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Raghunath Bartade watched helplessly as his
brother was dragged off the sand-mining boat,
his leg tangled in the anchor rope and his arms

flailing as he sank into the murky creek near Mumbai.
Moments earlier, Raghunath and Babban Bartade had
been dredging sand by hand from the bottom of the
creek - an often deadly trade that fuels India’s booming
construction industry, and continues despite an official
crackdown. “We found his body within minutes,” said
Bartade, adding that he has witnessed several drown-
ings since he began mining sand 13 years ago.

“The miners usually drift away in the water and
their body surfaces days later,” he said, standing out-
side his hut in Bharatpada village in Palghar district
adjoining Mumbai on a rainy afternoon with his broth-
er’s children hovering close by. Babban’s death in June
came a year after a Thomson Reuters Foundation
investigation revealed workers were drowning while
illegally mining sand in Vasai Creek, one of the two
main distributaries of the Ulhas River.

The investigation found about 75,000 men, many
from India’s poorest areas, were risking their lives and
health by spending up to 12 hours a day diving 12 m
into pitch-black waters with iron buckets to fill with
sand. In response, the Maharashtra state government
promised to end illegal mining along the creek, impose
regulations, and provide alternate jobs. Almost one
year later, there are far fewer sand mining boats on the
creek, but the promised jobs have not materialised
with officials at different levels of government passing
responsibility for the employment plan on to others.

Siddharam Salimath, deputy commissioner in the
Maharashtra state revenue department, said district
heads were responsible for enacting the order he
issued last year to provide alternative employment to
sand miners. But Anil Pawar, deputy collector for
Thane district where the creek flows, said it is the
state government that has the resources to create job
opportunities for former sand miners. “We have raided
sand ports, seized sand. But worker rehabilitation is a
policy decision that the (state) government has to
take,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Kapil Patil, a member of parliament for Bhiwandi
region, which Vasai Creek flows through, said he wrote
to Maharashtra Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis
about four months ago, asking for a meeting to discuss
the issue. Patil said he thought Fadnavis was “positive”
about the plan to provide other jobs but the meeting
has yet to be scheduled. An official from the chief min-
ister’s office, who asked not to be named because he
was not authorized to speak to the media, said the
“welfare of the workers is under active consideration”.
But local activist Nandkumar Pawar said that since
most workers were engaged in illegal mining, there
was no record that they worked there and may not be
even enlisted for rehabilitation once the government
starts giving jobs.

‘Worth the risk’
A recent visit to sand mining hotspots by the

Thomson Reuters Foundation showed the industry has
slowed considerably since the crackdown, but poverty
still drives some men to brave the creek’s depths. “If
there were 100 boats, there are 25 now,” said Harnam
Raj, who migrated from the northern state of Uttar
Pradesh eight years ago to work as a miner. Raj works
on a boat owned by Murari Babu, the elected leader of
Kalher, a village on Vasai Creek, who said he plans to
continue his business. “The government has said that
workers cannot go down the creek as much,” Babu
said. “But workers have been doing this work for long,
and they can continue doing it.”

Raj said the pay makes the work worth the risks.
“My ears and nose bleed all the time,” he said, as
workers shifted sand from boats into piles on the creek
side. “But where can I find more work? What if I don’t
make as much money?” Divers can make about 1,200
rupees ($15) in a day for a boat-full of sand and gravel
- much higher than the average daily wage in India of
about 270 rupees. The wage difference makes it hard
to convince sand miners to sign on to government-
backed work programs, said Prashant Narnaware, the
head of Palghar district adjoining Mumbai. “We are
willing to sponsor their healthcare and give them liveli-
hoods,” he said.

But residents of Dadade Katkari Pada, a village in
Palghar surrounded by lush farmland, said they have
seen little change since government officials conduct-
ed a survey of the population last year in preparation
for an employment scheme. Babu Kanha Gaware said
he has taken part in government-sponsored road
building and was paid 100 or 200 rupees a day, but
the work lasted only four or five days at a time. “There
are no jobs here,” he said. Of 30 families in the village,
residents said that almost 20 still depend on sand min-
ing in Vasai Creek, about 90 km away.

Sand is becoming scarce globally, with its annual
consumption of 40 billion tonnes far exceeding the
sediment carried by rivers across the world, accord-
ing to the United Nations Environment Program
(UNEP). Sand mining has been declared illegal in
most parts of India with countless court petitions
highlighting the danger it poses to coastlines, marine
life, and sand reserves. — Reuters

Indian miners 
drowning for 
sand despite 
govt crackdown

Misaki Harada wants to quit her job as a reception-
ist at a restaurant management company in Tokyo
and move into marketing for an apparel maker.

But the 24-year-old said she wanted more than just a big-
ger paycheck. Her next employer would need to improve
her quality of life. “If you ask me whether I prefer more
money or more flexible working hours, I would choose
more flexible working hours,” she said. “I want to get mar-
ried soon and start a family. I want to make sure I have
time to take care of my children.”

