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How a teen fightback 
is helping feminism 
flourish in Spain

Spanish teenagers Ari and Kalus may still be in school but
they are already part of a young feminist collective, organ-
izing talks, performances and protests to fight for gender

equality. At 17, they are among a growing number of teenagers
at the forefront of Spain’s new wave of feminism, fighting for
change in the face of a backlash from far right politicians. Like
many of their school-age peers, they have joined the mass rallies
for gender equality that began two years ago.

Initially triggered by a gang rape verdict that many saw
as unjust, the protests have gained momentum, spurred by a
range of issues, from sexual violence to unequal pay. “For me,
calling yourself a feminist is saying you’re not invisible, that
you are here, and you have something valuable to say,” Ari,
who asked to be identified only by her first name, told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

Both said young women their age faced pervasive sexism,
from harassment in the street or on social media to being
stared at or followed, the threat of possible attack and the
sense their concerns are not taken seriously. The feminist col-
lective at their high school, San Isidro, in central Madrid, is
named Sakmis after an ancient Egyptian goddess and has 68
members, some as young as 13. They snatch meetings at break
times and organize a range of activities around their studies,
including a recent inter-school survey on sexual harassment.

“We are a small group that started in school, but I think
we do more than that,” said Kalus, who declined to publish
her real name, adding that having a space to chat with female
students helps her “find peace”. It was initially girls only, but
three boys have recently joined, reflecting the growth of teen
support for the movement. A recent survey by the Reina
Sofia Centre on Adolescence and Youth showed the majority
of women aged 15 to 29 now call themselves feminists, as do
more than a third of young men. Other Western countries
have shown similar trends: one 2019 study found more than
half of young women in England and Wales identified as femi-
nists. In Spain, young women’s anger over enduring cultural
and institutional misogyny was ignited by the 2018 case in
which five men who called themselves the “Wolf Pack”, filmed
themselves raping an 18-year-old girl.

Because she did not resist, the judges deemed that the
accused had not used violence or intimidation, a prerequisite
for rape under Spanish law, and they were jailed for the lesser
crime of sexual abuse. That decision was eventually over-
turned, but outrage was sparked again last year when five
men escaped rape convictions because they were not judged
to have used force against their unconscious 14-year-old vic-
tim. Spain’s new equality minister has promised fresh legisla-
tion on consent following major protests over the verdicts.

‘You have to fight’
Spain has made significant progress on women’s rights

since it transitioned to democracy in the late 1970s. Half the
ministers in the current left-wing coalition government are
women and the country was a pioneer in introducing gen-
der-targeted violence legislation. The World Economic
Forum ranks Spain eighth globally for gender parity. But
some fear such progress is threatened by the rise of the
ultra-conservative Vox party, which casts the feminist move-
ment as a radical enemy of traditional family values and is
now the third largest force in parliament.

Vox sees Spain’s gender violence law as unfair to men. It
also wants parents to be able to stop their children taking part
in school activities on “socially controversial moral issues” or
sexuality, a measure already introduced in one of its regional
strongholds. “Since the ultra-right has come up, not only in
Spain but also in other countries, people have realized that
you have to fight against this,” said 17-year-old Nuria Ardid.

She and her friend Lucia Gallego, 16, both at high schools
on the outskirts of Madrid, have joined student strikes to
march for women’s rights. “There’s more awareness and more
people joining the movement, so people are more confident to
say openly ‘I’m a feminist’,” said Lucia. The surge in teen femi-
nism also comes against the backdrop of the #MeToo move-
ment and young people taking leading roles in social justice
campaigns around the world, from gun crime to climate
change, said women’s rights campaigner Viviana Waisman.

“I’ve been in Spain for a little over 20 years and I’ve never
seen this strong a teenage movement,” said Waisman,
founder of rights group Women’s Link. “I do think it corre-
sponds to a global movement that’s happening.” Waisman
said debate and education on gender roles from an early age
were critical to changing attitudes, a view shared by some
teachers who are also calling for a fundamental shift in
approach. “There needs to be more focus on human rights
within teaching and clearer more specific references to femi-
nism, as women’s rights are human rights,” said Henar, an arts
teacher at San Isidro who declined to give her full name.

