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‘Green fuel’: 
Bananas to 
help wean 
Angola off oil 

Boxes of still-green bananas were shifted one-by-
one from a towering stack of crates into a refrig-
erated shipping container. Stamped “From

Angola, with love”, the fruit is shipped to consumers
6,000 km away and are part of Luanda’s drive to
diversify its economy and wean itself from its depend-
ence on oil. Novagrolider, a privately-owned company,
produces several dozen tonnes of bananas every week
to be shipped to Portugal.

The firm, founded 10 years ago with Portuguese
investment, has become a poster child for the econom-
ic transformation that the Angolan government is
seeking. At Novagrolider’s Caxito 600-hectare plan-
tation 60 km northwest of Luanda, the banana plants,
protected with blue plastic bags, bend under the
weight of their fruit. In a nearby hangar with a corru-
gated iron roof, two staff delicately dip the freshly-
picked bunches into vast washing pools.

The bananas are meticulously sorted after being
washed and weighed with as many as 4,000 boxes
prepared daily. The best-looking fruit is earmarked for
dispatch to foreign markets with the rest kept for sale
locally. “We have two grades - domestic and export,”
said supervisor Edwin Andres Luis Campos as he
watches the production line closely. “Domestic will be
sold here in Angolan supermarkets in about four or
five days. Export will be shipped to Europe in refriger-
ated containers that will arrive in Europe in between
20 and 25 days.”

Novagrolider’s output has grown exponentially in
recent years and its parent company, Grupolider,
which has interests in transport and property as well,
employs 3,500 people. It grows mangoes, pineapples
and watermelons as well as bananas on its four fruit
farms in Angola. After a cautious start, company boss
Joao Macedo’s appetite and ambition grew rapidly.
“Two years ago we started exporting to the neighbor-
ing Democratic Republic of Congo - but that wasn’t
viable because of the state of the roads,” said Macedo
in his air-conditioned office in Luanda.

Bananas, our ‘green fuel’ 
“Despite competition from South America, the

quality of our products nonetheless allows us to sell in
Portugal and Spain. And that’s not all.” Macedo hopes
to double production to 170,000 tonnes annually and
establish a foot-hold in the lucrative South African
market. Back in Caxito, the province’s top agriculture
official shares Macedo’s enthusiasm. “We’re financially
encouraging small-scale farmers to increase the size of
the areas they cultivate,” said Eliseo Mateos. “Until
now they’ve mostly used their production for subsis-
tence, but now we want them to grow more so they
can sell their crops at market. “Bananas are our ‘green
fuel’ - here we have one possible way of diversifying
the economy.”

In the decade that followed the bloody 27-year civil
war that ended in 2002, Angola enjoyed strong dou-
ble-digit growth fuelled by oil, which accounts for 90
percent of Angola’s exports and 70 percent of govern-
ment revenues. But the slump in the price of crude in
2014 shook the economic model of the country, which
is one of the poorest in Africa, locking it into a vicious
cycle of economic contraction. Unbridled inflation,
recession, soaring debt and mass unemployment all
followed.

‘Persuade Angolans themselves’ 
President Joao Lourenco vowed to revive the econ-

omy when he took power one year ago. Lourenco tar-
geted expanding the agricultural sector, which could
provide many Angolans with employment. While oil
had brought in revenue for the government, it did not
create many jobs or widespread wealth. And by pro-
ducing more at home, the country would need to use
less foreign currency to import food products.

Legislation to lure foreign investors has won plau-
dits from observers including Carlos Rosado de
Carvalho, the editor of the leading Expansao economic
magazine. But he warned the road to prosperity will be
long and winding. “We need foreign assistance
because we lack the capital, technology and a trained
workforce,” said Rosado de Carvalho. “They also have
to persuade Angolans themselves to invest in their
agriculture. And for that, they’ll absolutely have to sort
out the problem of property ownership.” — AFP

The divorce deal approved by Britain and the
European Union yesterday sets the stage for the
end of a nearly 46-year marriage of convenience,

built on prudence rather than shared dreams. “It’s been a
utilitarian relationship since 1973 and the emphasis was
always on the economic dimension, not on the political
one,” said Pauline Schnapper, professor of contemporary
British history at the Sorbonne University in Paris. “The
sentimental dimension is near non-existent.”

Britain was against joining the European project when
it was conceived after the Second World War in a spirit of
reconciliation. “We didn’t feel vulnerable enough to join,”
said Anand Menon, a professor of European politics at
King’s College London. Instead, Britain preferred to focus
on its special relationship with the United States and the
remains of its empire. 

London nevertheless supported the push for closer
integration on the European continent and wartime prime
minister Winston Churchill memorably called for the cre-
ation of a “United States of Europe” in a 1946 Zurich
speech. But in the early 1960s, Britain’s fortunes changed
for the worse. Its economic growth started lagging behind
that of France and Germany, making the European single
market on its doorstep seem an appealing option.

‘I want my money back’ 
“The UK’s leaders came to realize that the UK could

not be outside what, by the 1960s, was fast becoming

western Europe’s leading organization for economics, pol-
itics and non-traditional security matters,” said Tim Oliver,
lecturer at London’s Loughborough University. “The UK
had to be inside it to shape it.” But joining the European
project was not an easy task. France’s then-president
Charles de Gaulle vetoed Britain’s first application in 1961,
seeing it as a “Trojan Horse” for the United States and
doubting Britain’s European spirit.

Another French veto followed in 1967 and the UK was
only finally welcomed into the then European Economic
Community (EEC) on January 1, 1973. Unfortunately for
Britain, the first oil crisis struck the same year and the
much-hoped-for economic boost failed to materialize.
Nevertheless, 67 percent of the British people voted to
remain in the EEC in a 1975 referendum. But the result did
little to temper euroscepticism in Britain, with politicians
of all stripes reluctant to defend the project and the first
crisis was not long in coming. 