As Japan’s population dwindles, its companies are
being forced to change how they attract job seekers like
Harada from an ever-shrinking labor pool. Nationwide,
there are 1.62 jobs available for every jobseeker, the
strongest demand for labor in more than 44 years. The
jobless rate is 2.4 percent, near a 25-year low, and real
wages adjusted for inflation have fallen in five of the past
six years. Flexible working hours, personal benefits like
day care and even rent assistance are now on the table
alongside salary.

Such perks, common in the United States and Europe,
are only just catching on in Japan, which until recently
relied on a culture of complete devotion to an employer in
exchange for job security and steady pay increases.
Toyota, for instance, opened a 24-hour day care facility in
April for shift workers at its plants near its headquarters in
Toyota City. “Japanese companies are becoming more
flexible about when and where you work,” said Toshiaki
Matsumoto, chief executive of HR Strategy, a human
resources consultancy.

Some companies, like Jtekt Corp, the world’s biggest
supplier of vehicle steering systems, are simply moving

some of their operations away from competition. Jtekt last
year cut the ribbon on a new technology development
center in Akita Prefecture, northern Japan, known more for
its rice, sake and namesake dog breed than engineering.
The facility, which will develop technology for self-driving
cars, is far from other companies hiring into the industry.

So far the company, a key supplier of Toyota Motor
Corp, has hired about 20 engineers and plans to roughly
double its workforce by the end of the year. “In larger
cities, it’s difficult to get across the message that we are
hiring because we’re competing with many companies for
the same talent,” said Fukami Imai, the center’s represen-
tative director. Denso Corp, another Toyota supplier, took
the opposite route, moving part of its self-driving research
program to Tokyo because it is a more attractive locale
than its headquarters in gritty Nagoya. “Some companies
are offering free food or subsidizing rent so workers can
shorten commuting time,” Matsumoto said. “Some compa-
nies even provide counselling and time off for couples try-
ing to conceive.”

Forced to adapt
Japan’s working-age population peaked in 1995 at 87

million and is forecast to fall to 45 million by 2065.
Businesses slow to respond to that demographic change
have been hit hard. Toyobo Co Ltd said it needs to ramp
up production of film used in flat-panel displays, but can’t
fully staff the production line. Keeping employees from
quitting - and not just throwing money at the problem - is
another crucial piece of the labor puzzle, experts say.

“My new employer paid me more money, but the work-
ing hours were awful,” said Daisuke Okamoto, 42, an

accountant who left a job in advertising in April for a posi-
tion at a consumer goods company. “At first, I had a lot of
regret. Now the company has given me more flexible
working hours and the freedom to occasionally work from
home, so I feel better about the job.”

Daikisangyo, which assembles plane fuselages and
wings for Boeing Co, was having trouble retaining new
employees. Then it introduced a mentoring program that
reduced turnover to zero, at least for now. “It’s not just
about the money anymore,” said Tsuyoshi Saso, a manager
at Interworks, a nationwide recruitment site for jobs in
manufacturing. “They also want to work in a positive work
environment with good colleagues.”

Changing the workforce
Foreign workers can help fill some of the gaps, although

they make up only about 2 percent of the current labor force,
and companies hiring for “unskilled” positions like farm work
must rely on trainees under an internship program that lasts
up to five years. The government has said it will create new
categories for foreign workers with more limited skills, but
will issue only a small number of such visas.

Mazda Motor Corp’s suppliers, which typically operate
independently, are cooperating to figure out the best way
to use artificial intelligence and robots to remove human
workers from the equation altogether. “Our goal is to cre-
ate unmanned production lines that can operate 24 hours a
day, 365 days a year,” said Masato Uno, chairman of the
Hiroshima Manufacturing Engineering Association, a con-
sortium of Mazda suppliers and IT companies. “We expect
this to address problems with productivity and labor
shortages.” — Reuters 

Akihito pushed 
boundaries to 
reach out to Asia

When Japanese Emperor Akihito and Empress
Michiko stood, heads bowed, at a seaside cliff
on Saipan 60 years after a bloody World War

Two battle, their silent prayers conveyed a message
many felt resonated louder than words. On that June
2005 visit - one of many war-related trips during
Akihito’s three-decade reign - the royal couple paid their
respects at memorials not only for Japanese but also
American and Korean war dead.

“I think the emperor felt heartfelt pain and mourning
for those who died, and that we must not forget the
tragedy of the war and should convey that to the genera-
tions who have not experienced it,” Shingo Haketa, for-
mer grand steward of the Imperial Household Agency,
which manages the monarch’s affairs, told Reuters in an
exclusive interview. Haketa and a half-dozen other asso-
ciates of the emperor recounted to Reuters how after the
death of his father on Jan 7, 1989, Akihito carved out an
active role as symbol of peace, democracy and rec-
onciliation.

