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RENNES: TER (Transport Express Regional) trains are pictured at Rennes railway station yesterday. French commuters and tourists braced for another day of public transport chaos yesterday as the government prepared to respond
to widespread anger over pension reform that has sparked open-ended walkouts. —AFP 
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Day 5 of public transport chaos as strike bites

French strike chaos deepens 
PARIS: France’s transport chaos deepened
yesterday on the fifth day of a nationwide
strike over pension reforms, ramping up ten-
sions at the start of a crucial week in
President Emmanuel Macron’s battle with
trade unions. With only two of the Paris
metro’s 16 lines running as normal and sub-
urban trains also heavily disrupted, many
commuters slipped behind the wheel to try
to get to work in torrential rain, causing
major gridlock.

By 9 am, the tailbacks in the Paris area ran
to 600 kilometres, twice the normal level, the
Sytadin monitoring website said. Large
queues formed at bus stops following an
announcement that one out of two buses
would be running but striking workers
blocked seven out of 25 bus depots, leaving
more travellers stranded. With many having
opted to work from home last week and only
now returning to the workplace, this week
will test public support for the strike.

A poll Sunday in the Journal du Dimanche
newspaper showed 53 percent of the French
supporting the strike or expressing sympa-
thy for their demands, up six points in a
week. Unions have called a second day of
mass protests for Tuesday, a day before the

government unveils the full details of its
plans for a single points-based pension
scheme that does away with dozens of more
advantageous plans enjoyed by train drivers,
sailors, lawyers and other professions.

‘A monstrosity’
Critics argue that the shake-up will

require people in both the public and private
sector to work longer for a smaller retire-
ment payout. Teachers are expected to walk
out again for the second time in a week
Tuesday, leading to widespread school clo-
sures. Firefighters, electricity workers and
“yellow vest” anti-government demonstra-
tors have also joined railway workers in the
streets in recent days. The government’s
pensions envoy Jean-Paul Delevoye, who
drafted the reforms, and Health Minister
Agnes Buzyn will meet with trade unions
yesterday to try to negotiate an end to the
deadlock.

But the unions have sounded an uncom-
promising note. “I will not negotiate over the
implementation of what I describe as a mon-
strosity which endangers tomorrow’s pen-
sioners,” said Yves Veyrier, the head of the
militant Force Ouvriere union. The strike has

squeezed retailers in the run-up to
Christmas, raising the prospect of another
bleak year-end after the unrest caused by
the yellow vests in late 2018.

The first day of the stoppage already
caused an average 30 percent drop in sales,
according to the Alliance of Commerce,
which represents 27,000 supermarkets and
clothing and shoe stores with almost
200,000 workers. A hotel association said
reservations in the larger Paris region
dropped by 30 to 40 percent on the first day
of the strike. Regional and international
trains, including the Eurostar to London and
Thalys to Brussels, have also been hobbled
by the unrest, and several flights were can-
celled on the first days of the strike.

Fairer system for all? 
Over 800,000 people took to the streets

when the strike was launched on December
5, many accusing Macron of trying to
weaken France’s generous social safety net.
The president, Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe and senior cabinet ministers met
late Sunday to discuss the changes, which
they argue will ensure a fairer and more
sustainable system for all.

“If we do not carry out a far-reaching,
serious and progressive reform today, some-
one else will do a really brutal one tomor-
row,” Philippe told Le Journal du Dimanche.
The strike has drawn comparisons with late
1995 when three weeks of strikes forced the
then centre-right government to withdraw

its pension reforms. Adrien Quatennens, a
lawmaker from the far-left France Unbowed
party, acknowledged on LCI radio that the
strike was hard on businesses and com-
muters, but said: “It’s better to endure a few
weeks of hassle than... years of hardship” in
retirement. — AFP 

PARIS: Commuters board a train at Nation suburban train station in Paris, during a strike of
Paris public transports operator RATP employees yesterday. —AFP 

European companies 
minimize risks from 
US-China trade war
BEIJING: European companies in China have been
able to minimize the effect from the tariff war
between Beijing and Washington, although some are
considering relocating their businesses, the EU
Chamber of Commerce said yesterday. The world’s
two biggest economies have been entangled in a lin-
gering trade war for over a year, which has weighed
on the global economy and resulted in hundreds of
billions of dollars in punitive tariffs slapped on two-
way trade.

