
Biden gifts Putin 
pair of iconic 
US-made aviators

For his first meeting with Vladimir
Putin in Geneva last week, US
President Joe Biden gifted his

Russian counterpart a pair of American-
made sunglasses in the US leader’s sig-
nature aviator style. Peter Waszkiewicz,
head of Randolph Engineering, said he
felt “surprise” at seeing the sunglasses
his company made become a diplomatic
token at a meeting followed the world
over. 

“It was a normal business day until

about after 12:00, when the phones start-
ed ringing and the social media went
abuzz, then we realized what was going
on,” he told AFP, saying it was “pretty
tense and exciting”. “It’s pretty amazing,
isn’t it? I mean how often does an oppor-
tunity like this happen?”

Specs of this style are often worn by
the military - the company has had a con-
tract with the US armed forces since
1978, which buys some 25,000 pairs per
month. That’s in addition to the pairs
Randolph Engineering sells to the gener-
al public in the United States, where the
aviator look was made famous by the
1980s Tom Cruise movie “Top Gun”.

It takes 200 steps over six weeks to
manufacture the “Concorde” style, the
pair gifted to Putin, which was named
after the 20th-century supersonic aircraft.
A matte black polarized pair sells on the
Randolph website for $279. They are

made in a small town in the northeastern
state of Massachusetts, and the compa-
ny, founded in 1973, boasts of its “hand-
crafted in the USA” credentials.
“President Biden, I’m sure, gave those
glasses to President Putin as a symbol of
our national heritage,” Waszkiewicz said.
“And let’s hope it’s the symbol of peace,”
he said. — AFP  
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Migrants from Africa work on June 11, 2021 at Top Manta, a clothing line created by an association of African street
vendors in Barcelona. — AFP photos

Sneakers are on display at Top Manta. T-shirts are on display at Top Manta.

A variety of colored lenses sit on a rack waiting to be cut and
paired with frames.

A worker adds lenses and puts the final assembly touches on the
200-step process to complete a single pair of sunglasses, before
being boxed and shipped. 

When he left Senegal, risking his
life to make the dangerous boat
trip to Spain’s Canary Islands,

Lamine Sarr never thought he’d end up
selling fake goods on the streets of
Barcelona. Known as “manteros” after
the blanket on which they lay their wares,
these street sellers live a precarious life,
always on the lookout for the police. So
Sarr decided to do something different:
He helped set up the Barcelona Street
Vendors Union, which has just launched
its own brand of trainers in the hope of
“changing the rules of the game”.

“As we were always selling counterfeit
products, it gave us the desire to create a
brand with our own designs and our own
clothes,” explains Sarr, 38, inside the
union’s shop in Barcelona’s Raval neigh-
borhood. And the name they’ve given the
trainers is “Ande Dem”, which means
“walking together” in Wolof, the most
widely-spoken language in Senegal.

Behind the project is Top Manta, a
clothing company set up in 2017 by the
union, which is mostly made up of sub-
Saharan Africans. “When we first created
the brand, we thought about trainers. We
thought it would be easy but we didn’t
have the means,” Sarr told AFP. And
what better way to kick against the sys-
tem than by giving those who are known
for selling fakes on the streets of
Barcelona their very own brand of shoes,
made locally in Spain and Portugal.

The project has been two years in the
making, with the manteros working with

two local artists to create trainers made
from sustainable, vegan-friendly materials
that that are produced in small local work-
shops rather than mass-produced. With a
robust sole, they come in black or tan
with a strip of colors “reflecting Africa”
and the Top Manta logo: A blanket, that
also represents “waves” of the dangerous
sea crossing many brave to reach Spain.

Launched earlier this month with a
thought-provoking ad on Instagram
where the collective has 63,000 followers,
the trainers retail at Ä115. “Life is not like
a trainer advert. We know the race is full
of traps,” says a woman’s voice over
footage of police racing after a migrant
and wrestling him to the ground. “It’s not
about just doing it, it’s about doing it
right,” she says, in a slogan with a clear
spin on Nike’s Just Do It campaign.

Insurmountable red tape
Sarr says it is impossible to work as a

street seller and not have problems with
the law. For the union, the main aim is to
get the manteros off the street where
many end up no thanks to Spain’s immi-
gration laws. In order to get residency
papers, the law requires non-EU citizens
to prove they have been in Spain for
three years, to show a one-year work
contract, have a clean criminal record
and more.

“How can you be in a place for three
years without doing anything? I couldn’t
believe it,” said Sarr who didn’t tell his
family in rural Senegal that he was leav-

ing for Europe. Following a week-long
sea crossing, he arrived on the island of
Fuerteventura in 2006, eventually making
his way to Barcelona. But it was only two
years ago that he managed to leave his
life as a mantero after the union helped
him to obtain his papers, as it has done
around 120 others.

Today there are around 100 street sell-

ers working in Barcelona, according to
City Hall figures. It was the disappear-
ance of tourists as a result of the pan-
demic that put an end to Oumy Manga’s
five years working as a hawker on the
streets. Wearing a colorful turban that
matches her dress, this 32-year-old is
focused on making a t-shirt at the Top
Manta workshop where African tunes
mingle with the rattle of sewing machines.

