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Seeds of discontent: 
Farmers turn cool 
on their man Macri

Argentine President Mauricio Macri rode to
power in 2015 promising to bolster the farming
sector and cut back taxes that had stymied

exports. The country’s backbone industry welcomed
him with open arms after years of export controls
aimed at keeping domestic prices low. The powerful
sector is now cooling on the center-right president,
frustrated by revived export tariffs and sky-high bor-
rowing rates that have bruised smaller farmers, a con-
cern for Macri ahead of national elections later in the
year.

Argentina’s farming sector, which brings in more
than half of the export dollars in South America’s sec-
ond-biggest economy, is a key barometer for Macri,
who has sold himself as a champion of business and
industry, none more so than the country’s huge soy,
wheat and corn farms. “We publicly supported the
administration in the last elections (mid-terms in 2017)
as we believed they were managing the policies farm-
ers needed,” said Carlos Iannizzotto, president of the
Confederacion Intercooperativa Agropecuaria, one of
the country’s four major farming bodies. “Today we
cannot do the same.”

Reuters spoke to the leaders at all four associa-
tions, who collectively make up the influential “Mesa
de Enlace” or liaison committee. They cited Macri’s
backtracking on cutting taxes on exports and the high
cost of credit with interest rates above 60 percent.
The farm lobbies do not directly sway the votes of a
huge proportion of voters, analysts and pollsters cau-
tioned, but said that their weakening support was a
sharp warning sign for Macri ahead of the October
election, which is expected to be closely fought.

Dardo Chiesa, president of a second lobby, the
Confederaciones Rurales Argentinas, said farmers had
become “disappointed” with Macri’s performance on
the economy, with a tumbling peso and inflation run-
ning at over 50 percent. “The first issue in terms of
voting this year is the economy, and the reality is that
the government’s economic management has not satis-
fied the sector,” he told Reuters.

‘I wanted change’
Everything had started so well. After Macri’s elec-

tion in 2015 he eliminated export taxes on corn and
wheat and lowered those for soy; he also got rid of
limits on corn and wheat exports - gaining cheers from
farmers. However, an acute financial crisis last year
forced Macri to take a $56.3 billion lifeline from the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), in return pledging
to balance the country’s deficit - including restarting
taxes on exports. In addition, to deal with inflation and
protect the peso currency, the government has hiked
interest rates to almost 70 percent, choking off the
ability of farmers and other small businesses to obtain
funds to expand and buy equipment.

Sales of combine harvesters, tractors and seeding
machines plummeted last year, government data
showed. “I voted for Macri because I wanted a change,
but Macri has really let us down,” Carlos Boffini, who
runs a 400-hectare farm in Colin in the province of
Buenos Aires, told Reuters. “(Macri) spoke about how
the export taxes were unfair. Yet here they are again.
He was going to get rid of a lot of things and he did
not get rid of anything.”

To be sure, not all farmers are turning away from
Macri, who is still viewed by many as the most busi-
ness-friendly candidate. Daniel Pelegrina, head of
Sociedad Rural Argentina, which generally represents
larger farming groups, stopped short of giving his
direct support for the president but said the govern-
ment’s policies were roughly in the right direction.
“Argentina needs to be reintegrated and active global-
ly, it needs to have an export-oriented economy,” he
said, adding that there is, however, a need to review
the high taxes.

If not Macri, then who?
Macri is facing a split field in the elections that start

in October before a potential run-off if there is no
clear winner. Likely rivals include ex-President
Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, whose populist and
interventionist policies made her deeply unpopular
with farmers. More moderate members of the Peronist
opposition include former economy minister Roberto
Lavagna and former congressman Sergio Massa.
Carlos Achetone, president of the Federaci?n Agraria
Argentina (FAA), the last of the four main agricultural
bodies, said many farmers were looking beyond Macri
if there was a “third alternative with substance.”

