
‘Green gold’: Avocado 
craze drives crop 
theft in South Africa
TZANEEN, South Africa: Flashing green-and-white
lights illuminated the night as the three private security
vehicles rolled into the gated orchard, breaking the
dark stillness enveloping the farm in northern South
Africa. Long shadows fell over the moonlit tracks as
the pickup trucks rolled past hundreds of neatly-lined
avocado trees, their branches laden with plump dark-
green fruit almost ready for harvesting.

Patrol leader Marius Jacobs squinted over the
steering wheel, dragging on a cigarette as he scanned
the plantation for thieves. Farmers around the quiet
tropical town of Tzaneen are battling a scourge of
avocado theft driven by booming global demand for
the nutrient-rich fruit. Thousands of tons of avocados
have been stolen over the past five years, according to
the South African Subtropical Growers’ Association.

The average annual losses in South Africa, one of
the continent’s top avocado producers, is around 24
million rand ($1.6 million). “It’s getting more and more,
and it’s bakkie (truck) loads,” said Jacobs, 34, popping

open a can of energy drink. “This is not because
somebody is hungry, this is a syndicate operating,” he
added. “Avo is green gold.”

Faced with increasingly frequent raids, farmers
have invested heavily in fencing and private security.
Jacobs and his team, backed by dogs, now patrol more
than 20 mostly avocado farms per night, complement-
ing over 150 guards manning orchards on foot. Gangs
caught red-handed are handed over to the police.
“This is where we caught a (minibus) fully loaded with
avos,” recalled guard manager Manuel Malatjie, 28,
pointing to the spot of a recently-thwarted raid. “We
are trying our best (but) it’s getting bad.”

Tons stolen 
The sound of clipping filled the air as workers

snipped high-hanging avocados with picking sticks,
filling as many bags as possible before the midday heat.
March marks the start of South Africa’s avocado har-
vest season, and the run-up is a prime time for theft.
Farmer Edrean Ernst, 40, forecasts a 250,000 rand
($17,000) loss in stolen avocados this year, despite
spending millions of rand on security and fencing.

The 250 hectares of orchards belonging to the
family-run Allesbeste farm are nestled between rolling
hills, surrounded by lush forest and other crops.
“Because it’s very rural, police or security companies

cannot patrol such a large area effectively,” Ernst told
AFP. “It plays into the criminals’ hands.”

Allesbeste, which exports at least 1,500 tons of
avocados annually, was targeted no less than 20 times
in 2019 and 2020. In a single raid, a truckload of
thieves can drive off with a ton of avocados ripped
from the trees - a harvest that would take the average
farm worker more than 13 hours to pick carefully.
Larger-scale operations can snatch up to 30 tons per
robbery. —AFP

Iran, China sign cooperation pact

WeWork to 
go public, 
valued at $9bn
NEW YORK: WeWork announced Friday it plans to
enter public markets through a merger transaction
that raises $1.3 billion for the office-sharing firm. The
move comes two years after the former high-flying
office-sharing company went into a spectacular tail-
spin that led to the cancelling of a planned public
share offering and a bailout by Japanese investment
firm SoftBank.

The transaction with BowX Acquisition Corp. is
the latest instance in which a prominent company
eschews a traditional initial public offering in favor of
combining with an entity like BowX that has been
specifically established by investors for such a merger.
The move of merging with a so-called “special pur-
pose acquisition company” or SPAC follows a recent
trend that streamlines the process of a public listing.

WeWork was given an enterprise value of $9 bil-
lion in the transaction. Once a dazzling “unicorn”
valued at $47 billion, WeWork began to unravel as
the firm lost cash and canceled a planned 2019
share offering, with the ex-CEO pushed out - albeit
with a generous package. WeWork executives said
the company is poised to thrive in the post-pan-
demic economy.

“SoftBank has always seen the potential in
WeWork’s core business to disrupt the commercial real
estate industry and reimagine the workplace. Today, we
take another step towards making that vision a reality,”
said Marcelo Claure, the SoftBank CEO and executive
chairman of WeWork. “The pandemic has fundamen-
tally changed the way we work, and WeWork is
incredibly well positioned to springboard into a future
propelled by digital technology and a new appreciation
of the value of flexible workspace.” —AFP
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TZANEEN: Employees at the Afrupro packaging warehouse
work on an avocado packing line on March 8, 2021. —AFP

Business
TEHRAN: Iran and China s igned a 25-year
“strategic cooperation pact” yesterday in the lat-
est expansion of Beijing’s flagship trillion-dollar
Belt and Road Initiative as the US rivals move
closer together. Negotiat ions for the deal ,
launched five years ago, sparked controversy in
Iran last year and virtually no details of its con-
tents have been released.

