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JAKARTA: Enslaved, beaten, malnourished,
and so desperate for water he had to collect
condensation to drink: Rahmatullah left
Indonesia seeking better prospects at sea -
instead he endured a living hell. The global
fishing industry is riddled with forced labor,
anti-trafficking experts say, warning that con-
sumers are unaware of the “true cost” of the
seafood they buy in stores and restaurants.
Exploited workers face non-payment, over-
work, violence, injury, and even death.
Indonesia and Southeast Asia are major
sources of such labor and unscrupulous bro-
kers target the poor and uneducated with
promises of good wages at sea.

Rahmatullah was told he was heading to
Peruvian waters where he would receive $400
a month salary, plus a per ton bonus, but he
was allegedly duped by an Indonesian recruit-
ing agency and trafficked to Somalia, where
he spent nine brutal months aboard a Chinese
fishing vessel, working 18-hour days. “I felt
like a slave,” the 24-year-old told AFP, adding:
“The Chinese crew drank clean water while
we had to collect water from the air condi-
tioning.” “We were often beaten when we did-
n’t catch enough, even if we were sick.”

‘Couldn’t fight back’ 
Rahmatullah is one of 40 Indonesians push-

ing for compensation after allegedly being
tricked with false promises by recruiter PT
Maritim Samudera. Some were sent to vessels
in the seas off Japan, and others to boats sail-
ing the Somali coast. In interviews with AFP
and accounts provided to police and govern-
ment officials, the men recounted beatings and
psychological abuse, hunger, and dehydration.
Two crewmates died from thirst and exhaus-
tion, according to Rahmatullah’s testimony.
Most of the men subsisted on white rice scat-
tered with cabbage or boiled fish, while some
grew so desperate for water they collected
condensation from the air conditioning unit.

“The food was terrible,” said 21-year-old
Arianus Ziliwu, who was on a boat in Japanese
waters. “And the sleeping conditions didn’t
seem fit for humans,” he explained. Cellphone
video footage and images provided to AFP
showed some men slept without mattresses in
a grimy cargo hold. “We couldn’t fight back -
I’m from a village and didn’t know any better,”
added Rahmatullah, who had never worked on
a fishing boat before. Both groups were res-
cued after sending SOS messages in brief
windows of access to mobile Internet. 

Targeting the vulnerable 
The young men spent between six and nine

months manning nets and packing fish before
being saved, and all are owed thousands of
dollars in unpaid wages, according to sworn
statements to police. Faced with plummeting
global fish stocks due to overfishing, seafood
companies have increasingly turned to vulner-
able migrant workers in a bid to remain prof-
itable, anti-trafficking advocates said. “If you
want cheap tuna or squid, the way to do it is
with cheap labor,” said Arifsyah M Nasution,
oceans campaigner at Greenpeace Indonesia.
“And cheap labor comes from Southeast
Asia,” he added. 

The Global Slavery Index says labor
exploitation and modern slavery in some
fisheries are well documented. But few shop-
pers know about these high-seas horrors.
“There is still very little awareness among
consumers about the true costs and hidden
facts of the seafood products that they buy
at stores and supermarkets,” he said. Critics
say the Indonesian government is not doing
enough to combat widespread abuse of its
migrant sailors, despite efforts to clamp
down on human rights violations in its own
territorial waters.

Although there are no reliable estimates on
the number of Indonesian migrant fishermen
that fall victim to trafficking, authorities esti-

mated in 2016 that some 250,000 Indonesians
were working as “unprotected” crew on for-
eign fishing vessels. — AFP

Floating sweatshops: Is the 
fish you eat caught by ‘slaves’? 

Seafood companies turn to vulnerable migrant workers to remain profitable

News in brief

1,000 murder suspects held in Brazil 

SAO PAULO: Brazilian police carried out a giant anti-
murder operation in nearly every state of the country
Tuesday, arresting 968 suspects in one day, according
to the National Council of Civilian Police Chiefs. The
arrests included 56 people suspected of killing someone
in an act of domestic violence or of gender-based dis-
crimination. The efforts were phase two of the unusually
large so-called Operation Cronos. In each state, police
shared real-time updates of their work on social media,
including photos and videos. “By imprisoning murder-
ers, we hope to prevent future crimes,” Civil Police
tweeted in the northern state of Para. During Operation
Cronos’s first phase in August, police arrested nearly
3,000 people accused of murder, gender-based killings
and domestic violence, among other crimes. — AFP 