Analysts and farmers, however, said if the election
ended up being between Macri and Fernandez - as
many polls expect if she runs - then farmers would
have little choice about how to vote. “There is a con-
sensus of not returning to populism. Argentina cannot
return to populism,” said Chiesa, referring to
Fernandez’s administration which had introduced
export quotas on grains and meat to keep domestic
prices low for consumers. Farmer Boffini agreed,
adding the sector’s general dislike of the former leader
could well be Macri’s saving grace. “Do you know
what Macri’s advantage is? It’s that we don’t like
Cristina and so if Cristina shows up and there are no
other options, we will simply vote for Macri so that
Cristina does not get in,” he said.  —Reuters
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ATHENS: A refugee child holds a placard reading "No borders no nations stop deportation" as he takes part in a demonstration outside the EU offices in central Athens on April 16,
2019 to ask for funding for the EU ESTIA emergency support package which provides urban accommodation and cash assistance to refugees and asylum-seekers in Greece. —AFP

Libyans charge 
France with double 
dealing over Haftar 

Libya’s unity government has bitterly
criticized France for its stand in the
offensive on Tripoli by the forces of

Khalifa Haftar, accusing Paris at least tacitly
of backing the military strongman. Last week,
unity government interior minister Fathi Bach
Agha charged that France was supporting
“the criminal Haftar”, and announced the
GNA was cutting security ties with Paris. His
comments triggered surprise, and a swift
denial from the French embassy that the alle-
gations were “unfounded”. 

But while France’s role remains ambigu-
ous, analysts say Paris sees Haftar and his
self-style Libyan National Army as a
potential stabilizing force in a country
rocked by years of conflict. Haftar’s forces
in early April launched their assault on
Tripoli, seat of the internationally-recog-
nized Government of National Accord,
pledging to clear the capital of “mercenar-
ies and terrorists”. “Since 2016 the GNA
has made no headway in addressing the
problems it was meant to solve first, i.e.
breaking the vice grip of the militias over
Tripoli, containing extremism, and stopping
the free-fall of the Libyan economy,” for-
mer US diplomat Ethan Chorin told AFP.

‘Order from chaos’ 
Haftar, on the other hand, “has proven

he can create order from chaos - but at a
high cost, in terms of human rights and
freedom of expression,” he said. Haftar is
seen by his allies, who also include Russia
and Libya’s eastern neighbor Egypt, as a
bulwark against Islamists who gained a
foothold after the 2011 uprising that oust-
ed and killed dictator Muammar Gaddafi.
A Gaddafi-era military commander who
spent two decades in exile in  the United
States, he returned to Libya in March 2011
and later brought together a coalition of
armed factions to battle jihadists.   

France, hit by a string of Islamic State
group attacks, backed Haftar’s forces as
they battled IS and other militants in
Libya. Jalel Harchoui, a Libya specialist at
the Clingendael Institute in The Hague,
said France backed Haftar’s efforts with
“military advisers on Libyan soil, who
provide assistance with training, surveil-
lance and targeting of strikes.” 

French military aid 
France was forced to admit that it has

provided military assistance to Haftar

after three French troops were killed in
Libya during an intelligence-gathering
mission in 2016. Eventually, it was a coali-
tion of armed groups under GNA com-
mand that ousted IS from its bastion,
Gaddafi’s hometown Sirte, on the coast
between Tripoli  and Haftar’s eastern
stronghold. But Haftar’s own successes
against jihadist groups, notably in second
city Benghazi, earned him admirers in
Paris, where officials worried about the
regional impact of Gaddafi’s fall.

“I don’t think the French have had any
illusions.. . about Libya’s potential to
destabil ize large regions within
Francophone Africa,” Chorin told AFP.
“The rapid spillover of the Libya conflict
into Mali, and the French intervention in
that country (after an offensive in 2012) is
a perfect example.” Paris has since hosted
Haftar several times, including for a peace
conference with GNA leader Fayez Al-
Sarraj in May 2018. Harchoui said “red
carpets and applause” from France have
helped give Haftar the status of a
“respectable and responsible statesman”.
“This political and diplomatic aspect of
the support from Paris was perceived by
Haftar’s faction as an encouragement to
wage war,” he added.