China is Iran’s leading trade partner and was
one of the biggest buyers of Iranian oil before
then US president Donald Trump reimposed
sweeping unilateral sanctions in 2018 after aban-
doning a multilateral nuclear agreement with
Tehran. The China-Iran pact, which Tehran said
included “political, strategic and economic” com-
ponents, was signed by the two countries’ foreign
ministers, Wang Yi and Mohammad Javad Zarif, an
AFP correspondent reported.

“We believe this document can be very effec-
tive in deepening” Iran-China relations, Iran’s
foreign ministry spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh
said, recalling that the pact had first been pro-
posed during a vis i t  to Tehran by Chinese
President Xi Jinping in Jan 2016. Xi and his
Iranian counterpart Hassan Rouhani agreed then
to establish a roadmap for “reciprocal invest-
ments in the fields of transport, ports, energy,
industry and services”.

“Iran’s government and people are striving as
they always have to broaden relations with trust-
worthy, independent countr ies l ike China,”
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said at

the time, describing the proposed cooperation
agreement as “correct and reasonable”. Xi has
championed the Belt and Road Initiative, a plan to
fund infrastructure projects and increase China’s
sway overseas.

‘Nothing secret’ 
In July last year, controversy erupted over the

proposed deal after former president Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad charged that negotiations were
being held for a “new, 25-year agreement with a
foreign country” without the knowledge of the
Iranian people. The foreign minister was heckled
in parliament when he assured lawmakers there
was “nothing secret” in the proposed deal, which
he promised would be publicly announced “once
it has been finalized”.

The government has yet to honor that promise
and few details have been made public. Wang’s
visit to Tehran comes just days after he hosted
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov for talks
in the Chinese city of Guilin. The three govern-
ments all face difficult relations with Washington
after President Joe Biden’s administration vowed
to remain firm in its dealings with them, despite a
renewed emphasis on diplomacy.

China and Russia are both parties to the trou-
bled 2015 nuclear accord with Iran that Biden has
said he hopes to revive. They were both deeply
critical of the unilateral sanctions on Iran reim-
posed by Trump and have backed efforts to
revive the agreement. Biden has said he is not

seeking “confrontation” with China, but that there
will be intense competition between the rival
superpowers. “I told him (Xi) in person on several

occasions we’re not looking for confrontation,
though we know that there will be steep, steep
competition,” the US president said. —AFP

No details of contents of 25-year agreement have been released 

Sanders joins union 
drive as clashes with 
Amazon intensify
BIRMINGHAM, Alabama: Senator Bernie Sanders
joined the drive Friday to unionize Amazon workers
in Alabama as clashes intensified between lawmakers
and the e-commerce giant ahead of a deadline for a
vote that could lead to the first union on US soil at
the massive tech company. The visit by Sanders,
joined by actor Danny Glover and rapper “Killer
Mike” Render, marks the latest high-profile appear-
ances in the contentious organizing effort for some
5,800 employees at Amazon’s warehouse in
Bessemer which culminates next week.

“If Amazon workers in Alabama can prevail in
forming a union, it can be done all over this country,”
said Sanders, a former presidential candidate with a
loyal following among progressives. The months-long
drive led by the Retail, Wholesale and Department
Store Union has sparked national attention and
intense debate over workplace conditions at Amazon,
which has more than 800,000 US employees.

Amazon has argued that most of its workers don’t
want or need a union, and that it already provides
more than most other employers, with a minimum $15
hourly wage and other benefits. Dave Clark, head of
Amazon’s consumer business, said the company
delivers on the goals of Sanders. “I often say we are

the Bernie Sanders of employers, but that’s not quite
right because we actually deliver a progressive
workplace,” Clark tweeted.

Pressure, monitoring 
But unions and political leaders have argued that

Amazon employees face constant pressure and mon-
itoring, with little job protection, highlighting the
need for collective bargaining. RWDSU president
Stuart Appelbaum said the struggle is “about the
unregulated technologies Amazon uses to monitor
every movement of its workers, including the amount
of time they spend in the restroom... and, most impor-
tantly, about the lack of dignity, respect and just
treatment too many Americans experience at work”.

