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TUNIS: In the early hours of a Sunday morning,
before the city of Tunis wakes up and the sun
becomes unbearably hot, Raouf Hayetlili and his
neighbor Noureddine Tayara are already pulling
trailers of plastic up a hill. Tayara, a 65-year-old
waste picker, started working just after the dawn
prayer, when he asked that the day bring him “his
share” of goods. Hayetlili, 42, said they needed
to get to the bins before the municipality work-
ers started clearing them away.

Every day, the men gather up plastic bottles,
as well as aluminum, bread, and broken plastic.
They live in Ettadhamen, a northern working-
class district that has become the centre of
Tunis’ recycling circuit, but prefer to work in the
nearby neighborhoods of El Menzah and Ennasr,
where there are richer pickings. “Nobody
throws anything away in the poorer neighbor-
hoods,” explained Hayetlili, dressed in overalls
given to him by a maintenance worker.

“Here, they throw a lot away and everything
has value.” The system of plastic recycling in
Tunisian cities is largely reliant on an informal
workforce of waste pickers, known as barbechas,
meaning someone who searches, digs or investi-
gates. And like thousands of other Tunisians who
work in the informal sector, barbechas lack an of-
ficial status and lead a precarious life, carrying
out their jobs without workers’ rights or health
insurance, say human rights activists.Many waste
pickers live in poverty, selling the waste they find
to middlemen recyclers who then sell it on for a
marked-up price to the national waste collection
system or, more often, a private recycling fac-

tory. “There is no legal framework that regulates
(this type of) recycling,” said Mehdi Barhoumi,
Tunis-based project manager for the British
non-profit International Alert.

This could change with a proposed law to es-
tablish a “social and solidarity economy” which
would support collectives and self-governed
businesses that both make a profit and have a
social objective. The idea is to create a halfway
house between the informal sector and regular
employment by giving workers the opportunity
to self-organize and register their activity with-
out setting up a company, Barhoumi explained.

He hopes the law will give Tunisia’s waste
pickers better protection from health risks and
exploitation by middlemen. For now, the law,
which was proposed by Tunisia’s UGTT union in
2016 and finalized a year ago, is still waiting to
be debated by parliament. But the need for it is
only becoming more urgent, Barhoumi stressed.
“The number of barbechas has not stopped ris-
ing, because there is an unemployment problem
(and) at the same time, there is a problem with
waste management,” he said.

While there are no official figures, Inter-
national Alert estimates that there are 15,000
barbechas in Tunisia, who collect two-thirds
of the country’s recycled plastic waste.
Waste pickers say the work often puts their
safety and wellbeing at risk and earns them
between 10 and 40 Tunisian dinars ($3.50-
$14) a day. Zara Mezrighi started collecting
waste with her husband, an unemployed chef,
two years ago. “It is always dangerous (for

women), that is why I work with my hus-
band,” said the 54-year-old.

They stay mostly on one rubbish-covered hill
in Ennasr, and it takes the couple one hour to
walk to this spot every day because they do not
make enough to buy a motorcycle. “I come here
because everyone says kind things. When I used

to go to the market rubbish bins, men would ha-
rass me and say, ‘You came here to sell yourself’.”
Bassradine Lassar, director of the government’s
National Waste Management Agency, said that
barbechas “play an important role in collecting
waste and it is better to find a solution to inte-
grate them into the system”. — Reuters

As garbage piles up in Tunisia cities, 
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Number of barbechas keeps rising amid unemployment 

Buzz kill: Mass bee 
deaths sting Russia
beekeepers
BOBROVKA: Anatoly Rubtsov looked despondently
at the beehives lining his property. “The farm used
to be loud, it sang,” he said. Today just a faint buzz
is audible but an overpowering rotting stench hung
in the air after his bees were likely poisoned by a
pesticide. Rubtsov, who keeps a large honeybee farm
on the edge of a small village in the Tula region south
of Moscow, is one of hundreds of beekeepers across
Russia to report mass bee deaths that have robbed
them of their livelihood.