Sights on Tripoli 
Haftar, who backs an eastern-based

administration that refuses to recognize the
GNA, has steadily expanded his control of
Libya. Following a thrust southwards early
this year, he says he now controls some 90
percent of the country and has turned his
sights on the capital. Despite condemna-
tions from world powers, “it is clear that
some countries, including France and the
United Arab Emirates, are saying one thing
publicly while privately hoping that Haftar’s
actions will jolt Libya out of its deep politi-
cal malaise,” Chorin wrote in a blog post
published by Foreign Affairs last week.

Haftar’s offensive, which the UN says
has claimed over 200 lives, and France’s
alleged support, have sparked public
opposition in western Libya. Hundreds of
Libyans held a protest against France in
Tripoli on Friday, sporting trademark yel-
low vests of French anti-government
demonstrators and condemning both
France and “war criminal” Haftar. But for
analyst Anas Al-Gomati, the White House’s
announcement last week that US President
Donald Trump had spoken by phone with
Haftar could ease the pressure on Paris.
“France will be delighted that Trump can
absorb the diplomatic responsibility for
Haftar’s power grab and remove the diplo-
matic scrutiny on their four-year relation-
ship with Haftar,” he said.  —AFP

Astrology in 
Thailand is 
everywhere

Pondering whether her job is
the right fit and whether her
romantic relationship is meant

to be, Jarunun Sangjun, 27, does
what any typical Thai would do:
Seek out a fortuneteller for advice.
The fortune-teller, who has a table
set up on the side of the road near a
temple in Bangkok, asks for the date
and time of her birth before drawing
up horoscope charts. “The stars are
saying this year you’ll change jobs,
start a new relationship,” says the
fortune-tel ler  known as Ajarn
Jamras, who said he has been prac-
ticing for 30 years.

The roadside divination is a world
away from Thai land’s elaborate
preparations for the coronation of
King Maha Vajiralongkorn on May 4.
But astrology plays a key role in the
coronation ceremonies this week
when the monarch, too, will have his
horoscope cast. The main coronation
events from May 4 to 6 will be the
f irst  the country has seen since
Vajiralongkorn’s father, King
Bhumibol Adulyadej, was crowned
on May 5, 1950. He had reigned for
seven decades before he passed
away in Oct 2016.

Thai culture is steeped in astrolo-
gy and other forms of divination,
such as palm reading, tarot cards,
and Feng Shui, which all sit comfort-
ably in the country’s brand of
Buddhism. Many Thais, like Jaranun,
go to fortunetellers for everything
from guidance on career and love to
sett ing dates for important l i fe
events like weddings and business
ventures. Today, royal astrologers at
Bangkok’s Temple of the Emerald
Buddha will inscribe the king’s new
titles and the horoscope for his reign
on a golden plate. Court astrologers
traditionally make predictions about
the future at every important transi-
tion in the nation’s history.

“By showing the horoscope,
you’re really showing to those who
can read it that this is a legitimate
king and this will be a prosperous

reign,” said Edoardo Siani, a Thai
astrology expert  and Thai land
anthropologist at Kyoto University
in Japan. Thai astrology derives
from Brahmanic practices in the
royal court and unlike in the West, it
is not strictly about planetary align-
ments but also concerns numerolo-
gy and omens.

Thais have been urged to wear
yellow from May to July, or from the
king’s coronation to his birthday.
Yel low carries a s ignif icance in
Thai land as i t  is  the color of
Monday, the day the king and his
father were born on, and also the
color of the Sun, which represents
the monarch in the cosmos. Thais
already actively wear certain colors
on certain days to align with the
planets they represent, believing it
will bring good luck. They also look
for numbers in obscure places like
tree trunks and clouds, believed to
be signs from the universe, before
buying lottery tickets.

Divination in Thai land is also
heavily infused with the Buddhist
concept of karma, which dictates
that when people make good or bad
deeds, the universe will treat them
back in kind. This makes fortune-
telling in Thai culture more than just
about seeing the future, but also
having agency to change it, Siani
said. “Everything depends on posi-
tive or negative karma, and by
engaging in practices like merit-
making, you may always hope to
change a negative forecast,” he said.
“Seeing the future is just the first
part. The services of a specialist are
also about providing techniques for
dealing with a problematic fortune,
or with enhancing good luck.”