More young men also want change, according to univer-
sity undergraduate Pablo Caraballo, 18, who calls himself a
feminist. But he has also witnessed how Spain’s ideological
divisions continue to play out in the classroom. Pablo
recalled a chat with a student from his high school who
argued inequality did not exist because women are now gov-
ernment ministers and judges, a view he said is common
among young people who disagree with the feminist move-
ment. “They see feminism as a lie, that feminists defend the
superiority of women over men,” he said. —Reuters

Peanut traders work at a collection point for local traders in Amath Fall Santhy village near Kaolack on Jan 21, 2020. —AFP

China craving for Senegal peanuts rattles local biz

Large peanut orders from Chinese
traders have cut Senegal’s traditional
selling season short this year,

rewarding farmers with fat profits but leav-
ing local buyers with slim pickings. Peanuts
are an important export in the West
African state of Senegal, with the area
around the central city of Kaolack a hive of
production. Groundnuts are a “primary
source of income for the vast majority of
family farms,” according to a 2017 World
Bank report, and employ about two-thirds
of the rural population. But Kaolack’s
once-brimming peanut warehouses have
been poorly stocked this year. Most of the
activity normally associated with the
peanut trade has shifted to nearby villages,
such as Sanguil, where Chinese buyers
have set up shop. Baye Niass Fall, a 50-
year-old farmer, stands grinning in front of
the entrance to the industrial compound in
Sanguil, where men pack shelled peanuts
into bags for export.

He says he’s made a killing this year
selling 15 tons of peanuts “to the Chinese”
at a better price than the Senegalese firms
that transform the nuts into peanut oil. This
year Senegal produced some 1.4 million
tons of peanuts, according to the govern-
ment, which are a West African staple used

in “mafe” sauce. Some peanuts are con-
sumed locally, sold on roadsides or by
street hawkers. But vast amounts -
200,000 tons last year - go to China alone.

Chinese traders offer 300 CFA francs
($0.5) for a kilo of unhusked peanuts, or
525 CFA francs for shelled ones, according
to farmers and local officials. The local
peanut-processing companies have this
year struggled to obtain supplies, and sev-
eral have been forced to lay off staff. They
generally offer 210 CFA francs per kilo.
Farmers are delighted at the higher prices.
Sidy Ba, from Senegal’s peanut-growers’
association, said prices had never been as
high and called the trend a “windfall”.

‘Peanut manna’ 
Pushing out the millers has caused ten-

sion, however. Chinese traders have been
accused of unfair competition by buying
peanuts while they are still in the ground,
for example. In January, bandits attacked a
Chinese-owned peanut warehouse for rea-
sons unclear. Senegalese President Macky
Sall connected the attack to Chinese
involvement in the peanut sector, however,
telling reporters that the Chinese “had
done no wrong”. AFP was unable to reach
any Chinese traders for comment.

China is itself a huge peanut producer,
but demand far outstrips domestic supply.
Senegalese Agriculture Minister Moussa
Balde said China has been the main buyer of
Senegalese peanuts since 2014, when the
two countries signed a deal. The trade is
also rising. Senegal exported 100,000 tons
of peanuts to China in 2015, according to
China’s embassy in Dakar, rising to 200,000
tons last year. But the four Senegalese
peanut-processing firms that rely on local
production are suffering the fallout.

Sonacos, the largest state-owned pro-
cessing company, did not manage to buy
the 150,000 tons it was hoping for, compa-
ny head Modou Fada Diagne said.
Senegalese essayist Adama Gaye - who has
written about Africa-China relations - said
the country risked getting stuck as a simple
provider of raw materials without profiting
from the added value. The government
should install oil mills to capture part of the
“peanut manna,” he said, “instead of the
crumbs paid by wild buyers”.

But the positive effect on farmers has
been undeniable, with Balde pointing to
prices that were “never imagined”. “One
million producers are happy,” Balde told
local media. “It is true that 1,500 jobs
might be threatened in the oil mills,” Balde

told local media, adding, however, that the
scale did not compare.

Layoffs and export halts 
Sonacos has been doubly hit by a poorly

timed loan of €47 million ($51 million),
which was meant to finance peanut pur-
chases. Its four factories are now running
below capacity. And out of 4,000 staff,
Sanocos has laid off 500 seasonal workers,
also cancelling the recruitment of 600 more,
according to union representative Samuel
Ndour. The loan “compromised recovery
efforts”, said Diagne.

Copeol, a private peanut firm, has similar
problems. It has laid off 120 seasonal work-
ers while 19 of the company’s 25 full-time
staff left under “negotiated departures,”
Samba Wane, another union rep, said. The
government in Dakar has moved to protect
the industry, suspending peanut exports in
January in an attempt to allow local firms to
recover. Longer term, the government wants
farmers and peanut processers to sign con-
tracts, the agriculture minister said. But Sidy
Ba, from the peanut-growers’ association,
warned that times had changed. “With the
opening of markets and information on
social networks, (farmers) know who pays
the most and who the least”.  —AFP
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Ahead of 2020 
US election, ‘Blue
Wave’ is rising 
in the cities

As Republican President Donald Trump
seeks a second term in November,
Americans’ interest in voting is growing

faster in large cities dominated by Democrats
than in conservative rural areas, according to an
analysis of Reuters/Ipsos national opinion polls.
If the trend lasts until Election Day on Nov 3, it
would be a reversal from the 2016 election when
rural turnout outpaced voting in urban areas,
helping Trump narrowly win the White House.

