
and capped rises in basic pay at 1 percent in
2013. The new pay rises are below inflation
which hit 2.9 percent in August, and the gov-
ernment offered no extra money to fund the
increased staff costs, which raises the possibil-
ity of job cuts or reduced public services.

A police staff representative said officers
would be angry that the pay award was less
than the permanent 2 percent increase rec-
ommended by an official pay review body. A
senior officer who speaks for police chiefs,
Francis Habgood, said forces had no money
for pay rises.

“Without better real-terms funding protec-
tion from government, an award above 1 per-
cent will inevitably impact on our ability to
deliver policing services and maintain staffing
levels,” Habgood said.

Among the factors behind the low wage
growth are weak productivity growth and the
government’s prioritization of reducing the
budget deficit.

This reached 10 percent of gross domestic
product in 2010 and stood at 2.5 percent of
GDP in the 2016/17 financial year. — Reuters

Britain eases public sector 
pay grip with rises for police 

BEIJING: Branches of China’s biggest banks
have suspended financial transactions for North
Koreans, employees told AFP, suggesting that
Beijing has pursued stronger measures against
its nuclear-armed ally than previously thought.

Staff at branches in Beijing and the border
city of Yanji-a major trade and transportation
hub between the two neighbors-said their
banks have banned North Koreans from open-
ing new accounts and some have even started
to close existing ones. The restrictions were
imposed well before the United Nations Security
Council unanimously approved, with China’s
blessing, new sanctions on Pyongyang on
Monday following its latest and largest nuclear
test. Employees at several branches of the coun-
try’s “big four”-Industrial and Commercial Bank
of China, Agricultural Bank of China, Bank of
China and China Construction Bank-confirmed
the financial curbs for North Korean clients.

“We have frozen their accounts, which
means they cannot withdraw (money),” a staff
member at a Yanji branch of China Construction
Bank told AFP. “They cannot use (their accounts)
in Yanji anymore, as well as our services... We
have already started to inform them to cancel
their account. If they can cancel, we let them
cancel. If they cannot, we will not let them use
it,” the staffer said.

An employee at the Industrial and
Commercial Bank of China in Yanji said the
restrictions began last year or the previous year.
“We also won’t open new accounts now. We
offer no service to them. Opening accounts or
foreign currency operations, we don’t offer such
services to them,” the employee said.

Other local bank branches said the bans have
been carried out for a while, but they did not
remember exactly when. Some said they have
received a written document on the ban but oth-
ers said there has only been a “verbally delivered”
message. A staff member at a Beijing branch of
China Construction Bank said they received a

notice in May, and North Koreans can no longer
conduct transactions. An Agricultural Bank of
China employee in Beijing said North Koreans
are barred from opening new accounts but those
with current accounts can carry out transactions.

Cut off nuclear funds 
Zhang Liangui, a professor at the Chinese

Communist Party Central Committee school,
said the ban is “very normal” and in accordance
with UN resolutions. “Chinese banks restricting
financial flows between (China and) North Korea
is actually restricting trade on the whole,” Zhang
said. “It mainly aims at limiting North Korea’s for-
eign exchange revenue and cutting off the for-
eign exchange (supply) that it needs to develop
its nuclear plans.”

A 2013 UN Security Council resolution stipu-
lates that member states must curb financial
services or transactions that could subsidize
North Korea’s nuclear programs. China has long
been accused of lax enforcement of UN sanc-
tions on North Korea, and US President Donald
Trump complained earlier this year that trade
between the two countries surged in the first
quarter. 

In June, the United States slapped sanctions
on the Bank of Dandong, a Chinese bank located
at the border with North Korea which it accused
of “facilitating millions of dollars of transactions
for companies involved in North Korea’s WMD
(weapons of mass destruction) and ballistic mis-
sile programs.”  But China has insisted that it
adheres to the UN sanctions. It suspended North
Korean coal imports in February and more
recently banned new business ventures and
stopped buying iron, seafood and lead from its
neighbor. China also backed Monday’s UN reso-
lution, which bans textile exports and restricts
shipments of oil products, though it did so only
after Washington toned down its original pro-
posal to secure the backing of Beijing and
Moscow. — AFP

Chinese banks halt 
transactions for 
North Koreans

This file picture taken on September 4, 2017 shows the North Korean town of Sinuiju
(at rear) being seen behind the Friendship Bridge (L) which connects Sinuiju and the
Chinese border city of Dandong, and the Broken Bridge, in Dandong, in China’s
northeast Liaoning province. — AFP

BRUSSELS: If the critics of Silicon Valley
needed a leader, many would turn to
Denmark’s Margrethe Vestager, the EU’s top
anti-trust regulator. Around the world,
authorities and governments now look to
the elegant Dane who in June slapped
Google with a record 2.4-billion-euro fine
for illegally favoring its shopping service in
search results. 

Google hit back on Monday, filing an
appeal at EU court, embittering ties
between Europe and Silicon Valley even
further. The decision was the biggest blow
ever inflicted on the US tech juggernaut
and came less than a year after Vestager
shocked the world with an order that
iPhone manufacturer Apple repay 13 bil-
lion euros in back taxes in Ireland.

But despite her thunderbolt  deci-
sions, Vestager, who took office as EU
competition commissioner in late 2014,
is also known for infusing one of the
EU’s most feared positions with a wel-
come dose of humanity. Across the EU
institutions, Vestager is considered one
of the most popular of the commission’s
28 commissioners.

“She’s loved by her team, and hugely
respected,” said a high-level Brussels official
familiar with the often austere corridors of
EU power. Vestager’s vast, bright office in
the commission’s Berlaymont headquarters
is unlike most others. 

The walls are cribbed with personal
photographs-including of her three daugh-
ters-pinned alongside spirited, colorful
pieces by Danish artist Kristina Gordon.
Her small desk faces out to the Brussels sky-
line suggesting more contemplative work
than that of an official feared by highly paid
lawyers and boardroom executives.

‘I really liked it’ 
In an interview with AFP, Vestager spoke

of her anti-trust portfolio matter-of-factly,
but sparked to talk of the promise of
Europe that she said had grown stronger
from the drama of the debt crisis and
Brexit. “It’s as if everyone has lifted up their
gaze and said OK they want to leave, we’ll
find the best way to enable that, but for the
rest of us: ahead!” she said. — AFP

EU’s Vestager, the Dane 
who is Google’s bane

BRUSSELS: EU Commissioner of Compe-
tition Margrethe Vestager gives an interview
at the EU Headquarters in Brussels. — AFP


