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Black US jobs 
may not last

Ask Memphis residents and they might say that
President Donald Trump got this one right: This
is the best job market as far as many in this

majority black city can remember. For single mother
Latasha Harwell, it has meant finally landing a full time
job as a medical assistant, one with the regular 9 to 5
hours she needs so she can care for her kids. Chiquita
Clayton says she has an open offer to move from part-
time to full-time work at a FedEx warehouse; forklift
driver Kendrick Jefferson got $3 dollar an hour more
for switching employers.

Unemployment in Memphis hit a post-crisis low of
3.5 percent in April. It has since crept back above 4
percent, though partly because of more people joining
the labor force. But with poverty rates here still among
the highest in the country, workers, employment advo-
cates, and government officials also say that is only
half the story. For this good spell to truly matter to
black Americans, they say, it will need to continue for
years to come.

Trump often highlights that overall US unemploy-
ment has reached a 50-year low on his watch, and
that joblessness among black Americans has set a
modern record as well. The unemployment rate for
blacks sunk to 5.9 percent in May, the lowest since
1972 when the figure was first reported separately,
but the milestone reflects a trend that took shape
years before Trump took office. Black employment
has risen about 1.3 million under Trump to hit a record
19.3 million in October, but job gains were the
strongest during Barack Obama’s second term when
recovery from the Great Recession became more
firmly rooted. Recent data indicate job gains for
blacks may already be leveling off.

In Memphis, state officials, job recruiters and exec-
utives credit a confluence of forces, including a contin-
ued boom in logistics, warehousing, and related jobs,
for creating what one employment agency executive
deemed a ‘gold rush’ moment. Yet what matters for
them is not who gets credit for today’s strong labor
market, but whether it will be durable enough to help
workers weather the next downturn, something past
upswings failed to accomplish.

National data analyzed by Reuters shows minority
hiring has remained clustered in industries such as
food service, retail, and logistics that tend to pay less
and have been quicker to lay off staff when the econo-
my slows. The fear is that will repeat itself, and that
after outsized gains during the upswing, relatively
more black workers will lose their jobs when leaner
times arrive. That is what happened during the last
recession, when white unemployment peaked at just
over 9 percent while black unemployment shot above
16 percent.

As a result, past recoveries have done little to nar-
row the gap between black and white incomes, as
numerous studies, including recent work by the
Atlanta Federal Reserve, have documented.
Nationally, median incomes for black families remain
a third below white household incomes. In Memphis
the gap is even larger, with a $31,000 median annual
income for blacks representing just 54 percent of
that of white families.

Last in, first out
“It is a good thing that African American unem-

ployment is at a very low level,” Fed chair Jerome
Powell said at a meeting with community groups in
Houston this month. “(But) if you look at what happens
in a downturn you see the last people hired are the
first to get fired,” he said. For that to change, workers
such as Harwell need enough time to pay off student
loans, get a raise or two, start saving for a home, and
gain the additional skills and seniority needed to keep
working through the next recession. “This isn’t a job
anymore, it is a career...Personally, I say I need two
years,” to feel economically stable, Harwell said.

With the US recovery pushing a decade and some
signs of a growth slowdown ahead, local social service
agencies and state officials say the time for “reces-
sion-proofing” is now. “We know it is not going to last
forever,” said Deniece Thomas, an assistant commis-
sioner at the Tennessee Department of Labor and
Workforce Development. “There is a sense of
urgency,” for workers to assess what skills their
employers will need even if business slows, she said.

To help them, the state has made community col-
lege free for high school graduates and adults who
have not previously earned a degree, one of the most
expansive efforts in the country to encourage non-col-
lege educated adults to improve their skills. Other pro-
grams provide certifications for specific jobs in indus-
tries, such as the booming medical device field, that
are struggling with labor shortages.

A look behind the headline numbers shows there is
still ground to cover. The black unemployment rate far
outstrips the national average, now at 3.7 percent, and
since reaching that record low in May has crept up to
6 percent and above even as white unemployment
keeps edging lower. Other gauges, such as the
employment to population ratio, also lag. Reuters
analysis of the federal Quarterly Workforce Indicators
shows that out of five US industry groups where the
share of jobs held by blacks grew the most between
2010 and 2017, three were among those that paid the
least. Three of those five were also among the indus-
tries that shed the most jobs during the last recession.
The QWI tracks 19 industry groups. — Reuters

Buy green palm
oil or forests
will suffer

New rules to stop deforestation
caused by palm oil production
can only succeed if brands and

consumers buy larger amounts of oil cer-
tified as green and ethical, industry offi-
cials and environmental activists said.
The Kuala Lumpur-based Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), a global
watchdog with more than 4,000 members
including producers, traders, buyers and
green groups, adopted a stricter set of
guidelines at a meeting this month.

