
Millions in Myanmar 
struggle to buy food as 
coup price hike bites
YANGON: Aye Mar sits with her seven children in their
Yangon kitchen and worries whether their meal of rice
and stringy vegetables - all she can afford in coup-
stricken Myanmar - will satisfy their hunger. The
national economy and banking system have been para-
lyzed since a military power-grab which pushed civilian
leader Aung San Suu Kyi out of office in February.

Livelihoods have been lost after strikes and factory
closures, fuel prices have shot up and those lucky
enough to have bank savings face day-long queues to
withdraw their cash. Venturing out in public to earn a
living has also become a safety hazard against the
backdrop of an indiscriminate and brutal crackdown on
dissent that has killed more than 800 civilians, accord-
ing to a local monitoring group.

In a country which in normal times exports rice,
beans and fruit, millions will go hungry in the coming
months, the World Food Program has warned. “We
have to feed our children so they don’t starve,” Aye
Mar says, sitting barefoot in the commercial capital, a
baby swinging in a hammock overhead. 

The 33-year-old is out of work, along with her hus-

band who has been forced to take any odd job on offer
- including digging septic tanks. Food vendor Wah
Wah, 37, says price increases since the coup mean
customers can no longer afford something as modest
as a bowl of dried fish. “I can’t sell it because cus-
tomers cannot afford to buy it... even if I sell it at 500
kyats (US$0.33) per bowl,” she told AFP. “Everyone
has to spend money carefully to be safe because no
one has jobs. We live with fear because we don’t know
what will happen.”

‘We are in trouble’ 
Father-of-three Win Naing Tun, 26, said those who

could previously afford to eat pork regularly have been
forced to turn to fish paste and vegetables. And those
who survived on that limited diet before “now can only
afford to eat white rice with salt,” he told AFP. Price
hikes have hit remote areas particularly hard - near the
Chinese border in Kachin state, rice is almost 50 per
cent more expensive, according to the WFP.

The cost of transporting produce from farms to
cities has also jumped after an estimated 30 per cent
fuel price hike since the coup. The WFP estimates that
within the next six months, as many as 3.4 million more
people will go hungry in Myanmar and it is poised to
triple its emergency food assistance. A grassroots com-
munity food donation program is proving to be in high
demand in Yangon, Myanmar’s commercial capital.
“They are happy when we donate food. Some even
cry,” volunteer May, not her real name, told AFP.

Ni Aye, 51, said she and her husband now have no
income at all and depend on handouts for the food they
eat. “We are in trouble... If these conditions continue
we will starve,” she told AFP. Aung Kyaw Moe, 47, is
considering returning to his home village after the
Yangon factory he worked in shut down. He told AFP
he had no money saved up and was in despair over
how to support his family of nine, who are squatting
illegally with him in the commercial capital. “Everything
is outside our control,” he said. —AFP

PARIS: French oil and gas major Total on Friday
won near-unanimous shareholder support for its
cl imate strategy along with a new name,
TotalEnergies, marking its shift - but NGOs dis-
missed i t  as “bogus”. Only a t iny minority
rebelled against the company’s plans at a share-
holders’ meeting, saying they fell short of what
was needed to fight global warming.

Management’s non-binding resolution, which
followed similar moves at energy peers Chevron,
ExxonMobil and Shell, secured 91.88 percent
backing at the assembly. Total’s pledges include
reaching net-zero emissions in its global busi-
nesses by 2050, as well as for all its customers in
Europe. It also won 99-percent support for a
motion to change its name to TotalEnergies as the
company wants to show that it is diversifying into
renewable energies, which will account for 20
percent of investments this year.

Shareholders had recognized “a true and sin-
cere transformation process” and had backed “an
audacious and demanding strategy”, said chair-
man Patrick Pouyanne, who also won approval for
a renewed term for himself at the helm of the
company. The new name, he said, “marks our col-
lective desire to create a new Total, a multi-ener-
gy company and major actor in energy transi-
tion,” Pouyanne said as he unveiled the new, mul-
ticolor logo.

‘Climate chaos’ 
NGOs and other investors were disappointed,

having announced ahead of the assembly that
they hoped 15 percent of shareholders would call
out management on their targets seen as too

modest. In a joint statement, Reclaim Finance and
Greenpeace France cheered shareholders who
opposed “the ‘bogus’ climate plan, while furiously
condemning the large majority who backed
Total’s plan for increased fossil fuel extraction”.

“By supporting Total’s greenwashed strategy,
shareholders have voted willingly for climate
chaos,” said Reclaim Finance founder Lucie
Pinson. In the run-up to the gathering, asset man-
agement firm Meeschaert AM had urged Total to
refrain from any new drilling for oil and gas,
echoing an appeal by the International Energy
Agency to all energy giants. Pouyanne rejected
the call on Friday, saying “radical solutions are
not the answer” and reminding his audience that
“80 percent of our economy runs on fossil fuels”.