London refused in 1979 to participate in the European
monetary system, defending its national and fiscal sover-
eignty. It then resisted initiatives to deepen political inte-
gration, reinforcing the criticism that Britain had “one foot
in, one foot out” of the project. Britain notably refused in
1985 to participate in the Schengen agreement for free
movement, and in 1993 to join the euro. Its anti-federalist
approach was spelled out by prime minister Margaret
Thatcher during a 1988 speech at the College of Europe
in Bruges. In it, she rejected the idea of a “European

super-state exercising a new dominance from Brussels”.
The Conservative leader had four years earlier finally won
a rebate on Britain’s contribution to the European budget,
making the infamous demand: “I want my money back”. 

‘Illusionary’ freedom 
With deeper European political union in the 1990s,

Britain’s defiance towards Brussels accelerated, leading to
the creation of the UK Independence Party (UKIP), which
campaigned for the country’s exit from the EU. The par-
ty’s success, particularly in the 2014 European Parliament
elections when it topped the polls, pushed the
Conservative-led government to harden its rhetoric. The
eurozone crisis, large-scale immigration from the EU and
the refugee crisis of the past few years stoked the discon-
tent, pushing prime minister David Cameron to call the
June 2016 referendum.

For pro-Brexit supporters, the vote to leave the EU will
mean Britain finally “taking back control” of its borders,
laws and finances. “They had a rather dreamlike situation
since they were in the union, yet had opt-outs on a num-
ber of things,” noted Pascale Joannin, executive director
of the Robert Schuman Foundation, named after the
French politician considered to be one of the “founding
fathers” of the European Union. “But now they will be
outside the union’s institutions without a voice, and they
will have to adhere to a number of European regulations”,
he added. — AFP 

End of a loveless 46-year marriage 

Dodging traffic, 
and death, 
on Manila 
rail carts 

As soon as the train rumbles past,
the men heave their home-made
pushcarts back onto the tracks

and passengers hop aboard - cheating
death and beating Manila’s notorious
traffic. Scores of commuters in the city
of about 12 million are propelled to their
destinations daily by so-called “trolley
boys” pushing metal carts that ply a few
segments of the sprawling capital’s rail-
roads. Passengers save time and money
- paying just 10 pesos (20 US cents) a
trip - but must face the constant risk of
being crushed by a passing locomotive
if they or the trolley boys don’t move
fast enough.

“Our job here is very dangerous, you
need to know what time the train will
pass by,” said 57-year-old Rene Vargas
Almeria, who has been at it for nearly 20
years. Commuter trains travel nearly two
dozen times a day along this 1.2-km
stretch of rail in the Santa Mesa district,
where authorities grudgingly tolerate the
carts due to their popularity. The trolley
boys also ply a few other stretches of
Manila’s battered rail system, that carries
an average of 45,000 passengers a day.

Incredibly, casualties are relatively
rare. Police do not keep statistics, but
said they couldn’t remember the last time
a fatality occurred. The same cannot be
said of close calls - anyone who spends
time pushing or riding the carts seems to
have a hair-raising story to share.
Rodolfo Maurello’s scariest near-miss in
almost two decades as a trolley boy
came when he failed to notice the train
behind him as he was pushing a cart
packed with passengers. 

“The train was just metres away,”
the 60-year-old said, recalling how he
turned around with only seconds to
spare and waved it  to a stop. “The

sound of its brakes screeching was
very loud.”

‘I trust them’ 
Almeria has a similar tale, which hap-

pened one day when his mind wandered
and his sole passenger was looking the
other way. “I swung my head around and
saw the train coming and yanked my trol-
ley off the tracks,” he added. “It was real-
ly close.” On a good day the trolley boys
can make up to $10, ferrying passengers
seeking to escape Manila’s infamous
gridlock - a collision of poor infrastruc-
ture, weak public transit and an increas-
ing number of cars.

Even as Manila’s population grew 50
percent from 1995-2015, investment in the
city’s creaking transport system has not
kept up, opening a gap for informal options
like the pushcarts to fill. Most journeys lack
life-or-death drama, with workers in office
attire and students clutching their lunch
bags and pecking at their smartphones, a
tattered beach umbrella providing the only
protection from the burning sun or fre-
quent downpours. “There is no traffic,” 46-
year-old Noemi Nieves told AFP. “It is con-
venient for us and the fare is just right for
our budget.”

Despite the risks and minimal com-
forts, commuters say the trolley carts
offer a welcome shortcut to spending
hours in traffic only to travel a few kilo-
metres. Danica Lorraine, 25, shaves nearly
an hour off her daily commute, spared
from having to take two additional buses
each way.  “You just need to be cautious -
very, very, very cautious,” she said.
Kerkleen Bongalon, a teacher, has - for
the most part - gotten over her unease at
riding the carts.

One stretch of her journey passes
over the Pasig river - with a 15-m
plunge between the rail tracks and the
water below. “At first it was scary,” she
said. “I don’t know how to swim so if
something happens while we are on the
bridge I really don’t know what would
happen.” “But nothing wil l  happen
because the trolley boys know the time
the train will pass by”, she added. “I
trust them”. — AFP 

This picture taken on Oct 18, 2018 shows a “trolley boy” pushing a homemade cart
along a train track in Manila. — AFP photos

‘Trolley boys’ push passengers along a train track as a train passes by in Manila. 

Edwin Campos, packing state supervisor, talks at a
banana farm run by Angolan agro-livestock group
Novagrolider, close to the town of Caxito on Nov 14, 2018
in Bengo province. — AFP 