The new standards include a ban on
cutting down forests or converting peat-
lands for oil palm plantations, and greater
protection for labor and land rights. “I
hope that the rest of the supply chain
don’t duck their responsibilities... because
a lot of the growers are taking a great
leap of faith,” Darrel Webber, chief exec-
utive officer of the RSPO, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Palm oil is the world’s most widely
used edible oil, found in everything from
margarine to biscuits, and soap to soups.
But the industry has come under close
scrutiny in recent years from green
activists and consumers, who have
blamed it for forest loss and fires, as well
as exploitation of workers. This month,
British supermarket chain Iceland was
banned from showing a Christmas advert
on television highlighting rainforest
destruction linked to palm oil production
because it was deemed to breach political
advertising rules.

Under pressure to tighten standards
from investors, buyers, retailers and even
some large growers, the RSPO has faced the
tough task of trying to appease members
with different interests at a critical time for
the industry. “The new RSPO is transforming
the production of palm oil (but) where is the
similar action in transforming the buying of

sustainable palm oil?” said Simon Lord,
chief sustainability officer at Malaysia’s Sime
Darby Plantation. “It isn’t there.”

Weak demand
Before the RSPO’s latest five-year

standards review was completed, major
palm oil buyers like Nestle, PepsiCo and
Unilever had already committed to zero
deforestation by 2020. It will cost more
money to adhere to the new rules, palm
growers said. To justify the outlay, big
brands and others need to ramp up
demand for RSPO-certified palm oil,
experts said. “Doing these high standards
is not cheap, and so it’s only fair the costs
are shared across the supply chain,” said
Grant Rosoman, Asia-Pacific campaign
advisor at Greenpeace International.

Sustainable palm oil accounts for
about a fifth of global production, at an
estimated 12.3 million tonnes per year,
and is sold at a premium - but demand
only covers about half of supply. While
the new standards represent “a big leap
forward” on environmental and social
commitments, the risks of failure will be
high without a fresh push to boost
demand for certified palm oil, said Carl
Bek-Nielsen, chief executive director of
Malaysia-based United Plantations.

“Now it’s all about pushing demand
and uptake. If that doesn’t happen... this
great movement could disintegrate,” said
the grower, who is also co-chair of the
RSPO. Nestle supports the higher stan-
dards and will work with the RSPO to
implement them, Benjamin Ware, global
head of responsible sourcing at the multi-
national food company, said by email. The
firm has a target of buying 100 percent
RSPO-certified oil by 2023. It is also
deploying satellite monitoring, worker
helplines and projects to help smallhold-
ers achieve no deforestation by 2020,
Ware added. The new RSPO rules run the
risk of alienating smaller-scale palm oil
producers, many of whom are already
struggling to meet the old standards,
experts said. To avoid that, the RSPO will
develop a separate sustainability standard
for small growers, after discussing their
needs, said CEO Webber. — Reuters 

In Saint Petersburg’s largest communal apartment, peo-
ple barely talk to each other. Living conditions here are
dismal and most residents dream of leaving the place

for good. Located in the centre of the former imperial cap-
ital, the “kommunalka” flat occupies the entire ground
floor of a building, with 34 rooms coming off a corridor
almost 100 m long. Once a part of Soviet life, communal
apartments have all but died out in modern Russia - apart
from Saint Petersburg, where tens of thousands remain
stuck in the falling-apart spaces. “No person should have
to live in these conditions,” said Rosa, a 50-year-old resi-
dent of the brick building on Detskaya Street, rocking her
granddaughter.

Until recently, around 100 people lived in the communal
space here and queues to use the showers or toilet were a
common sight. Today, about a dozen people occupy the
apartment and the building constructed in 1958 is falling
into disrepair. The cracked walls are covered in graffiti, and
inside, the floors are bare. Communal rooms are dimly lit
and those who live there cook on old electric hobs. Worst
of all, Rosa said, is that “the doors to the entrance are
always open so anyone can just walk in from the street.”
As a result, the inhabitants keep contact between them-
selves to a bare minimum.

‘Wasn’t too expensive’ 
From the outside, the four-storey building, originally

designed to house doctors, seems in a good state.  The
upper floors have been turned into traditional apartments.
But in the 1980s the lower level became a “kommunalka”
when the doctors’ offices moved out of the area. “We rented

two rooms here because it wasn’t too expensive,” said Rosa,
who moved to Saint Petersburg from the North Caucasus
city of Pyatigorsk to help her daughter with her child. “I
hope we’ll be able to move out soon, my son-in-law should
be buying a place.” Renting one room in the communal flat
costs up to 5-6,000 rubles (up to $90) a month.

