
Friday, April 16, 2021B u s i n e s s

Friday 35

LITTLE RANN OF KUTCH, India: Roshni Thakor
left school to harvest salt from a sun-baked Indian
desert, a backbreaking trade practiced by her an-
cestors for centuries but now threatened by cli-
mate change. For eight months every year, farmers
toil in scorching heat to pump out briny water
from handmade wells in a sparse corner of west-
ern Gujarat state.

A ton of the resulting salt crystals fetches the
meager sum of 300 rupees ($4.00), but unpre-
dictable rainfall, rising temperatures and frequent
dust storms have slashed yields, and made it harder
for Thakor and her family.  “It’s getting hotter and
hotter here. My eyes burn and I often feel dizzy and
sick,” the 20-year-old told AFP, as her mother pre-
pared tea over a wooden stove.

Erratic weather has brought mounting losses for
her family, but her father Raju says they must keep
trying to eke out a living from their four salt pans.
“I have no choice but to keep working here as I
don’t own any agricultural land. I don’t have any
other source of income,” he said.

India is the world’s third-biggest producer of
salt and nearly three-quarters of its annual output
comes from Gujarat. The Thakor family are among
the tens of thousands of “Agariyas”, or salt farmers,
who spend most of the year living and working
within the barren mudflats of the Thar Desert.

They dig 50-foot wells with shovels and their
bare hands before using diesel pumps to direct

water into large rectangular basins, where it evap-
orates and leaves salt crystals behind. The work is
both tedious and taxing. Farmers prepare the
basins by stamping their bare feet to seal in the
brine and stop it from seeping back into the earth,
a process that leaves them vulnerable to painful
foot infections.

‘We have to start all over’ 
Heat plays an important part in the process,

with 24 degrees Celsius (75 degrees Fahrenheit)
the optimal temperature for the formation of salt
crystals, Raju said.  But climate change is making it
harder to plan for the salt harvest and is delaying
the onset of the farming season, in addition to
bringing unbearable heatwaves to those working
the desert lands.

Deforestation and unplanned development have
already transformed India’s monsoon season, with
a recent government report warning that climate
change was making rains unpredictable and more
intense. “Salt production needs dry weather-if it
rains suddenly, all our effort goes down the drain,”
said Raju Thakor. “The salt dissolves and we have
to start all over again.”

The same government report warned that India
faced a 4.4-degree rise in average temperatures by
the end of the century. Dhvanit Pandya, who runs a
local salt farmer advocacy group, says the mercury
has already risen by that much in the Thar Desert

over the past decade, with daytime maximums now
sometimes topping 54 degrees. 

Dust storms are also rising in frequency, mud-
dying the salt pans and cutting sale prices  “The
traders slash the price by half if the salt is not of
good quality,” Pandya said. Pandya estimated that
farmers were now losing a quarter of their harvest
each year because of sharp changes in weather

patterns, pushing many families towards poverty. 
The Agariyas say their ancestors have farmed

salt in the region for more than 500 years. Their
homes in the Gujarati desert, far from the state’s
population centres, are not connected to the elec-
tricity grid. Fresh water in the desert is scarce, and
the community’s children spend most of the year
out of school. —AFP

India’s desert salt farmers feel 
the heat from climate change

Farmers toil in scorching heat to pump out briny water in Gujarat 

AHMEDABAD: A laborer packing salt at a factory in Kharaghoda village near the Little Rann of Kutch (LRK) re-
gion, some 120 km from Ahmedabad. —AFP

Philippines lifts ban on 
new mining deals
MANILA: Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte officially lifted a
nine-year ban on new mining projects yesterday in a controversial
move aimed at boosting state revenue and spurring investment in
the country’s coronavirus-devastated economy.

The mining industry has stagnated since 2012 when Duterte’s
predecessor, Benigno Aquino, imposed a moratorium on new
projects following public backlash over a series of devastating
mining accidents. The executive order released yesterday was
welcomed by the mining sector-but green groups branded the
decision “outrageous” and warned it could lead to more envi-
ronmental disasters.

Duterte-who had previously threatened to shut down the min-
ing sector completely-is facing growing criticism over his han-
dling of the pandemic that has crippled the economy and thrown
millions out of work.  The Philippines is one of the world’s biggest
suppliers of nickel ore and is also rich in copper and gold, but
Duterte said less than five percent of the country’s mineral re-
serves had been tapped.

He said the mining industry could bring “significant economic
benefits to the country” by supporting the government’s “Build,
Build, Build” infrastructure program and creating jobs.   The Cham-
ber of Mines of the Philippines said the removal of the “policy road-
block” would encourage local and foreign investment. —AFP

German top court 
throws out Berlin’s 
disputed rent cap
BERLIN: Germany’s highest court said that a policy to freeze
rents in Berlin for five years to combat soaring housing costs was
unlawful in a ruling published yesterday.

In a blow to millions of tenants, the capital’s “Mietendeckel”
law or rent cap “violates the Basic Law and is thus ruled void”,
said the Federal Constitutional Court in the southwestern city of
Karlsruhe. The tribunal ruled in favor of MPs from the centre-right
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and the pro-business Free De-
mocrats, who are both in opposition in Berlin.

The court agreed with their argument that rent policy falls
under federal law not the jurisdiction of Germany’s 16 states. The
rent freeze, passed by Berlin’s legislature in January 2020, was a
flagship policy of the local governing coalition of the center-left
Social Democrats, the Greens and the far-left Linke parties. It is
a major setback for them ahead of September elections both in
Berlin-its own city-state-and for a new federal parliament and
chancellor after Angela Merkel steps down this year.

Once ‘poor but sexy’ 
Berlin was the first and only of Germany’s states to introduce

a rent cap. The law froze rents at the level from June 2019 until
2025, after which any increases would have been limited to 1.3
percent per year in line with inflation. According to the city’s de-

partment for urban development and housing, it affected more
than 1.5 million apartments.

Exceptions included social housing and new housing built
since 2014. Some particularly high rents were even temporarily
lowered, pending the court ruling, with landlords who broke
the rules facing fines of up to 500,000 euros ($599,000).
Those tenants will now generally be required to repay back
rent. A poll by Sparkasse public savings bank for the daily
Tagesspiegel yesterday said that fewer than half of Berliners
had set money aside for the arrears now due. The SPD, which
is also the junior coalition partner in Merkel’s federal coalition,
has pledged to champion rent controls nationwide in its elec-
tion campaign.

Once described by a former mayor as “poor, but sexy”, Berlin
has seen its housing costs double over the last decade as employ-
ees lured by a strong job market moved into the city.

The rent cap faced fierce opposition from the property sector,
which argued that the freeze discouraged developers from build-
ing in Berlin and ultimately worsened the capital’s housing crisis.
The policy also saw the number of rental offers plummet as own-
ers declined to put apartments on the market, according to the
German Institute for Economic Research (DIW).

Real social emergency
According to the property website Immowelt, Berliners spend

an average of one-quarter of their income on housing costs. Only
18.4 percent of the city’s roughly four million residents own their
own property, one of the lowest rates in Europe. Housing insecu-
rity has been compounded by the COVID-19 pandemic, which is
also putting jobs under threat. “The coronavirus crisis is going to
lead to a real social emergency when it comes to housing,” warned
rental association Berliner Mietverein in February. —AFP