Although he cannot directly influence
government policy, Akihito has created a
broader consciousness of Japan’s wartime
past, experts say. That is a sharp depar-
ture from the legacy of his father,
Hirohito - once revered as a “living
god” in whose name Japan fought
World War Two. Hirohito’s comments
about the conflict were vague after
Japan’s defeat, and he remained a
divisive figure because of his role.

Akihito, 84, will abdicate next year.
On Aug 15, he will for the last time as
reigning emperor take part in an annual
memorial ceremony honoring war dead held
on the anniversary of Japan’s surrender. His
retirement comes amid tensions with China and the
Koreas, and his legacy appears threatened by a
Japanese drift to the right mirrored in Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe’s conservative agenda.
Japanese political leaders have expressed regret,

remorse and apology for their country’s wartime
actions. But remarks by the emperor have a different
weight, experts say. “Emperors are like popes - their
gestures carry a symbolic message,” said Andrew
Horvat, a visit ing professor at Japan’s Josai
International University.

Pushing the envelope
Politicians have sometimes undercut official apolo-

gies, but Akihito’s message has remained consistent.
“People see (Akihito and Michiko) as sincerely and
respectfully trying to reach out to wartime victims in a
deeply symbolic and very reconciliatory way,” said
Jennifer Lind, a Dartmouth College professor who has
written about apologies. Friends and scholars credit
Akihito’s post-war education with laying the founda-
tions for how he forged his role. Influences included
Quaker tutor Elizabeth Vining and former Keio
University head Shinzo Koizumi, who saw many of his
students die in the conflict. “Currently, most Japanese
people think that the emperor is gentle and kind,”
Mototsugu Akashi, a former classmate, told Reuters.
“But that is clearly a post-war phenomenon.”

The makeover of the monarchy began after Japan’s
surrender in 1945, when Akihito was 11. In theory, the
emperor can say what he likes as long as his remarks
don’t violate the post-war constitution, which defines the

emperor as “the symbol of the State and the unity
of the People”, devoid of governmental power
and unable to interfere in politics. In practice,

Akihito’s public remarks are carefully
vetted to ensure they don’t violate
those rules, with delicate discussions
determining how forthright he can be.

Akihito strained against those limits,
say those who know him. “I know that
for one or two speeches, he was angry

with the Imperial Household Agency and
foreign ministry about the words to be
used,” said Michael Barrett, who knew
Akihito while head of the British
Council in Japan during the 1990s. “It
was said that they (the imperial cou-

ple) were birds in a gilded cage, but he
opened the door of that cage,” he added.

Conservative backlash
In one early example, Seoul in May 1990 want-

ed the new emperor to apologize for Japan’s
often brutal 1910-1945 colonization of the

Korean peninsula. Ruling party lawmakers objected, and
prime minister Toshiki Kaifu offered to apologize instead
to South Korean president Roh Tae Woo. Akihito, how-
ever, had his own ideas. “The current emperor wanted to
make clear that it was Japan that caused the suffering of
the Korean people,” Makoto Watanabe, a former imperial
grand chamberlain, an aide to the emperor, told Reuters
in an interview.

Ultimately, Akihito had his way after private negotia-
tions with government officials. “I think of the sufferings
your people underwent during this unfortunate period,
which was brought about by my country, and cannot but
feel the deepest regret,” he said at a banquet for Roh.
The early years of Akihito’s reign saw a flourishing of
debate over Japan’s responsibility for World War Two
and a series of government apologies.

The statements, and efforts to teach children about
Japan’s wartime actions, sparked a conservative backlash
against a view of history seen as undermining national
pride and identity. In 1992, Akihito became the first mod-
ern Japanese monarch to visit China. Domestic right-
wing groups opposed the trip, while Chinese activists
demanded an apology. While in China, the emperor said
he felt “deep sorrow” for the suffering Japan inflicted on
the Chinese people. The next year, he began visits to
wartime sites, beginning in Okinawa, where resentment
lingered against mainland Japan over the islanders’
wartime sacrifices.

Overseas battlefield
Six decades after the war’s end, he visited Saipan, a

US territory, on his first trip to a foreign battleground.
“He had felt strongly that he wanted to pray for all the
souls who died in the war, not just domestically but over-
seas, not just Japanese but all the people of the world,”
Haketa said. “Usually, the emperor’s overseas trips are in
response to requests by the government, but this trip
was based on his strong personal desire,” he added.

Despite Akihito’s age and health problems - he has
had heart surgery and been treated for prostate cancer -
he has continued his travels. In 2015 he and Michiko
went to Palau’s tiny Peleliu island, site of a fierce battle in
1944. In 2016 they visited the Philippines and this year
returned to Okinawa. On the 70th anniversary of Japan’s
defeat, Akihito expressed “deep remorse” over the war, a
nuanced departure from his annual script. Many liberals
and moderate conservatives saw it as a subtle rebuke to
Abe, who a day earlier had expressed “utmost grief” for
the suffering Japan inflicted but said future generations
should not have to keep apologizing. — Reuters

Japan firms rethink ways to attract workers