The finding, based on responses from more
than 88,000 US adults who took the online poll
from August to December 2015 or from August
to December 2019, suggests that the “Blue
Wave”, a swell of anti-Trump activism that fol-
lowed his entry into the White House in 2017, is
still rolling across the country’s largest popula-
tion centers. Even as Trump commands rock-sol-
id support among Republicans, voters’ interest in
going to the polls appears to be growing faster
among those who disapprove of Trump than
among those who approve of him, according to
experts who reviewed the data.

The advantage in urban political engagement
extends deep into the most competitive battle-
ground states that Trump won by razor-thin mar-
gins four years ago, the data shows. In large urban
areas of the upper Midwest, a region that includes
swing states Michigan and Wisconsin, for exam-
ple, the number of people who said they were

“certain” to vote in the upcoming presidential
election rose by 10 percentage points to 67 per-
cent compared with survey responses from 2015.

In smaller upper Midwest communities, the
number of people similarly dedicated to voting
rose by only about 1 point to 60 percent in that
same four-year period. Overall, the number of
“certain” voters rose by 7 percentage points
nationally from 2015 to 2019. It increased by
more than that in the largest metropolitan
areas, rising by 9 points in communities with
between 1 million and 5 million people and 8
points in metros with at least 5 million people.
Smaller and rural communities lagged behind.
The number of “certain” voters rose by 5
points in sparsely populated, Republican-dom-
inated “non-metro” areas.

Momentum on both sides?
The rise in urban political engagement

helped Democrats win political victories last
year, including governor’s races in conservative-
leaning Kentucky and Louisiana. It may have
also contributed to elevated voting levels in
some of the more heavily populated communi-
ties and college towns in Iowa and New
Hampshire, which held their presidential nomi-
nating contests earlier this month.

“Democrats are very angry,” said Nicholas
Valentino, a political scientist at the University of
Michigan, who reviewed some of the poll findings
for Reuters. “Many see this administration as an
existential threat to the constitutional order.
They’re standing ready to participate to try to
change the course of this country.”

To be sure, a lot can happen this year to
change the public’s interest in voting.
“Republicans are fired up as well” after the
Democratic-led House of Representatives tried
to remove Trump through impeachment, said
Bryon Allen, chief research officer at WPA

Intelligence, a conservative political consulting
firm that works with dozens of Republican con-
gressional candidates.

In last week’s New Hampshire Republican
primary, 151,011 people showed up to support
Trump even though he had no significant com-
petition, a turnout that easily surpassed the
number who participated in previous primaries
when former Presidents Barack Obama, George
W Bush and Bill Clinton sought re-election.
“Democrats can’t just assume that if they drive
up turnout in the suburbs that they’ll win,” said
Joe Lenski, co-founder of exit polling firm
Edison Research. “Trump can drive up turnout in
small towns and rural areas to counteract that.”

‘Just want to beat Trump’
While voting has been higher this year in

Democratic presidential nominating contests in
Iowa and New Hampshire, experts say at least
some of that is due to population growth.
Michael McDonald, a University of Florida polit-
ical scientist who studies voter turnout, said a lot
of Democrats also may be sitting out the primar-
ies “because they don’t see a lot of distinction
between these candidates”. When Trump gets
on the ballot in November, McDonald said:
“There will be much sharper interest in voting.”

By Election Day, McDonald expects as many
as two-thirds of the voting-age population may
cast ballots, a record level of participation for a
US presidential election. That would be up from
60.1 percent turnout among eligible voters in
2016, and it would surpass a generational high
point of 63.8 percent turnout recorded in 1960,
according to McDonald’s US Elections Project.

Mary Lou Seamon, 67, of Knoxville,
Tennessee, will be one of millions who expect to
take part after sitting out the last election. The
retired social services worker said none of the
candidates, especially Democratic presidential

nominee Hillary Clinton, excited her four years
ago. Seamon admired Trump, at least initially, for
his experience as a businessman. But her opinions
soured once Trump took office and she became
determined to vote him out around the time
Trump attacked former Senator John McCain
after the death of the former war hero in 2018. On
Election Day, Seamon will vote for any Democrat,
no matter who wins the nomination. “I just want
to beat Trump.”

