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GUANICA, Puerto Rico: Abigain Sebastian is
delighted to make $7.25 an hour toiling under
Puerto Rico’s hot sun tying the stalks of tomato
plants. Back home in Mexico, he got even dollars
for an entire day’s work. “This is really good. For
what we’re used to, this is perfect,” said the 22-
year old-one among a wave of Mexican laborers
brought in to make up for locals who find unem-
ployment and US pandemic aid more lucrative than
working the fields. On Gonzalez Farm in Guanica in
the southwest of this US territory in the Caribbean,
one group of Mexican workers can be seen operat-
ing a tractor. Another group washes bananas, while
a third ties the stalks of tomato plants to stand
upright, like Sebastian. 

He is earning the US federal minimum wage,
which does not go far in America. “This money is a
reliable help,” said Sebastian, wearing long sleeves
and a cap to protect him from the tropical sun.  But
for Puerto Ricans, that $7.25 an hour is not enough,
even with an unemployment rate of 9.2 percent. 

That is especially true when they are able to
receive an extra $300 per week that comes in addi-
tion to their regular unemployment insurance,
thanks to the pandemic relief plan also benefitting
other Americans.  That is the case for Juan Santiago,
who lives near Gonzalez Farm but preferred not to
say where he worked. He lost his job in February,
and his $290 per week salary along with it. 

Now he brings in $540 per week: $240 of regu-
lar unemployment benefits and the extra $300 as

part of the historic $1.9 trillion pandemic relief plan
signed by President Joe Biden March 11. 

“I’m doing better than when I was working,”
Santiago said. “I wouldn’t make that at the farm.” 

“The pay is low for farm workers. And the sun
(exposure) is bad.” A handful of US states, such as
Texas and Pennsylvania, along with Puerto Rico,
pay the federal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour.
The rest have set their minimum wages at about $10
per hour, according to the US Department of Labor.
Sebastian arrived in Puerto Rico from Mexico last
week as part of an initial group of 21 workers
brought from Chiapas under the H-2A visa program
for temporary agricultural workers. Seventeen of
them went to Gonzalez Farm.  “With this (pay), I
also help my mom, who is a single mother. I have a
little sister who is 14,” Santiago said. 

‘Logical’ 
According to economist Jose J. Villamil, the

labor market in Puerto Rico is “dysfunctional.” Part
of the problem, he says, is that the Puerto Rican
economy is a regional subset of the whole United
States economy.  “Since there is a big difference in
wages between the island and other states, it is
fairly easy for a Puerto Rican worker to go to the
United States (mainland) and benefit from a higher
salary,” Villamil wrote in a column in the local
newspaper El Nuevo Dia on Monday. Another fac-
tor is the “dysfunction” in the pandemic relief ben-
efits, he said. 

“Obviously, the pull to work for $7.25 is lost, and
it’s logical that it would be that way,” the expert
explained.  Hector Cordero, president of the
Farmers Association of Puerto Rico, told radio sta-
tion NotiUno 630AM last week that there is a need
for 1,000 to 1,500 laborers on the island and that a
group of Hondurans is set to arrive shortly.  Carlos
Gonzalez, the owner of the 375-acre Gonzalez Farm,

says his fellow citizens have “lost the culture of
work.”  But he says he recognizes that federal poli-
cy is not the only thing responsible for the flight of
workers from his farm. In the last two years, Puerto
Rico has been hammered by two severe Category 4
hurricanes and a series of earthquakes that have
aggravated the financial crisis that has plagued the
territory for more than a decade.  —AFP

Mexican farmers from Chiapas sort harvested green plantains for distribution at a plantation warehouse in
Guanica, Puerto Rico. — AFP

Puerto Rico welcomes Mexican 
workers as locals eye COVID aid

US federal minimum wage under Biden plan helps many workers

Taiwan’s TSMC 
plans $100bn 
investment to 
meet demand
TAIPEI: Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Company said it was planning
to invest $100 billion over the next three years
to meet soaring demand as a global shortage
of chips hits the auto and other industries.
The announcement came after US chip titan
Intel unveiled plans last week to spend $20
billion building two new plants in Arizona as
part of a plan to boost production at home
and in Europe.