Belgian king meets far-right leader 

BRUSSELS: King Philippe of Belgium met with the
Flemish far-right party leader yesterday, the first time
since 1936 that an extreme right-wing party has been
received by the monarch. The royal palace announced
the meeting with the 32-year-old Tom Van Grieken of
the Vlaams Belang party, which scored a surprise sec-
ond place in Dutch-speaking Flanders in federal and
regional elections on Sunday. While extremely limited,
the role of the Belgian monarch is to serve as a facilita-
tor to build a ruling coalition, a complicated task in a
country deeply split between French and Dutch speak-
ing communities. Before the announcement Van Grieken
told Flemish media that he would definitely accept the
invitation, should he get one. “If you want to get respect
you have to show respect, and that comes from both
sides,” he told Radio 1. — AFP 

Rights court condemns Azerbaijan 

STRASBOURG: Europe’s top rights court ruled yester-
day that Azerbaijan had violated its human rights obli-
gations by ignoring a judicial order to free a jailed
opposition leader critical of strongman President Ilham
Aliyev. The Strasbourg-based European Court of
Human Rights (ECHR) found the country had flouted its
2014 ruling to release Ilgar Mammadov, who was jailed
in 2013 and ultimately freed only in August 2018. The
ECHR is part of the Council of Europe (CoE), the pan-
European rights body which Azerbaijan joined in 2001.
It ruled five years ago that criminal proceedings against
Mammadov had no legal basis and were politically
motivated. Pro-democracy campaigner Mammadov was
widely expected to run in presidential elections against
Aliyev when he was arrested in Feb 2013 on charges of
causing unrest in the town of Ismayilli. — AFP 

Mozambique 
militants step 
up attacks 
MAPUTO, Mozambique: Islamist insurgents have
resumed attacks in northern Mozambique after a
cyclone last month, killing nearly two dozen villagers
and torching homes in a mounting political threat in
the run-up to a general election. A shadowy jihadist
group that has targeted Cabo Delgado province since
October 2017 briefly halted attacks after Cyclone
Kenneth made landfall on April 25, leaving 45 dead
and 250,000 affected. Relief teams and UN agencies
were still searching for survivors and distributing aid
when the Islamists returned to action.

In less than a month, the insurgents have killed at
least 22 people, wounded dozens more and burned
hundreds of homes, according to a record kept by
AFP. The attacks have increased despite fresh police
and military deployments as authorities struggle to
prevent the insurgency disrupting voter registration
ahead of presidential and legislative elections in
October. Islamist fighters have been attacking remote
communities in the gas-rich, Muslim-majority north-
ern region since Oct 2017.

But the group’s identity and motives remain
unclear. “The country is falling victim and we all need
to understand the real reasons,” President Filipe
Nyusi said last week in a rare interview with the pri-
vately-owned Canal de Mocambique newspaper.
“The defense and security forces are putting their
whole resources into this, so we can learn (the insur-
gents’) motivation and who these people are.” The
government refuses to confirm details of attacks, but
AFP tracked the violence via local sources.

On May 3, as communities were still reeling from
the cyclone, gunmen stormed the village of Nacate, in
Macomia district, killing six and setting fire to a dozen
homes. The following day, the nearby villages of
Ntapuala and Banga-Vieja were attacked, with four
people killed, including a teacher driving a motorcy-
cle and three others who died in burned houses.
Hours later, the villages of Ida and Ipho, in the district
of Meluco, were torched after local people fled to
surrounding forests.

The pattern has been repeated through the
month. Attacks have often forced the temporary clo-
sure of voting registration stations, according to the
Center for Public Integrity, a Maputo-based civil
action group. On May 10, insurgents targeted the
road from the provincial capital Pemba to the coastal
district of Palma, where a major gas extraction proj-
ect is being built. — AFP

JAKARTA: This picture taken on May 5, 2019 shows Indonesian fishermen unloading their
catch at a port. — AFP 

Merkel govt vows 
climate action as 
voters turn up heat 
BERLIN: Chancellor Angela Merkel’s government yester-
day pledged a new climate strategy by September as it
scrambles to tackle what has become Germany’s hottest
political issue. Merkel’s coalition took heavy losses in
Sunday’s European Parliament elections at the hands of the
ascendant Greens in what was seen as an indictment of
Berlin’s plodding progress on tackling global warming.
Young voters in particular - energized by the Fridays for
Future school strikes, anti-coal protests and a passionate
campaign from leading YouTube stars - abandoned the
mainstream CDU/CSU and SPD parties in droves.