Measuring the wave
The Reuters/Ipsos poll, which is conducted

online and administered throughout the
United States, started asking American adults
in 2012 to rate their overall level of interest in
voting in upcoming general elections. Poll
respondents were asked to rate their level of
engagement on a scale of one to 10, with one
meaning they were certain not to vote and 10
meaning they were certain to participate. It
gathered 53,394 responses in the last five
months of 2015 and 35,271 responses in the
same part of 2019. 

Using the zip codes provided by the respon-
dents, Ipsos split the survey by the population
size of the community that people lived in. Both
regionally and nationally, the analysis showed,
political engagement increased the most from
2015 to 2019 in large urban areas and the least in
non-metropolitan areas. It was the same when
grouping just those states where the margin of
victory is expected be closest this year.

In a “battleground” region that included
Florida, Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania,
North Carolina, Arizona and Colorado, the num-
ber of “certain” voters rose by 9 percentage
points in large metropolitan areas that have a
population of at least 5 million, and 8 points in
areas with 1 to 5 million, while it rose by 4 points
in smaller, non-metros. —Reuters

Currency switch in 
north Syria shows 
Turkey influence

Last month Hussam Shamo, a baker in northern Syria,
stopped selling his bread in Syrian pounds after the
latest slump in the currency forced him to push up

prices yet again. Taking his lead from the local council in his
town of Azaz, which proposed ditching the Syrian currency
when it slumped to one-twentieth of its pre-war value,
Shamo started charging his customers in Turkish lira. The
move is a practical one. The Turkish currency is relatively
stable and Shamo’s bread now sells for a convenient 1 lira per
bundle of flat loaves, instead of a fluctuating price in hun-
dreds of Syrian pounds.

But the switch to Turkish money is also another sign of
Ankara’s growing influence in a region of northern Syria seized
by Turkish troops and their Syrian rebel allies more than three
years ago from Islamic State fighters. While Turkish and Syrian
troops face off in neighboring Idlib province, the isolated rebel
and insurgent-held enclave that is home to an estimated three

million people, Turkey’s presence in the Syrian border region
further east quietly grows.

In towns like Azaz, Al-Bab and Jarablus, taken over by
Turkey in the 2016 military incursion, children study
Turkish in school and Turkish universities are opening
branches. Turkey has helped rebuild a hospital and train
police. Now Syrians in Azaz are paying for their daily
bread, the gas to cook their food, clothes and even gold
jewelry in Turkish currency after the Syrian pound, which
traded at 47 to the US dollar before Syria’s conflict erupt-
ed in 2011, crashed through 1,000 to the dollar last month.

Bags of cash
While the government in Damascus threatened jail sen-

tences for anyone using foreign currency in commercial
transactions, local authorities in Azaz took the opposite view,
embracing what they saw as the safety of the dollar and the
Turkish lira. “We were suffering in this region... from the rise
and fall and the instability of the Syrian pound,” Shamo said.
“The local councils in and around Azaz took this decision
based on the reality that we are experiencing.” Customers
benefit from the new arrangement because the price of their
bread is fixed, Shamo said, while the accounts at the munici-
pal bakery are now more straightforward. “We don’t work
with the dollar or any currency other than Turkish,” he said.

Other businesses in Azaz, which lies about six kilometers
south of the Turkish border, have also started using Turkey’s
lira, including clothes stores and wholesalers. Goldsmith Fawzi
Kano said the plunging value of the Syrian pound meant that
so many notes were needed to do business that people were
carrying currency around in garbage bags. “Adopting the
Turkish lira is not a matter of rapprochement with Turkey, it’s
just that we are working to improve the economy,” he said,
adding that he would return to the Syrian pound if it showed
signs of stabilizing.

Others see more political significance in the change.
Ahmed Mustafa, a 35-year-old policeman, said using the lira
underlined the support Turkey had given to the region. Turkey
has sent troops into northern Syria three times since 2016,
most recently to drive back Syrian Kurdish YPG fighters from
Syria’s northeastern border. The Syrian government describes
the Turkish military presence as an occupation force and
accuses Ankara of harboring colonial ambitions in the region.

Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan says Turkey has no
wish to occupy any part of Syria, but is trying to create con-
ditions for some of the 3.6 million Syrian refugees it currently
hosts to return. Mustafa, the policeman, said Turkish support
had a deeper impact. “Turkey is closest to us, and Turkey has
protected us,” he said. “It is helping set up a state for us in the
region.”  —Reuters