Dutch fund ACTIAM meanwhile said that
Total ’s  emissions strategy “fal ls  short  as i t
remains unclear how it will meet its goals given
its current pace of fossil fuel production and
investments that still significantly outpace those
in renewables”. Meeschaert Asset Management,
which also voted against the plan, said other
shareholders had voiced their opposition by
abstaining from the vote, though the number was
not immediately known.

Eleven investors at last year’s meeting put for-
ward a motion for more ambitious climate tar-
gets-prompting Pouyanne to remark on “those
who act like activists, not like shareholders”-but
still won nearly 17 percent in a vote at the time. In
the United States, investors put pressure on two
oi l  giants to do better on cl imate change,
installing activist board members at ExxonMobil
and directing Chevron to deepen emissions cuts.

Shell, meanwhile, was ordered by a Dutch
court this week to slash its greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 45 percent by 2030. Last week, Shell
shareholders backed a controversial climate
strategy to reduce reliance on fossil fuels and

become carbon neutral by 2050. Another resolu-
tion, put forward by the environmental organiza-
tion Follow This, which called on Shell to set more
ambitious targets, was supported by just over 30
percent. —AFP

Biden follows Trump, 
shuts door on airspace 
treaty with Russia
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden’s admin-
istration announced Friday it will not return to the
Open Skies Treaty, which Donald Trump withdrew
from, signaling a toughening stance against Russia.
The post-Cold War treaty was meant to foster trust
by allowing the two powers and their allies to mon-
itor one another’s airspace, but Trump left the pact
in November citing Russian violations.

Biden, who has said he is open to working with
Russia on some international security issues, ruled
out a return to the treaty in the run-up to his sum-
mit with Russian President Vladimir Putin on June
16 in Geneva. “The United States regrets that the
Treaty on Open Skies has been undermined by
Russia’s violations,” a State Department
spokesman said.

“In concluding its review of the treaty, the
United States therefore does not intend to seek to
rejoin it, given Russia’s failure to take any actions
to return to compliance.” Moscow announced in
January it would leave the treaty, saying there was
no progress in making it work in light of Trump’s
withdrawal.

Russian lawmakers on May 19 voted to uphold
Moscow’s exit, but Putin’s government said it was
still prepared to honor the deal if the Americans
proposed a “constructive solution”. Open Skies
was signed soon after the dissolution of the Soviet
Union in 1992 and came into force in 2002.

The treaty allowed its nearly three dozen signa-
tories to carry out short-notice flights over one
another’s territory to monitor potential military
operations. Members include countries across
Europe, the former Soviet Union and Canada.

Trading blame
Moscow and Washington had long accused

each other of breaching the terms of the Open
Skies agreement, and Trump was reportedly out-
raged by a Russian flight over his New Jersey golf
course. Biden has wavered over the treaty and, in
May 2020, castigated Trump for his plan to pull
out, saying the then-president had “doubled down
on his short-sighted policy of going it alone and
abandoning American leadership.”

At the time, Biden acknowledged Russian viola-
tions but said they should be addressed by “seeking
to resolve them through the treaty’s implementation
and dispute mechanism”. The pact allows its mem-
bers to request copies of images taken during sur-
veillance flights carried out by other members. The
country under surveillance is given 72 hours’ warn-
ing ahead of a flight and 24 hours’ notice of the
flight path, to which it can suggest modifications.

Hot and cold 
Since taking office, Biden has been more open

to international accords after Trump dumped a
slew of agreements - moving swiftly to rejoin the
Paris climate accord, to resume support for the
World Health Organization, and to rejoin the Iran
nuclear deal. Days into office Biden extended the
New START nuclear treaty - the last remaining
arms reduction pact between the former Cold
War rivals.

Regarding other accords linking the United
with Russia however Biden has appeared to blow
hot and cold - having assumed the presidency
vowing a firmer line towards Moscow. The Open
Skies pact was one of several major treaties
Washington abandoned under Trump. He also
pulled out from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear
Forces Treaty with Russia, further straining
already tense relations between Moscow and
Washington that have reached their lowest point
since the end of the Cold War. —AFP

Pledges include reaching net-zero emissions in global businesses by 2050

Energy giant Total rebrands as
shareholders back climate plan

PARIS: Total Chief Executive Officer Patrick Pouyanne and Total employees remove a cover to reveal the
new TotalEnergies logo during its unveiling ceremony in La Defense on Friday. —AFP

Milk float brings 
Londoners zero
plastic groceries
LONDON: Ella Shone’s small elec-
tric truck used to deliver milk but
now she drives it around London,
sel l ing groceries and household
goods that are free of plastic pack-
aging. The 32-year-old bought her
“top-up truck” last year after the
first coronavirus lockdown got her
thinking about innovative ways to
reduce waste. She has found plenty
of demand for her service, with cus-
tomers scooping up dry groceries
such as lentils or filling bottles from
large dispensers of vinegar or wash-
ing detergent.