Intel’s move comes as countries and com-
panies in those regions look to reduce
reliance on plants in Asia for semiconductors,
which are used in a growing array of products
such as cars. Taiwanese high-tech chip
foundries are some of the world’s biggest and
most advanced, and European and US car
manufacturers have been reaching out to
Taipei for help plugging the shortages. 

TSMC, the world’s largest contract
microchip maker, said its new investment
plans will increase capacity to keep up with
demand. It did not specify where the new
foundries would be built. “We are entering a
period of higher growth as the multiyear
megatrends of 5G and High Performance
Computing are expected to fuel strong
demand for our semiconductor technologies
in the next several years,” it said in a state-
ment. “In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic
also accelerates digital ization in every
aspect.”  —AFP

How Biden’s 
infrastructure
plan addresses 
climate crisis
WASHINGTON: It’s no coincidence US President
Joe Biden chose manufacturing hub Pittsburgh to
unveil his $2 trillion green infrastructure plan, a bold
pitch to Americans used to hearing that climate
action will wreck industry. So how does “The
American Jobs Plan” try to place the environment
at the heart of America’s future economic growth?

Green power
Biden has called for the US energy sector to be

fully decarbonized by 2035. To this end, he has
asked Congress for $100 billion to invest in the
national grid and shift to cleaner energy, as well as
a ten-year extension of tax credits for renewable
generation and storage. “The tax credit for wind
and solar has been quite successful in creating a
large scale investment and build out,” Dan Lashof,
president of the World Resources Institute told AFP,
welcoming the extension.

The plan calls for $15 billion in prototype proj-
ects for utility-scale energy storage, carbon cap-
ture, hydrogen, nuclear and floating offshore wind
power. It also foresees a $27 billion “Clean Energy
and Sustainability Accelerator” — in other words a
Green Bank to mobilize private investment.

Lindsey Walters, a climate expert at the Third
Way think tank, welcomed the idea of introducing a
national Clean Energy Standard to seed renewable
production and new jobs. “You are setting smart
regulations in place that are providing that long-
term market demand for clean energy technolo-
gies,” she told AFP.

White House National Climate Advisor Gina
McCarthy also touted the measure in a call with
reporters Thursday. “We think it’s one of the best
methods to actually get the reductions we’re look-

ing for with a level of certainty,” she said.
Electric vehicles  

The other major green aspect of the package is
an eye-catching $174 billion investment “to win the
EV (electric vehicles) market,” where the US cur-
rently has one-third the market share of China. This
includes establishing incentives to create a network
of 500,000 EV chargers by 2030. The money will
be also be used to spur domestic supply chains for
raw materials and parts, and helping factories retool
to build both the vehicles and batteries.

Some 50,000 diesel vehicles would be replaced,
while at least a fifth of the yellow school bus net-
work would be electrified. “Globally the market
seems to be moving more towards electric vehi-
cles,” said Walters, adding the addition of the “right
policy landscape” would give the existing trend an
extra nudge.

What do climate experts think? 
For the most part, experts polled by AFP are

happy with the proposal. UC Berkeley scientist
Amol Phadke, who authored the noted “2035
report” on transitioning energy said:  “Power and
transport are (among) the most important sectors
for climate mitigation and this plan is rightfully
ambitious on those sectors.” 

But some climate groups think the US should be
spending more. Denali Sai, a spokesperson for cli-
mate nonprofit 350.org, acknowledged the plan
called for five times the amount spent by former
president Barack Obama in his 2009 recovery
package. “But this spending is still way too small to
face the climate crisis at scale and it’ll take a lot
more spending to fully decarbonize the US econo-
my,” she added. The campaign group would like to
see a $16 trillion bill and is skeptical of funding car-
bon capture technology, which it believes repre-
sents a free pass to the fossil fuel industry. Another
criticism is that the US hasn’t said it will follow the
lead of several countries that have announced a
phase out of new fossil fuel vehicles.  —AFP

Water in the California Aqueduct flows south in Kettleman City, California through the San Joaquin Valley, one of the
most productive agricultural regions in the world, where dairy, grapes, almonds, strawberries, and pisstachios con-
tribute billions to the economy each year. — AFP

Total shuts plant 
in Mozambique 
after attacks
MAPUTO: French energy giant Total has shut its
operations and withdrawn all staff from a site in
northern Mozambique following last week’s deadly
jihadist attack in the area, security sources said
Friday. “Total has gone,” a security source in
Maputo told AFP, adding that “it will be hard to
persuade them to return” this year.