Sanders and others say the Amazon battle high-
lights growing economic inequality at a time when
billionaires, such as Amazon founder Jeff Bezos, have
seen their wealth increase during the pandemic. “All I
want to know is why the richest man in the world, Jeff
Bezos, is spending millions trying to prevent workers
from organizing a union so they can negotiate for
better wages, benefits and working conditions,”
Sanders tweeted ahead of his visit.

Speaking to reporters after addressing Amazon
workers, Sanders said he gave Amazon credit for
raising its minimum wage to $15 an hour. “But right
now, they are nervous that if workers here are suc-
cessful it will spread all across this country,” he said.
“But everybody here should know that, in Europe,
Amazon deals with unions. So they sure as hell can
deal with union in the USA,” Sanders said.

Tensions have escalated as Amazon has fired back

against criticism from lawmakers and others. “If you
want to hear about $15 an hour and healthcare,
Senator Sanders will be speaking downtown,” Clark
tweeted, while pointing out that in Sanders state of
Vermont, the minimum hourly wage is just $11.75.
“But if you would like to make at least $15 an hour
and have good health care, Amazon is hiring.”

Representative Mark Pocan of Wisconsin
responded to Amazon that “Paying workers $15/hr
doesn’t make you a ‘progressive workplace’ when
you union-bust & make workers urinate in water
bottles.” Amazon fired back: “You don’t really believe
the peeing in bottles thing, do you? If that were true,
nobody would work for us.” —AFP

BIRMINGHAM, Alabama: Senator Bernie Sanders and Rapper
Michael “Killer Mike” Render (left) speak in support of the
unionization of Amazon.com, Inc. fulfillment center workers
outside the Retail, Wholesale and Department Store Union
(RWDSU) on Friday. —AFP

TEHRAN: Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif and his Chinese counterpart Wang Yi pose for a
picture after signing an agreement yesterday. —AFP

US workers enticed 
with bonuses, time 
off to get vaccine
NEW YORK: As COVID-19 vaccination drives get into
gear across the United States, some businesses are
offering transportation, paid time off and bonuses of
up to $500 to encourage workers to get the jab.
Labor-intensive industries like slaughterhouses, super-
markets and farms, whose workers are at higher risk of
contracting the virus, have taken the lead, with several
large grocery chains offering two to four hours paid
leave time for employees to get vaccinated.

“Providing accommodations so employees can
receive this critical vaccine is one more way we can
support them and eliminate the need to choose
between earning their wages and protecting their well-
being,” Jason Hart, CEO of supermarket chain Aldi, said
in January. Others have taken advantage of Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention regulations that allow
them to set up their own vaccination centers. 

California-based Bolthouse Farms, which sells car-
rots, smoothies and juices, holds weekly immunization
sessions at its main site and pays $500 to all full-time
employees who accept the shot. Meat giant JBS is
offering $100 to vaccinated employees and has dis-
tributed materials in several languages to emphasize
the safety and effectiveness of immunization. By mid-
March, about a third of its 60,000 employees had
received a first dose. —AFP

US lawmakers, 
tech CEOs clash 
over disinformation
WASHINGTON: US lawmakers unleashed a torrent
of criticism against social media top executives
Thursday, blaming the companies for amplifying
false content and calls to violence, while promising
new regulations to stem rampant online disinforma-
tion. The video hearing attended remotely by top
executives of Facebook, Google and Twitter got off

to a stormy start as lawmakers accused them of
intentionally making products that get people
hooked.

“Big Tech is essentially handing our children a lit
cigarette and hoping they stay addicted for life,”
said congressman Bill Johnson, an Ohio Republican.
“Former Facebook executives have admitted that
they use the tobacco industry’s playbook for addic-
tive products.” Congressman Frank Pallone told the
executives that it is time for legislation that forces
more aggressive action to eliminate disinformation
and extremism from online platforms.

Jack Dorsey of Twitter, Sundar Pichai of Google,
and Mark Zuckerberg of Facebook were bombard-
ed with questions for some six hours by members of
Congress who blamed their platforms for drug

abuse, teen suicides, hate, political extremism, illegal
immigration, vaccine bashing and more. “They
didn’t mention cancer, but they might as well have
because they mentioned everything else,” Creative
Strategies analyst Carolina Milanesi said. “It was
sad political theater.”

Democrats slammed the platforms for failing to
stem misinformation about COVID-19 vaccines and
incitement ahead of the Jan 6 Capitol riot.
Republicans revived unproven complaints that
social networks were biased against conservatives.
Republican Representative Bob Latta accused the
firms of operating “in a vague and biased manner,
with little to no accountability,” relying on a law
giving them a “shield” against liability for content
posted by others. —AFP