Environmental groups demand that Germany fast-for-
ward its phasing out of dirty coal, currently targeted for
2038, and better promote zero-emission cars that remain a
rare sight on German roads. Merkel, who acknowledged
on CNN that “we have to give better answers” to the plan-
etary challenge, met ministers of her “climate cabinet”
Wednesday to discuss how Germany should meet its car-
bon reduction targets.

Afterwards, Merkel’s office reaffirmed Germany’s intention
“to meet the 2030 climate targets to which it has committed
itself internationally” - a 55- percent cut in emissions from
1990 levels. “This means significant additional CO2 reduc-
tions year after year,” said her spokesman Steffen Seibert,
stressing that Merkel’s government “sees this as a key focus
of its work”. “The government will in September make the
fundamental decisions on the laws and measures and the
cabinet will adopt them by the end of the year,” he added.

‘Climate chancellor’ 
Germany long earned plaudits as a clean energy pio-

neer, and Merkel was dubbed the “climate chancellor”, for
pushing renewables while committing to phase out nuclear
power by 2022 and now coal by 2038. However, green
activists now feel that progress has stalled and demand a
far earlier end to coal and the combustion engine, as well
as dramatic shifts in transport, agriculture and other fields.
Germany is now set to miss its 2020 target of cutting CO2
emissions by 40 percent from 1990 levels. It is currently
on course for only a 32-percent reduction.

Since the European election, criticism has been raining
down from all sides, not just environmental groups.
Friedrich Merz, a conservative former investment fund
boss with designs on Merkel’s job, charged that “the CDU
must ask itself why, after 14 years of having a ‘climate
chancellor’, we are missing our climate targets, burdening
households and companies with the highest electricity
prices in Europe and at the same time losing strategic and
cultural control over the issue.”

The poor poll result has also heightened tensions
between the two uneasy coalition allies. A day after the
ballot box drubbing, the SPD Environment Minister Svenja
Schulze voiced her frustration about the CDU’s foot-drag-
ging on her climate bill, saying that she could not “take
responsibility for further delays.”

‘Sabotage’ 
The Greens’ politician Cem Ozdemir held out special

criticism for Transport Minister Andreas Scheuer of
Bavaria’s conservative CSU party, saying that so far he had
“sabotaged any serious climate policy”. Scheuer said in a
statement that his philosophical approach was to “allow,
facilitate and enable - not to prohibit, demonize and raise
costs”. Greenpeace Germany chief Martin Kaiser said that
“the last new diesel and petrol engines would have to roll
out of car dealerships in 2025 in order to reduce traffic

emissions to zero by 2035”. The pressure group also
believes Germany must shutter seven coal plants by 2022
and completely phase out the polluting energy source by
2030. And Kaiser demanded a shift away from “industrial
agriculture with bee poison and mass livestock farming
that ruins the climate and groundwater”, and toward
organic farming. Germany’s new climate law will look at
the energy sector, housing, transport, industry, agriculture
and forestry, and waste management, government
spokesman Seibert said.

It will also address “CO2 pricing” to factor in the eco-
nomic cost of emissions, which can take the form of a car-
bon tax or trading of emissions certificates. In one fresh
proposal, Housing Minister Horst Seehofer yesterday sug-
gested tax deductions for green building renovations, such
as insulating walls and roofs and replacing old heating
systems. — AFP 

Why a deadly 
shadow hangs
over Everest
summit 
KATHMANDU: As the return of cloud
and frozen hurricane-force winds seal
off Mount Everest for another year,
questions are being asked about how
to police the world’s highest peak
after the deadliest climbing season in
years. On average five climbers die
each year on the icy, narrow, oxygen-
starved paths to the 8,848-m peak.
This season, 11 people died on the
treacherous slopes where moun-
taineers queued sometimes for hours
for their turn at the top.

Some veterans say too many of the
new wave of mountaineer tourists are
ill-prepared for what remains a major
test of body and soul. Others have
called for a cut in the number of
climbing permits, or tougher stan-
dards for guides. As the blame game
is played out, here are some of the
problems facing the lucrative Everest
industry - and potential solutions:

Summit Days
Although final numbers have yet to

be released, the number of people to
make it up Everest this year could
overtake the record of 807 set last
year. Nepal issued 381 permits costing
$11,000 each for the spring season
and at least another 140 were granted
for the northern flank in Tibet. As most
Everest hopefuls are escorted by at
least one Nepali guide, the crowds
caused bottlenecks on the path to the
top - especially after bad weather cut
the number of climbing days.