On a rainy day in May, the 32-year-
old plied a route to eight stops in the
up-and-coming district of Hackney in
northeast London. “It’s very straight-
forward: it’s a bit like a go-cart ride,”
she said of driving the truck, which
has a top speed of 48 km per hour.
But she admitted the steering can get
“a bit bumpy”.

At one stop, three customers
bought dried mango, pasta, raisins
and shampoo. The mobile shop was
created to bring “packaging-free”

shopping to people’s doors, tapping
into a growing demand for deliveries
during the stay-at-home restrictions.
“I felt that there was a need to make it
easier, to make it more accessible,
more visible,” she said.

Nevertheless, she wasn’t immedi-
ately sure her idea was viable.
“When I started this, I thought I’d
gone a bit mad on furlough leave”,
she admitted. During lockdown,
Shone was on government-subsi-
dized leave from her job in sales at a
company producing sustainable
condiments. She decided to buy the
truck with the money she saved dur-
ing lockdown, wanting to offer a
“community shopping experience”.

The truck deliveries launched in
August last year and customers can
book a stop online. The electric vehi-
cles - known commonly as milk floats
- were once commonly used by milk-
men and women to deliver pint bottles
of fresh milk on household doorsteps.
Customers returned them for reuse
and Shone says her truck prompts a
“nostalgic” reaction. But she is
responding to very current concerns
over plastic packaging, which disinte-
grates over time, creating ubiquitous
microplastic pollution. Activism tar-
geting governments and corporations
can help, she said, but added: “I think
there’s a lot that needs to be done at
consumer level.”

Pandemic ‘awakening’ 
The UK is the world’s second

biggest producer of plastic waste per
person behind the United States,
according to Greenpeace. A study
published in January by Greenpeace
and the Environmental Investigation
Agency found that the 10 largest
supermarket chains in the UK
reduced their use of plastic by just
1.6 percent in 2019, despite promises
of change.

Shone is nevertheless optimistic
about people’s motivation to cut down
on wasteful packaging. “During the
pandemic, there has been a bit of a
step back towards single-use (plastic)
just because people are fearful of
reusing something that might entail
passing on COVID-19,” she said. “But
against that tide, I think there has
been a bit of an awakening in terms of
our responsibility towards the envi-
ronment.” —AFP

LONDON: Founder of Topup Truck, Ella Shone serves a customer from her
electric milk float converted into a zero waste shop which brings “packag-
ing-free” shopping to people’s doors on May 21, 2021. —AFP

Mexico accuses 
brands of cultural 
appropriation
MEXICO CITY: Mexico has blasted
major clothing brands Zara,
Anthropologie and Patowl for using pat-
terns and other elements of Mexican
indigenous textiles in their collections
without permission, the ministry of cul-
ture said Friday. The ministry has sent

letters to the three labels asking them to
publicly clarify on what grounds “the
collective property” of indigenous peo-
ples of the southern state of Oaxaca had
been privatized, and to indicate how
they intended to compensate the com-
munities affected.

Minister Alejandra Frausto told the
brands not to undermine the cultures’
“identity and economy”, and called for
changes that put indigenous designers
from Mexico’s 56 ethnic groups on an
equal footing with major labels. The pro-
tection of their rights, “which have his-

torically been invisible”, was an ethical
principle that had to be addressed at a
local and global level, she added. 

Separate missives to each brand,
dated May 13 and signed by Frausto,
pinpoint specific products at fault. In
the case of Spanish firm Zara, the min-
istry said a Midi dress with a belt
incorporated elements from Mixtec
culture, from the municipality of
Oaxaca in San Juan. US brand
Anthropologie’s Marka embroidered
shorts are said to contain elements of
the culture of the Mixe people, and

Patowl, also American, is accused of
making a “faithful copy” of the tradi-
tional garments of the Zapotec people
for its Tops printed T-shirt range. 

It is not the first time Mexico has tak-
en a stand against the issue. In
November, it challenged French fashion
designer Isabel Marant over her latest
collection which it said commercially
exploited indigenous motifs. Designer
Carolina Herrera, and Spanish compa-
nies Rapsodia and Mango have also
been singled out for appropriating
designs from Mexico.  —AFP
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YANGON: In this photo taken on May 21, 2021, a girl
pushes a wheelbarrow with a bag of rice distributed
by the World Food Program (WFP) as part of food aid
efforts to support residents living in poor communi-
ties. —AFP