Eighty-two bee colonies - almost the entire farm
- have died since early July, and the survivors will
unlikely make it through the winter, he said. That is
over three million dead bees and Rubtsov estimated
his losses at 1.6 million rubles ($25,000). All the bees
in the vicinity have met the same fate. People around
Bobrovka are certain that the culprit is a local com-
pany growing rapeseed, a cash crop with yellow
flowers used for cooking oil, cattle feed, and biofuel,
that treated its fields with insecticides on July 4.

Viktor Morozov, another beekeeper who kept
hives in a nearby forest, filmed empty pesticide con-

tainers lying on the ground alongside the rapeseed
fields, but said the workers denied using a strong in-
secticide that contains fipronil. A lab in Moscow
eventually confirmed the presence on the rapeseed
plants of fipronil, which is legal in Russia provided
certain precautions are taken but banned in the EU.

“They broke all the rules possible” regarding
spraying, said Rubtsov. NT Agri, the accused com-
pany, denied that it broke any rules. “We followed all
instructions,” said its director Irina Trubitsina. “Flow-
ering rapeseed is a big attraction for the bees, so it
was like an ambush,” said Rubtsov. Worker bees
gathered the toxic nectar and brought it to the hive,
where even bees born days later were poisoned.
“They are the living dead,” he said, peering at the
bees crawling chaotically on the bottom of one hive,
unable to fly. “The whole farm is doomed.”

Russia’s agriculture watchdog confirmed the bee
deaths were caused by uncontrolled use of insecti-
cides and acknowledged that their use is not being
monitored closely. “The volumes of pesticides being
used and their quality aren’t checked by the govern-
ment,” spokeswoman Yulia Melano told Russian
news agencies. Fipronil had been used widely in the
European Union before a 2017 scandal when it was
found in Dutch eggs after being used illegally to treat
chicken stables.  Studies have shown that the neuro-
toxin fipronil, along with so-called neonicotinoid
substances used in other pesticides, can cause bee
colonies to collapse and harm other insects such as
butterflies, as well as worms and fish. — AFP

Cyprus probes
bishop for 
possible gay
hate speech 
NICOSIA: Cyprus’s top law officer in-
structed police yesterday to investigate a
Greek Orthodox bishop for possible hate
speech after he claimed homosexuality is
passed on if a pregnant mother enjoys
anal sex. The comments made by Bishop
Neophytos of Morphou during a speech
in June have gone viral and caused huge
controversy on an island where the Or-
thodox Church wields immense influence
over the Greek Cypriot majority.

In a statement issued yesterday, Attor-
ney General Costas Clerides said he had
instructed the island’s police chief to “in-
vestigate the possibility of any criminal
offence committed” in connection with
statements made by the bishop about
“homosexuals and related matters”. The
move follows a statement from the gov-
ernment saying it was “greatly troubled
and dismayed” by the bishop’s comments,

which it said were needlessly stirring up
social unrest. Government spokesman
Prodromos Prodromou said Tuesday that
the bishop’s remarks “insult the dignity
and equality” of Cypriots, and called on
him to retract them.

Costas Gavrielides, an adviser to Pres-
ident Nicos Anastasiades on acceptance
and diversity, requested the attorney gen-
eral look into the matter of homophobic
speech. He said that in four years since
adoption of legislation outlawing hate
speech, police have not investigated a
complaint nor launched legal proceedings
for homophobic or transphobic hate
speech. Bishop Neophytos caused a furor
when excerpts of his speech went viral. He
also claimed that gay men were instantly
recognizable because they “have an
odor”.

Cyprus did not decriminalize homo-
sexuality until 1998 and did so then only
under the pressure of an ultimatum from
the European Union which it was prepar-
ing to join. Opposition was led by the
church. Since then, the island outlawed
discrimination on the grounds of sexuality
in 2004 and legalized civil unions for gay
couples in 2015. Social attitudes have
been slow to keep up but recent opinion
surveys suggest they have eased signifi-
cantly in the past few years. — AFP 

LA MARSA, Tunisia: Volunteers of ‘Tounes Clean-Up’ collect waste from a beach in the coastal town of
Masra near the capital Tunis. Every Sunday, dozens of Tunisian volunteers brave the sun to scour the
beaches and pick up trash that the authorities are still struggling to manage effectively. — AFP 