The 2018 climbers were helped by
favorable weather that opened the
summit for 11 days, but this year
vicious winds cut the number of days
to fewer than six. Five people died in
2018. This year nine climbers died on
the Nepal side of Everest and two on
the Tibet side. Nirmal Purja, who
climbed six 8,000-m mountains in

just 31 days this season, said the route
to the summit should be fixed earlier
to ease the traffic. “We did that on
Annapurna to stay on track. It gives
teams more days to reach the sum-
mit,” he said. But Ang Dorji Sherpa of
the Sagarmatha Pollution Control
Committee - which oversees the
opening of the lower part of the route
- said the focus should be on limiting
the number of climbers as weather
dictates when ropes can be set. 

Crowd management 
Just as a beach is crowded on the

first day of summer, the ridge to the
Everest summit was clogged by more
than 200 climbers on May 22 when it
reopened after bad weather. Teams
waited for hours in freezing tempera-
tures to reach the top and then
descend. The wait increased the risk
of frostbite, deadly altitude sickness
and simple exhaustion from depleted
oxygen levels. The traffic jam in the
Everest “death zone” has been blamed
for at least four deaths this year.

Indian climber Aditi Vaidya said
waiting for one hour was a potential
killer. “That’s where maximum people
got frostbite. Because you don’t walk,
you don’t move, your body’s not warm,
you are cold and no matter if you buy
the best mountaineering equipment, I
don’t think anything - any man-made
thing -can fight nature.” Gyanendra
Shrestha, a government liaison officer
at the Everest base camp, said
climbers are in too much of a rush
when the window opens. “If there was

coordination among teams, and they
could have spread out the climbers
over time we would not have seen
such overcrowding,” Shrestha said. 

Raw recruits 
Several climbers said there were

too many inexperienced newcomers,
moving too slowly and risking their
lives and those of others. “I saw
climbers who needed their guides’
help to even put on their shoes and
crampons,” one climber said. There
have been calls for the government to
limit the number of Everest permits or
set criteria to be allowed on the
mountain. But Damian Benegas, who
has guided teams on Everest for near-
ly two decades, said “limiting permits
will not change the quality of
climbers”. “The operators know bet-
ter and need to set a standard of who
they will take up the mountain.”

The Everest boom has made moun-
taineering a lucrative business since
Sir Edmund Hillary and Sherpa Tenzing
Norgay made the first ascent in 1953.
Then it was a major expedition, but
Everest today can be conquered for as
little as $30,000, and few pay more
than $65,000. Cost-cutting leads to
less qualified guides, shoddy equip-
ment and poor safety measures.
“Finally, in the ‘wrong’ column are the
operators who (use) staff with less
than qualified individuals, who lack the
proper medical, mountaineering and
client experience to respond properly
in a crisis,” said Alan Arnette, a moun-
taineering blogger. — AFP

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel leads the weekly
cabinet meeting at the Chancellery yesterday. — AFP 

Dutch ban Hells 
Angels biker 
gang over ‘violence’ 
THE HAGUE, Netherlands: Dutch judges yesterday
banned biker club Hells Angels and ordered all its chapters
to close in the Netherlands as authorities pursue a clamp-
down on so-called outlaw motorcycle gangs. The country-
wide ban is a first for the club that operates some 470
chapters in more than 50 nations around the world, the
Dutch public broadcaster NOS said. “The Hells Angels is a
danger to the public order,” the court in the central Dutch
city of Utrecht ruled.

“The Hells Angels sees itself as a one-percenter club, a
club of outlaws,” said the court, citing a slogan used by
biker gangs rejecting the authority of national laws or
societal norms. “It’s a club where there’s a culture of law-
lessness and the authorities are kept outside their doors,”
the court added in a statement. It referred to a number of
patches or so-called “colours” on the cut-off vests of the
Hells Angels, called “cuts”, saying “they are handed out to
members who commit (serious) violence”. “The Hells
Angels’ profile is that of the largest and most powerful
motorbike club. They believe other clubs should listen to
them and that leads to long-running conflicts.”

Dutch prosecutors, who have been trying for more than
a decade to have the club banned, referred to an incident
in the southern town of Kerkrade where a cafe frequented
by rival gang Bandidos was set on fire in 2015. — AFP

MANAUS, Brazil: Brazilian riot police prepare to invade the Puraquequara
Prison facility at the Bela Vista community in the Puraquequara neigh-
borhood on Monday. — AFP 


