
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Monday, June 4, 2018

9Established 1961 

Nearly half of
Afghan children 
out of school
KABUL: Nearly half all children in Afghanistan are out
of school due to conflict, poverty, child marriage and
discrimination against girls, the number rising for the
first time since 2002, humanitarian organizations said
in a report yesterday. Spreading violence has forced
many schools to close, undermining fragile gains in
education for girls in a country where millions have
never set foot in a class room.

Some 3.7 million children between the ages of seven
and 17, or 44 percent, are out of school, 2.7 million of
them girls, Education Minister Mirwais Balkhi told a
seminar, explaining a study conducted by UNICEF,
USAID and the independent Samuel Hall think-tank.
The Taleban, seeking to oust the US-backed govern-
ment and return the country to strict Islamic rule after
their 2001 ouster, are adamantly opposed to education
for girls and threats from Islamic State have forced the
closure of dozens of schools.

Without mentioning the Taleban or Islamic State,
Balkhi said there were “many reasons” for children not
going to school. “Education of children is the most
important development in all human communities,” he
said. “It is the most important tool in fighting war,
poverty and unemployment.” In the worst affected
provinces, up to 85 percent of girls are not going to
school, the aid groups said. They did not give specific
time periods or comparisons.

In April this year, militants set ablaze two schools
and widespread violence had led to closure of hun-
dreds of private schools. “Business as usual is not an
option for Afghanistan if we are to fulfill the right to
education for every child,” said Adele Khodr of
UNICEF in the report. —Reuters

As election looms, popularity 
of Modi wanes in rural India

BJP loses Kairana by-election in Uttar Pradesh state
KAIRANA, India: Indian farmers voted over-
whelmingly for Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in the 2014 general election that swept him to
power. He cannot count on them doing so
again, as a crash in commodity prices and
surging fuel costs stoke anger in the country-
side. Four years ago, Modi’s Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) swept Uttar Pradesh, India’s most
populous state, winning 73 of 80 seats,
as the rural poor - swayed by promises
of higher crop prices - deserted the
rival Congress party.

Now, facing criticism for not improv-
ing living standards in the countryside,
where 70 percent of India’s 1.3 billion
people live, analysts and farm econo-
mists said Modi would find it hard to
repeat the feat in a general election due
by May 2019. While it is risky to predict
election outcomes in India, where reli-
gion and caste remain important issues
- not to mention the influence of fickle
regional parties - interviews with some of the
state’s millions of farmers suggest rural angst
could cost the government dearly.  

“No doubt, there was a wave for Modi in
2014, but farmers are disenchanted with him
now,” said sugarcane grower Uday Vir Singh, 53,
plonking down on a wicker chair and smoking
his hookah. “Modi promised to double farmers’
income but our earning has halved because of
his apathy and anti-farmer policies.”

Nearly half a dozen farmers sitting with
Singh on a hand-woven rope cot, and many of
others in Kairana - which elected a joint
opposition candidate from a small regional
party in a key by-election this week - accused
Modi and the Uttar Pradesh administration,
also run by the BJP, of failing to live up to their
promises and overlooking the concerns of vil-
lagers. “Modi is a very good salesman but we
are not going to fall prey to his glib talk
again,” said 55-year-old Narendra Kalhande,

who grows cane on his 2.5 acre farm. Farm
Minister Radha Mohan Singh defended the
government’s record, citing initiatives on irri-
gation, crop insurance and electronic trading
platforms for farmers to sell produce. “For
farmers, Prime Minister Modi’s 48 months have
been much better than the Congress’s rule of
48 years,” Singh told Reuters, referring to the

main opposition party that dominated Indian
politics for most of the years since independ-
ence from British colonial rule in 1947.

Crisis in countryside
Higher inflation and sluggish growth helped

Modi trounce Congress, which had long
counted the rural poor as its core constituency,
in the 2014 election. Small farmers had been hit
by rising living costs but benefited little from
rising food prices because of the web of mid-
dlemen in India’s agricultural markets. Since
then the economy has picked up, recording its
quickest pace of expansion in nearly two years
in the first three months of 2018, helped by
higher growth in the farm sector.