Some fortunetellers such as Ajarn
Jamras say that is why they are in the
business, as helping people is their
cal l ing. “Ajarn” in Thai means
“teacher” and is used as a title to
convey respect. After Jarunun asked
how to make her current relationship
last, changing the outcome he previ-
ously forecast, Jamras told her to
pray at a shrine for Guan Yu - a
Chinese god - in Chinatown, and to
refrain from eating meat on
Tuesdays, the day of her birth. “I’m
here to show people the way out of
misery so they can make their lives
better,” Jamras said. —Reuters

Refugees facing eviction in Greece
Abdullah Ahmadi, an Afghan living with his wife and

five children in an apartment in the Athens suburbs
allocated by the UN refugee agency, is about to

lose his home for the past three years. “In two months I
have to leave. I have been looking for work in Greece and
have only found random jobs that are not enough to sup-
port my family,” says Ahmadi, who spent a year on the
island of Lesbos before being able to reach the Greek
capital. “I do not know how I’m going to get along, and
I’m scared that I will end up on the street with my fami-
ly,” he says, distraught.

Thousands of refugees like Ahmadi are facing possi-
ble eviction from EU-paid homes in Greece this year as
more await to take their place to manage a slow but
steady flow of new arrivals from Turkey, support groups
have warned. Nearly 6,800 people currently hosted in
rooms and flats around the country under a programme
funded by the European Union and run by UNHCR in
cooperation with local non-governmental groups could
be affected.

Ahmadi took part in a demonstration last week by
refugees in central Athens to protest against the evic-
tions, supported by far-left activists, NGO workers, and
students. Following a controversial EU deal with Turkey
in 2016 the flow of migrants and refugees to Greece has
slowed to a few dozen daily. But even these numbers are
enough to overwhelm limited facilities on several Aegean

islands opposite Turkey, which are already crammed
many times over their nominal capacity.

With nearly 9,000 arrivals since the beginning of this
year, the situation on the islands is explosive-especially
on Lesbos and Samos - and the ministry of migration is
desperate to remove as many people from the camps as
possible. As of March 31, the first 160 refugees who were
granted asylum before August 2017 had to give up their
homes on the mainland to other asylum seekers, with
another round of evictions expected in the next two
months.

Free up space 
“(This) will free up spaces for those in Lesbos and

Samos who live in difficult conditions,” immigration min-
ister Dimitris Vitzas told Radio News 247 last month.
According to UNHCR spokesperson in Greece Boris
Cheshirkov, the Estia program designed to help asylum-
seekers “will continue to operate with three components:
financial assistance, accommodation and administrative
support.” But he adds that “after securing asylum, they
would theoretically have to leave the dwellings in the
next six months, but so far the Greek government had not
applied this principle.”

The immigration ministry notes that recognized
refugees can now draw on state benefits normally allo-
cated to poverty-stricken Greeks, such as rent subsidies.

In addition, for three months after leaving Estia homes,
“the refugees will retain the economic aid they receive,
and will be helped to obtain a tax number, open a bank
account, register at jobs centers,” a migration ministry
official said. They are also to receive vocational training.

‘Never heard of this’ 
Ahmadi, however, seems to be completely unaware of

the procedure for obtaining benefits: “I have never heard
of this!” he sighs. NGO worker Christina Svana, who was
part of the Athens protest, says the decision to evict was
“taken hastily”. “The first expulsions took place a few
days ago and the next will take place on June 30. The
movement will accelerate and we are afraid that among
the evicted people, a large majority cannot fend for
themselves and find an apartment,” she warns. 

“There are no realistic solutions for refugees who will
leave their homes or lose their economic aid,” medical
charity Doctors Without Borders said in a statement last
month. “Theoretically, it is good to say that refugees must
integrate and no longer depend on aid provided by the
associations and the UNHCR, but for that it was neces-
sary to plan an integration program,” adds Svana. Over
22,000 people were accommodated thanks to the Estia
program last year. Greece currently hosts over 70,000
refugees, including nearly 15,000 in overcrowded
Aegean island camps.  —AFP