European companies in China “have effectively
negated the tariff effects in a relatively short space
of time,” said the president of the EU Chamber of
Commerce in China, Joerg Wuttke. Many companies
have “effectively side-stepped” the steep tariffs by
rejigging their supply chains and leveraging their
global corporate networks, the chamber said in a

statement. According to a survey of its members
released yesterday, 64 percent of respondents said
they have not noticed “any change” in their business
as a result of the trade war.

Another 10 percent said they were “completely
affected” by the trade war. However many European
companies said they expected the trade war to be
“long-lasting”, and 10 percent have already changed
suppliers. At the time of the survey, another eight
percent had already relocated parts of their busi-
ness out of China or were planning to do so - mainly
to elsewhere in southeast Asia - while 15 percent
had delayed investment or expansion decisions
because of the trade war.

This figure was up from six percent since the
previous survey in January. The report, which sur-
veyed 174 companies in China, was completed in
September and is released as China and the US
continue to negotiate a way to reach a “phase
one” trade deal. In the absence of any agreement,
Washington is threatening to impose 15 percent
additional customs surcharges on December 15,
which will apply to Chinese goods which have so
far been spared, including cellphones and sports-
wear. They account for some $160 billion in annu-
al imports. — AFP 

Arms sales worldwide
rises up to nearly 5% 
STOCKHOLM: Arms sales rose by nearly five percent
worldwide in 2018 in a market dominated by the United
States, according to a new report published yesterday by
the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
(SIPRI). The turnover of the 100 biggest arms manufactur-
ers came to $420 billion, thanks in large part to the US mar-
ket, said the report. US manufacturers alone accounted for
59 percent of the market, or a turnover of $246 billion, up
7.2 percent on the previous year.

“This is a significant increase over one year considering
the already high levels of US combined arms sales,” Aude
Fleurant, the director of SIPRI’s arms transfers and military
expenditure programme, told AFP. US firms were benefitting
from the Trump administration’s decision to modernise its
armed services to reinforce its position against China and
Russia. Russia was second in the rankings for arms produc-
tion, with 8.6 percent of the market, just ahead of the United
Kingdom on 8.4 percent and France on 5.5 percent.

The study did not include China, for which there was
insufficient data, but SIPRI’s research estimated that there

were between three and seven Chinese businesses in the top
100 arms manufacturers. Two major European companies,
Airbus and MBDA were also responding to “demand due to
ongoing armed conflicts and severe tensions in several
regions”, Fleurant added. China has spent 1.9 percent of its
gross domestic product on defence every year since 2013.

The top-ranked Russian firm, Almaz-Antei, jumped to
ninth on the list with turnover of $9.6 billion — 18 percent
up on the previous year. “This increase was based not only
on strong domestic demand, but also on continuing growth
in arms sales to other countries, in particular exports of the
S-400 air defence system,” said the report. One of the buy-
ers of this system is NATO member Turkey, which took the
deal despite a US threat of sanctions. Turkey’s arms industry
had two businesses in the top 100 and turnover of $2.8 bil-
lion, up 22 percent on the previous year.

Turkey was “driven by the goal of being self-sufficient in
arms supply and therefore develop arms production capa-
bilities in all segments (land systems, air systems, naval sys-
tems, missiles, etc.),” said Fleurant. “Turkey is also involved
with an enduring armed conflict with the Kurds, which also
tends to increase demand for arms,” she added. The world’s
largest arms maker remains the US firm Lockheed Martin,
as it has been since 2009, this last year with turnover of
$47.3 billion. Its sales alone account for 11 percent of the
world market. — AFP 