Post revolution origins 
Communal apartments appeared in Russia after the

1917 Bolshevik revolution amid an acute housing crisis.
Flats that formerly belonged to wealthy Russians were
used to house workers and peasants who had moved to
cities, with the original owners usually confined to a single
room.  In the 1980s, some 40 percent of housing in the
center of Leningrad - as the city was then known - was
communal. But when the Soviet Union collapsed, many of
these apartments were bought by affluent Russians, and in
2008, a programme was introduced to rehouse those still
living in “kommunalkas”. However, around 83,000 still live
in such accommodation in the city of five million people.

‘Dreaming of moving out’ 
Dmitry, who also lives in the kommunalka on Detskaya

Street and, like Rosa, declined to give his last name, said
that seven years ago their “accommodation was ruled to
be ‘unsanitary’ by the city”. City hall offered to rehouse
those who were renting the living space but others owned
their rooms under a law that was brought in during the
perestroika reforms of the 1980s. Those who owned the
property “were left with nothing,” said the 47-year old
driver, who arrived in the flat in the 2000s. “We can’t sell

our rooms and it’s obvious that nobody wants to buy
them,” said Dmitry.  Since the ruling about the state of the
building, only he and a dozen others have stayed. “It’s
because the authorities won’t suggest anything else,” he
said. Dmitry said that about a year ago authorities began
what he called “cosmetic” works on his building, but he
claimed this was “just a ruse”. It allows officials to revoke
the unsanitary rating for the building without “finding a
solution or doing anything to improve people’s quality of
life,” he said. “Everyone dreams of moving out. Nowadays,
kommunalkas are just a place for people on the fringes,
like seasonal workers or Saint Petersburgers like us who
don’t have the means to leave.” — AFP 

In St Petersburg, residents stuck in ‘kommunalkas’ 

Hi-tech mapping 
threatens land 
rights across the 
‘digital divide’ 

Countries are increasingly embrac-
ing drones and satellites to map
land and minimize conflict rising

from ownership disputes, but unequal
access to these technologies can further
endanger the rights of vulnerable people,
analysts say. With the easy availability of
unmanned aerial vehicles, satellites and
GPS systems, countries from Kenya to
the Philippines are able to quickly survey
areas that would otherwise require
trained staff to manually record data.

But experts warn that those strate-
gies could undermine the land claims of
people living in such regions if they are
not connected to the internet and are
unable to take part in the process.
Several Indian states are using drones
and satellites to update land records
dating back to the colonial era. The
Philippines last December became one
of the first nations in Asia to unveil an
official policy allowing drone-assisted
surveys for land titling.

In a country where legal titles cover
only half the property, titling a plot of
land requires submitting a survey for
government approval. That can be
expensive and time consuming, said Rhea
Lyn Dealca at the Foundation for
Economic Freedom, a Philippines-based
advocacy group that has joined govern-
ment officials, service providers, and
community leaders in pilot projects.
“Drones reduce the cost and time of sur-
veys, and unlike traditional survey maps,
the high-resolution photographic maps
help residents verify their lots more easi-
ly,” she said. “Community participation is
important, even with more sophisticated
technology,” she told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

Satellites and drones can significantly
extend a government’s reach - particular-
ly in rural areas - and increase accuracy
and efficiency, said Beth Roberts, a pro-
gram manager at the land rights advoca-
cy group Landesa in Seattle. Where gov-
ernments do not have adequate
resources, civil society and land users
themselves can use drones and other
technologies to establish and verify
boundaries, she said.

Unconnected
But residents must be able to partici-

pate in the processes and validate the
information, which can be a challenge if
they do not have access to the internet,
Roberts said. “Billions of people remain
unconnected to the internet. As govern-
ments shift to high-tech tools to map and
record land rights, the digital divide has
the potential to further marginalize rural
communities and individuals,” she said.
She said that people must be informed of
their land rights and be empowered to
ensure that they are respected. “This is
especially important for groups and indi-
viduals who are likely to be excluded -
among them women and youth,” Roberts
said.

In Indonesia, rights groups say mil-
lions of people have been denied legal
titles, because they live in conflict areas
that fall outside the government’s map-
ping exercise, which it says applies only
to places where land title is “clean and
clear”. However, non-state groups have
also seized on technology to provide
legal titles. In Myanmar’s Kayin state, a
decades-long fight for autonomy killed
hundreds and forced tens of thousands of
people from their homes. The war offi-
cially ended in 2012 when the Karen
National Union (KNU) and the military
signed a ceasefire, but rights groups say
threats to land tenure security have
increased since then.

Rising investor interest in logging
and mining, and the government’s move
to set aside protected areas, raise the
risk of land expropriation, said Saw Alex
Htoo at the Karen Environmental and
Social Action Network (KESAN), a
rights group. — Reuters

A resident smokes in the kitchen of the communal apartment
on Detskaya Street in Saint Petersburg on Oct 23, 2018. — AFP 