But lower food prices, weaker farm wages
and modest crop procurement rates - the result
of a shift in focus from the subsidies favored by
Congress to investment under the pro-business
BJP - have hurt most of India’s 263 million

farmers, who typically own less than 2 hectares
of land. In the past year, Modi’s popularity has
fallen by 12 percentage points among farmers,
according to a “Mood of the Nation” survey
published last week by the Lokniti, part of the
Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
(CSDS), a research institute.

Next year’s election would be fought on
farmers’ issues, said Yogendra Yadav, a lead-
ing academic-turned-politician. Farmer
organizations in some states began a 10-strike
on Friday, in which they have said they will
stop selling produce to protest a steep drop in
the prices of an array of farm goods. Farm
Minister Singh said his government had yet to
hear from farm leaders but was ready to listen.

Commodities crash
Prices of pulses, a key crop for Indian farm-

ers, have fallen 25-30 percent below state-set
support prices, as higher imports and bumper
local crops bumped up supplies. While the gov-
ernment announces support prices for more
than 20 crops each year to set a benchmark,
state agencies actually buy only rice and wheat
at the support level.

Vegetable prices, especially onions, cab-
bage and tomatoes have fallen 25 percent
from last year, largely because of the lack of
refrigerated trucks that could take the per-
ishables to the consuming big cities. Milk
prices have also dived by more than 25 per-
cent in the past year as a global glut has
brought exports to a near halt. Farmers in
Charkhi Dadri, three hours’ drive west of the
capital New Delhi, recently dumped toma-
toes onto the road in protest after buyers
offered a quarter of a rupee per kilogram for
a crop that costs at least 6 rupees ($0.09) a
kg to produce.

Jai Bhagwan, 54, borrowed 12,000 rupees
to grow onions on a plot of about half acre in
Jhajjar, an area otherwise famed for pottery.
When his crop was ready, Jai Bhagwan could

get only 1,200 rupees. “I could not even
recover my labour cost,” said Jai Bhagwan,
who was in New Delhi recently to participate
in a farmers’ meet. Prakash Singh, also from
Jhajjar, spent 6,000 rupees to grow green
chilli, but the crop fetched him barely 200
rupees. “I’m in debt up to my eyeballs. But I
can’t sit idle, so I’ll have to borrow more to
grow something else,” Singh said.

Ashok Gulati, a farm economist who
advised India’s last government, said there
were three policy options to support farmers:

Building state buffer stocks to soak up excess
supply, acting to boost exports or building
capacity for processing farm commodities
into end products such as milled, dehusked
pulses or vegetable oils. 

Most of those measures would require
long-term structural changes, however, and
analysts predict in the run-up to the elec-
tion Modi is likely to announce more pop-
ulist, short-term fixes such as higher guar-
anteed prices for crops and farm loan
waivers. — Reuters

Farmers’
issues to

dominate 
polls in 2019

With Cambodia’s 
free press under 
fire, ‘China model’ 
makes inroads
PHNOM PENH: As Cambodia’s once-
robust press freedom comes under attack,
Chinese-linked outlets have found new
footing ahead of July elections, pushing the
country’s media toward an authoritarian
model - and bolstering strongman Hun
Sen’s tight grip on power. Critical coverage
is increasingly drowned out by gushing
pro-government tirades and pro-Beijing
content as China extends its influence
beyond business into Cambodia’s press.

At the forefront of this shift is govern-
ment-friendly website Fresh News. The
owner Lim Chea Vutha, in a crisp suit and
flashy ring, welcomes Beijing’s support
with open arms, namely in the form of
sponsored trips to China. “As a Cambodian
citizen, I declare that I support China, I
support Chinese investment in Cambodia,”
the 38-year-old told AFP in the company’s
modern newsroom, as dozens of young
reporters huddled over computers nearby.

