
Friday, December 4, 2020B u s i n e s s

Friday 35

PETROSANI, Romania: In the large, dark locker
room of southern Romania’s Lonea coal mine, 20-
year-old Liviu dons his uniform and helmet before
embarking on a six-hour shift in a vanishing industry.

“I found this job interesting because you retire
faster, when you reach 45 years old,” Liviu says
before descending 400 meters underground in an
elevator dubbed “the birdcage” by his fellow min-
ers. But whether he gets to retire as a miner may
be out of Liviu’s control as Romania tries to bring
an end to 160 years of coal-mining history in the
Jiu Valley region.

Out of 15 mines active there before the fall of
communism in 1989, only four are still operating
today and two are already scheduled to close.
While the rest of Romania gears up for parliamen-
tary elections on Sunday, the prevailing mood in
the Jiu Valley is one of apathy and mistrust. 

“What hope can I have? Who has ever tried to
do something for this valley”, says 38-year-old
miner Lucian Iganescu, from nearby Vulcan.

‘Hard and dangerous’ 
The sector historically enjoyed support from the

communist regime and thereafter from left-wing
president Ion Iliescu, who in the 1990s deployed
miners against street protesters on several occa-
sions. But since joining the EU in 2007, Bucharest
has wound down subsidies for the loss-making coal
sector and production has plummeted from 22 mil-

lion tons in 1992 to just 600,000 tons last year.
The Jiu Valley now counts just 4,500 miners

down from some 54,000 in 1990. Alin Udvar, man-
ager of the Lonea mine, expects the last ton of coal
to be extracted as soon as 2024.

While he hopes that some of his 543 employees
will then be transferred to neighboring sites, they
are scheduled to close in 2030. Udvar echoes Liviu
in giving one of the main attractions of the profes-
sion: “You become a miner to retire early.”

In Romania, one of the EU’s poorest countries,
a miner with 20 years experience receives a pen-
sion of 4,000 lei (830 euros or $1,000), almost 10
per cent more than a miner’s average salary.

But there is a high price to pay. According to
Udvar, the average life expectancy for the men of
the Jiu Valley is around 55 years. “I wouldn’t hire
my 18-year-old boy in the mine for all the money
in the world. This job is hard, dangerous and eats
away at your health,” 44-year-old miner Ferenc
Balog told AFP at the end of his shift, his face cov-
ered in coal dust.

“There are no options here for young people
other than emigration.” According to a study car-
ried out by PwC auditors, the region’s population
has fallen from around 170,000 inhabitants in 1997
to 133,00 last year.

Breathless due to silicosis, a lung disease that
decimates miners, 63-year-old Petre Brait says he
covered up his bad health when he was younger to

keep going down the mine.
“I had no choice, my children were still small,”

he says. But now he knows that there is no future
for mining. “Romania must reduce emissions, it can-
not continue to move against the grain,” he says.

‘A healthy future’ 
Danut Buhaescu, mayor of another town in the

valley, Uricani, criticizes successive governments
for “lying” about the future of mining, without
preparing the area for the industry’s disappear-
ance. The country’s hopes of coping with the up-
heaval are pinned in large part on the EU’s Just
Transition Fund, designed to help coal-dependent
regions as the bloc tries to become carbon neutral
by 2050. —AFP

Romania’s mining heartland 
faces up to post-coal future

Jiu Valley region to bring an end to 160 years of coal-mining history

Miners pose for a photo in the locker room prior to entering the shift at Lonea coal mine in Petrila, Romania,
one of the coal mining cities located in the mountain area of Valea Jiului (The Jiu’s Valley). —AFP

WASHINGTON:  More US regions saw
economic activity stall or slow in November
as Covid-19 cases surged, and businesses
were less upbeat about their prospects, the
Federal Reserve said Wednesday.

The US is enduring the world’s largest
coronavirus outbreak, and cases have
spiked above the worst days of the spring,
forcing authorities in many regions to
reimpose restrictions on businesses.

The Fed’s “beige book” survey of eco-
nomic conditions said four of 12 regions
saw little or no growth, while four others
saw activity begin to dip last month. Even
in some of the regions reporting growth,
activity remained below pre-pandemic
levels, the central bank said in the report
produced about every six weeks. While
firms in most districts still have positive
outlooks, “optimism has waned” amid
“concerns over the recent pandemic wave,
mandated restrictions (recent and
prospective), and the looming expiration

dates for unemployment benefits and for
moratoriums on evictions and foreclo-
sures,” the report said.

The Fed said that while nearly all dis-
tricts saw employment continue to rise,
“for most, the pace was slow, at best, and
the recovery remained incomplete.” With
most schools still limiting in-person
classes, the report notes that, “providing
for childcare and virtual schooling needs
was widely cited as a significant and
growing issue for the workforce, espe-
cially for women.”

The beige book report is prepared in
advance of the Fed’s monetary policy
meetings, and the next one is scheduled
for December 15-16. The central bank
slashed the benchmark lending rate back
to zero early in the pandemic and has
pumped trillions of dollars into the econ-
omy to help stabilize financial markets
and sustain the flow of credit to busi-
nesses and households. —AFP

US labor board 
challenges 
Google moves 
SAN FRANCISCO: Google has been given two weeks
to respond to a US labor board complaint accusing the
internet giant of using surveillance, interrogation and
other tactics to spy on activist employees. The Na-
tional Labor Relations Board (NLRB) complaint filed
late Wednesday stemmed from the dismissal a year
ago of a quartet of employees dubbed the “Thanks-
giving Four.”

The workers sought a federal investigation into
their dismissal, alleging they were sacked in retaliation
for their labor organizing efforts, while Google main-
tained that the employees had violated data security
policies. A copy of the NLRB complaint seen by AFP
contended that Google “surveilled” employees by
peeking at slides being preparing in support of union-
izing workers.

Google also “interrogated employees about pro-
tected activities” and threatened reprisals for ventur-
ing outside official company channels for handling
complaints on such matters as workplace conduct, ac-
cording to the complaint.

In addition, Google selectively applied rules to
workers who participated in activist activities, it con-

tended. “It’s vindicating,” Laurence Berland, one of the
employees in the complaint, told AFP.

“It’s become clear that Google’s actions are not de-
fensible, and not just legally.” Google has until Decem-
ber 16 to file an answer. A hearing is slated for April 12
in San Francisco. “We strongly support the rights our
employees have in the workplace, and open discussion
and respectful debate have always been part of
Google,” a spokesperson said. “We’re proud of our
culture and committed to defending it against attempts
by individuals to deliberately undermine it-including
by violating security policies and internal systems,” the
spokesperson said.

Google added that it will continue to provide infor-
mation to the NLRB about its decisions to terminate or
discipline employees. Unhappy with the way the com-
pany was behaving, Berland said he and other workers
had “acted together to do something about it.”

Thousands of Google employees joined a coordi-
nated worldwide walkout late in 2018 to protest its
handling of sexual harassment. The protests took
shape after Google said it had fired 48 employees in
the previous two years-including 13 senior executives-
as a result of allegations of sexual misconduct. Google
employees have also protested against the company’s
business contracts related to war or policing of the US
border, and against creation of a search engine for
China’s censored market. “Employees who speak out
on ethical issues, harassment, discrimination and all
these matters are no longer really welcome at Google
in the way they used to be,” Berland said. “I think it is
part of a shift in culture there.” —AFP

Fed sees more signs activity 
slowing as optimism wanes