She is currently finishing a course in
dressmaking as well as learning Spanish
and Catalan. “I don’t like selling, that’s
why we’re here: Learning things so we
don’t go back on the streets,” says
Manga from Senegal, who sewed masks
and other protective gear at the start of
the pandemic.

‘An unrealistic law’ 
Some 25 people work in this base-

ment workshop which they acquired with
help from City Hall which has backed
several of the union’s initiatives. “The
underlying problem comes from migrant
influxes and a law on foreigners that is
unrealistic,” says Alvaro Porro, who is
responsible for head of commissioner for
the Social Economy at Barcelona City

Council. “In the end, it’s the cities who
have to cope with the situation no thanks
to a law that we cannot change.”

If she had known what was awaiting
her, Manga says she wouldn’t have left
her homeland. “It’s very complicated,
being here five years without papers or
work.” Still without papers, she’s hoping
things might change given her newfound

ally, the sewing machine. “I’d like to carry
on sewing, that’s my profession,” she
says, dreaming of one day designing her
own collection. For now, it seems Top
Manta has a future: So far it’s sold all of
its first batch of 400 pairs of trainers and
is now preparing to order another. — AFP 

When Cristiano Ronaldo and
Paul Pogba removed Coca-
Cola and Heineken bottles

during Euro 2020 press conferences,
it showed sports stars are rejecting
sponsors’ products that fail to corre-
spond to their personal values, ana-
lysts say. Ronaldo has a combined
social media audience of around 500
million followers, so when he speaks,
it has an impact.

The 36-year-old Portugal captain is
a fitness fanatic and made clear what
he thought of the Coca-Cola bottle set
out in front of him as he spoke to the
media on Monday before his country’s
opening match against Hungary. He
shifted the bottle out of sight of the
cameras before saying in Portuguese:
“Agua!”, appearing to encourage peo-
ple to opt for the natural choice
instead. Ronaldo went on to score
twice in the 3-0 win against Hungary
to become the all-time top scorer in
European Championship history.

The next day France midfielder
Paul Pogba, who is Muslim and does
not drink alcohol, made a similar ges-
ture by removing a bottle of Heineken
beer during his press conference. The
fact that it was a non-alcoholic version
did nothing to lessen the message.
“We’re in a new era where athletes
seem to be reclaiming their voice.
They seem to reserve the right now to
speak and behave in ways that are
consistent with what they think, what
they feel, what their values are,” said
Professor Simon Chadwick, the direc-
tor of the Centre for the Eurasian
Sport Industry at Emlyon Business
School in France.

Ronaldo has been happy to
endorse sugary soft drinks in the past
- in fact he did promotional work for
Coca-Cola in China in the mid-2000s
and has worked for their rivals Pepsi.
But Chadwick told AFP the
Portuguese superstar was saying,
very publicly: “As an individual I have
the personal right to move on from
whatever I did in the past. “I am enti-
tled to change my opinion, I am enti-
tled to shift my values, I am entitled to
object to products that are not consis-
tent with what I am or what I am trying
to represent.”

The reach of social media gives
such protests more power than ever
before. “I call it side-swipe activism,”
Chadwick said. “Whether you are
online or you are in the physical world,
if there is something in front of you
that you don’t like or isn’t aligned with
your own values, you just move it out
of the way.”

Headache for sponsors 
Some reports suggested Ronaldo’s

gesture caused Coca Cola’s share
price to fall by $4 billion at one point,
but many analysts said the footballer
might not have been responsible.
Gregori Volokhine, President of
Meeschaert Financial Services in New
York, said the drinks giant’s shares fin-
ished 0.25 percent down, in line with
the overall dip in the Dow Jones that
day. “With a market value of $235 bil-
lion, that corresponds to just over
$500 million. We wouldn’t even have
noticed if there hadn’t been this con-
troversy,” Volokhine said.

So what is the impact for brands
when top sports stars reject the prod-
ucts of the sponsors who pay tens of
millions of dollars to be associated
with an event such as Euro 2020? “It
is too early to say,” said Bertrand
Chovet, head of Brand Finance
France. “Product placement could,
though, be more nuanced these days.
But the players benefit from these
sponsors so they are acting in a slight-
ly contradictory way.”

Coca-Cola and Heineken did not
respond to AFP’s request for com-
ment, but UEFA’s tournament director
Martin Kallen said: “The revenues of
the sponsors are important for the
tournament and for European foot-
ball.” Chadwick believes such protests
are a serious headache for sponsors.
“This poses a big challenge because
the two extremes are probably the
only way forward for sponsors. Either
you take away all the logos or you vig-
orously enforce the contractual rights
associated with a sponsorship deal,”
he said. — AFP  

A worker solders the frame and other compo-
nents of the sunglasses as part of the 200
steps required to complete a single pair, with
the entire build taking six weeks. 

A pair of Randolph Aviator Sunglasses in the
Concord style, are seen.

Peter Waszkiewicz, president and CEO of Randolph Engineering, holds a pair of Randolph
Aviator Sunglasses in the Concord style at Randolph Engineering in Randolph, Massachusetts
on June 17, 2021. — AFP photos