Several of his employees have been
treated to reporting trips on Beijing’s dime,
he said, and he travelled there in early June.
In February, he launched a Mandarin-lan-
guage version of the site, which brims with

articles hailing the Cambodian govern-
ment’s achievements and Chinese state
media coverage. His sentiment reflects the
nation’s love affair with its Communist
neighbor, which floated $1.4 billion in
approved foreign direct investment in 2017
as part of its massive “One Belt, One Road”
infrastructure plan - double the previous
year and outspending all other countries.

Chinese loans have relieved Prime
Minister Hun Sen of reliance on the Western
aid that pushed Cambodia’s democratization
after the Khmer Rouge’s brutal reign in the
late 1970s. That has given Hun Sen, who has
been in office for 33 years, room to choke
independent media he was once under pres-
sure to permit, smoothing the path to elec-
tion victory on July 29.

China model 
The unravelling has paralleled a crack-

down on the opposition party, which was
dissolved in November, prompting
Western countries to pull funding for the
vote. The combative Cambodia Daily
closed in September under the weight of a
massive tax bill believed to be politically
motivated, while the US-backed Radio Free
Asia was shuttered and two of its reporters
arrested two months later. That left only
the Phnom Penh Post, which spiralled into
mayhem after a Malaysian investor -
whose PR firm once worked for the gov-
ernment - bought the newspaper in April.

What remains are almost solely gov-
ernment-cosy outlets, many owned by
Hun Sen’s cronies and relatives. Though

far from Beijing’s sophisticated control of
information, Cambodia’s media landscape
is starting to echo China’s, according to
Reporters Without Borders, which
defines the model as media used to pro-
mote government aims and development.
“It’s going to be journalism with Chinese
characteristics,” said Cedric Alviani, head
of East Asia for RSF.

A Western diplomat in Cambodia said
government officials have in some cases
openly praised the way Chinese media

operate. It is a shocking turn for a country
once heralded as a beacon of press free-
dom in a region dogged by censorship.
Chinese influence also comes in the form
of investment into state-run Cambodia
media. NiceTV debuted last year as a
venture between the China-based NICE
Culture Investment Group and the gov-
ernment, delivering news broadcasts and
entertainment in the local language Khmer
from a studio inside the Cambodian interi-
or ministry. —AFP

‘Pregnancy rotas’ 
add to Japan 
women’s woes
TOKYO: Sayako had been trying to con-
ceive a second child for two years when
her boss at a Japanese daycare center sug-
gested she stop because she had missed
her “turn”. Sayako, who spoke to AFP
using a pseudonym, learned her boss had
an unwritten policy that experts say is not
uncommon in Japan: an informal “pregnan-
cy rota” for employees. “Why don’t you
take a break, you already have one,” her
boss said, despite knowing Sayako was so
keen to get pregnant that she was seeing a
fertility specialist. “I was so shocked and
stunned that I couldn’t answer,” the 35-
year-old told AFP.

Sayako’s boss told her that an older
newlywed at her workplace now had prior-
ity when it came to having children. She
quit the job and moved to another daycare
center, recently giving birth to her second
child. If she had stayed, “I think I’d have
said ‘I’m sorry’” instead of celebrating the
birth of the baby. The issue of “pregnancy
rotas” hit the headlines earlier this year
when a man wrote about his wife’s experi-
ence getting pregnant “out of turn”.

In a letter to the Mainichi Shimbun
newspaper, he said he and his wife had
apologized to her boss at a nursery. “How
dare you break the rules without asking?”
the boss had said, the husband recounted.
The letter sparked a debate about the
practice, which experts say is particularly
prevalent in sectors that struggle to find

and retain employees, like the daycare
industry. It represents an intersection of
two of Japan’s most pressing social issues:
a shrinking population and the struggle
women face balancing a career and family.