And a military source added, “all the facilities
are abandoned. “Total made a decision to evacu-
ate all of its staff ”, after drone surveillance
showed insurgents were in areas “very close” to
the gas plant in Afungi. Another source confirmed
there were reports that insurgents were not far
from the site.

Afungi peninsula is only 10 kilometers (six miles)
from the town of Palma, which came under attack
more than a week ago, resulting in the death of
dozens of people, including at least two expatriate
workers.  The brazen assault on March 24 was the
latest in a string of more than 830 organized raids
by the Islamist militants over the past three years
during which more than 2,600 people have died. 

Total had already evacuated some staff and sus-
pended construction work in late December fol-
lowing a series of violent attacks near its com-
pound. But last week’s raid is seen as the biggest
escalation of the Islamist insurgency ravaging
Cabo Delgado province since 2017. Many  civilian
survivors fled their homes flocking towards the
heavily secured gas plant.

‘Security compromised’ 
An estimated 15,000 people have gathered near

the site, while more are still arriving and “security
is compromised”, said another source. The humani-
tarian “situation continues to deteriorate,” added
the source  Total’s clear-out came as Afungi army
commander Chongo Vidigal declared on Thursday
the gas project was “protected”. “We are currently
in the special area in Afungi and never had a ter-
rorism threat,” he said.  Total did not immediately
respond to requests for comment.

Most means of communication were cut after
the Palma onslaught began. Thousands of troops

have been deployed to Cabo Delgado, but
Mozambique’s ability to fight the insurgency has
long been questioned, with analysts pointing to
poor training and lack of equipment.  Government
security forces are also bolstered by a South
African private military company, Dyck Advisory
Group (DAG).

Total and its partners planned to invest $20 bil-
lion in the project, the largest amount ever for a
project in Africa. In February,  Total chief executive
Patrick Pouyanne insisted that the project, which it
inherited from the US energy firm Anadarko, was
still on track to begin operations in 2024. — AFP

An unidentified official from the French oil company Total (left) briefs visiting media at the metering junction of the
Yadana gas pipeline in Nat-En-Tong, a border town between Myanmar and Thailand. —AFP

World Bank to align 
financing with Paris 
Climate Accord
WASHINGTON: The World Bank adopted a new
Climate Change Action Plan that will boost financing
aimed at reducing emissions to align its policies with
the Paris climate agreement, the bank said Friday.
“Our collective responses to climate change, poverty
and inequality are defining choices of our age,”
World Bank President David Malpass said in a state-
ment announcing the decision.

“To deliver on our twin goals of reducing poverty
and boosting shared prosperity, it is critical that the
World Bank Group helps countries fully integrate
climate and development.” The development lending
organization’s plan will ensure that 35 percent of
overall World Bank financing over the next five years
will have climate “co-benefits,” including 50 percent
of financing through its lending and international
development bodies going to support adaptation
and resilience.

That is an increase from an average of just 26 per-
cent with climate benefits from 2016 through 2020.
The bank also pledged to align new operations with
the objectives of the Paris Agreement by July 2023.
The move comes in the wake of US President Joe
Biden’s announcement to rejoin the Paris Climate
Agreement, reversing the decision of his predecessor
Donald Trump to withdraw from the pact. The United
States is the world’s second-biggest carbon emitter
after China and the biggest shareholder of the World
Bank. The bank also will develop new metrics to
measure greenhouse gas emissions, assist countries
in developing national climate strategies, and support
a “just transition” out of coal production that includes
job-training skills for workers in the sector. — AFP