‘A normal practice’ 
A declining birth rate has created labor

shortages, but workplaces often demand
long hours and overtime - a difficult
prospect for female employees in a society
that often still expects women to take the
lead on housework and childcare. This
leaves many women feeling forced to quit
their jobs to have children or forego a fam-
ily to stay employed and get promoted.
“When you have an underlying idea that
the ideal is a full-time housewife, people
think women can just quit (if they get
pregnant),” said Kanako Amano, a
researcher at the NLI Research Institute.
“They think that if you want to cling to
your job, then you should wait your turn.”

“Pregnancy rotas” have become “a nor-
mal practice at workplaces that mostly
employ young female workers,” she told
AFP. Some women “don’t realize it is unfair,
and instead feel apologetic” for taking
maternity leave. Employers argue that the
labor shortage makes it impossible to man-
age a business if employees take maternity
leave whenever it suits their family. But the
result is a situation that only exacerbates
Japan’s shrinking population, Amano said.
“The essence of the ‘pregnancy order sys-
tem’ - making couples wait turns - has
lowered Japan’s birthrate,” she argues.

Legal experts say that forcing employ-
ees to conceive on a rota is against the law,
but it has become almost “inevitable” at
workplaces like nurseries and hospitals, said
Naoki Sakasai, a senior official at the

Tokyo-based Research Institute of Early
Childhood Care and Education. “It is on
workers’ minds, whether it is written or not.”
And while some employers frame the policy
as “fair”, women told AFP the system had
the effect of pressuring newlyweds or older
women to “hurry up” and get pregnant.

Discrimination 
The issue is only one of many chal-

lenges for women in the workplace in
Japan, which ranks bottom of the G7 coun-
tries on female representation in politics
and business. Amano said working mothers

had few role models in managerial posts
and women often found themselves dis-
criminated against after having children.
Mayu, who also spoke to AFP using a
pseudonym, said “many things disappoint-
ed” her after she returned to her job as a
nurse after maternity leave. “When I asked
the boss to send me to a professional pro-
gram as a step towards a future promotion,
her reaction was: ‘You took maternity leave
and worked shorter hours. How many more
favors do you want’?” “I have been told
the same thing by three bosses over the
past five years,” she said. —AFP

PHNOM PENH: This picture taken on May 21, 2018 shows Cambodian online
news outlet ‘Fresh News’ founder and CEO Lim Chea Vutha (left) talking with a
staff member in their newsroom. — AFP 

TOKYO: This picture taken April 23, 2018 shows Sayako, who spoke to AFP using a
pseudonym, holding her baby during an interview. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi unveils a plaque marking the immersion
site of the ashes of Indian independence icon Mahatma Gandhi at Clifford Pier. In 1948,
after his murder, the ashes of Gandhi’s body were sent to different parts of India and the
rest of the planet including Singapore. —AFP 

Indonesia police 
raid university 
over plot to 
attack assemblies 
JAKARTA; Indonesian anti-terrorism police have detained
a former student and are questioning two others after a
raid on a university campus in Pekanbaru, on Sumatra
island, where crude bombs and other explosive material
were seized, police said. The former student is thought to
have been planning attacks on the Indonesian parliament
in Jakarta and the local assembly in Pekanbaru, the capital
of Riau province, national police spokesman Setyo Wasisto
told a news conference yesterday.

An earlier police statement had said all three men had
been named suspects, but Wasisto said that applied to
only one and two were being questioned as witnesses.
Wasisto said the suspect had links to members of the
Islamic State-inspired Jemaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD), an
umbrella organization on a US State Department terrorist
list that is reckoned to have drawn hundreds of Indonesian
sympathizers.  

During Saturday’s raid on a faculty at Riau University,
police found a pipe bomb, a homemade grenade, as well as
the homemade explosive triacetone triperoxide (TATP),
known as the “Mother of Satan”, Wasisto said. They also
seized an air rifle and sets of bows and arrows, as well as
other material such as fertilizer that could be used to make
bombs, he said. —Reuters


