
PHNOM PENH: Hundreds of workers
have fainted at Cambodian factories
after farmers sprayed insecticide on
nearby rice fields, authorities said yes-
terday, in the latest mass fainting
episode to hit the country.

About 250 workers vomited and
fainted on Friday morning at six gar-
ment factories at an economic zone
one hour outside the capital Phnom
Penh, according to a report circulated
by Cheav Bunrith, a spokesman for the
National Social Security Fund (NSSF), a

government agency.
The report said the incident was

caused by “poison from insecticide
farmers sprayed at a rice paddy near-
by” the factories.

The victims were taken to health
centres to recover. Another 119 work-
ers fainted at a toy factory in the eco-
nomic zone on Thursday after they
inhaled the insecticide, according to
the NSSF. Mass faintings at
Cambodian garment factories are rela-
tively common.  Earlier this month, a

Cambodian garment worker died and
21 others were hospitalised after they
fainted at a Chinese-owned factory.

Around 700,000 factory workers
form the backbone of the kingdom’s
multi-billion dollar textile industry,
which supplies brands including Gap,
Nike and H&M.

Safety worries are rife, with period-
ic mass fainting episodes often
blamed on poor health, shoddy work-
ing conditions, bad ventilation or
exposure to dangerous chemicals.

Psychologists also say episodes of
mass hysteria can be contagious, with
crowds of people suddenly feeling ill
once others start to show symptoms-
especially if they work in high-pres-
sured environments. Last month,
Cambodia said it would raise the mini-
mum monthly wage for garment
workers to $140 from January, an
increase of nearly 10 percent, but
which fell short of union demands in
an industry beset by strikes and
protests. — AFP

Mass faintings strike Cambodian factories

ADB approves

$1.4bn for

Pakistan

energy sector

ISLAMABAD: The Asian Development
Bank said yesterday it has approved com-
bined loan assistance to Pakistan of near-
ly $1.4 billion for programs targeting its
power sector,  a crucial  boost as
Islamabad struggles to resolve a years-
long energy crisis. The Manila-based
bank said $990 million would go to a
power distribution enhancement pro-
gram that would introduce a metering
system for power companies across the
country, helping to reduce loss and
improve revenue collection and load
management.

A second program will receive a $400
million loan to support ongoing policy
reforms aiming to build an affordable,
sustainable energy sector, the ADB state-
ment said.

Pakistan has been struggling to pro-
vide enough power to its nearly 200 mil-
lion citizens for years, and solving the
energy crisis was a key campaign pledge
for Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif in the
run-up to the 2013 general election.

Chronic infrastructure problems and
daily-load shedding are complicated by
the vicious cycle of “circular debt”,
brought on by the dual effect of the gov-
ernment setting low electricity prices and
customers failing to pay for it, resulting in
state utilities being unable to pay their
bills and suppliers cutting them off. 

“Nearly 20 percent of generated elec-
tricity is lost due to high technical and
commercial losses and measures like the
installation of the AMI (advanced electric-
ity metering infrastructure) system are
necessary to counter this,” the statement
quoted Adnan Tareen, a senior energy
specialist as saying. 

“The two programs, collectively, will
help create a more efficient, transparent,
modern and sustainable energy sector”.
The new assistance comes on top of a
$1.2 billion annual package for Pakistan
announced by the ADB in August to
improve infrastructure and create jobs.

It was announced almost two weeks
after Pakistan said it would receive the
next instalment worth $502 million of
i ts  loan f rom the Internat ional
Monetary Fund (IMF) in December as
part of a three-year economic bailout
package. — AFP
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TOKYO: US Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack
defended yesterday a recently agreed-to 12-
nation Pacific trade pact, saying the Trans-Pacific
Partnership would provide a counterbalance to
China’s growing influence in the region while
also opening up promising Asian markets with
their burgeoning middle class.

Vilsack told The Associated Press in an inter-
view that many Asian countries are concerned
about the rise of Chinese power, “and whether or
not it’s disproportionate, and whether or not
there needs to be a balance.” The trade agree-
ment, he said, “creates the kind of coalition of
nations, if you will, that provides that balance.”

Vilsack, who met with Japanese government
officials, students and young farmers, is en route
to China to take part in annual US-China trade
talks in Guangzhou from today to Monday. The
wide-ranging trade agreement, known as TPP,
faces a tough ratification battle in the US. 

Congress. Farmers in Japan also worry about
the impact of lowering or eliminating tariffs on
gricultural imports. Other signatories include
Canada, Mexico, Australia and Vietnam, but not
China.

The pact would help American beef produc-
ers and others tap into a growing population of
Asian consumers who are demanding high-end,
safe food products, Vilsack said. “There is an
expanding market opportunity in Asia, and par-
ticularly the middle class consumers, which I
think plays to the strengths of any country that
can produce high value-added items,” he said.

That includes Japan as well as the US, he
added, while acknowledging the unease some
farmers feel. “I had a fruit plate today at the hotel
where I’m staying that was one of the best meals
that I have ever eaten,” he said. “And I will tell
you that if the rest of the world could see that
fruit plate in their kitchens, and in their restau-
rants, and in their homes, I guarantee you that
there’s a market opportunity there.”

Besides Japan, Vilsack cited Vietnam and
Malaysia as markets where TPP tariff reductions
would help US exporters of meat, nuts and other
products. 

Japan is the fourth largest market for US agri-
cultural exports, importing $13.2 billion-worth in
2014. The TPP countries, led by Canada and
Mexico, account for 42 percent of US agricultural
exports.

US President Barack Obama launched a
defense yesterday of a signature Pacific trade
pact kept largely under wraps and said the public
would get its say before legislators in each coun-
try debate the full details. The Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP), a “mega-regional accord” cov-
ering four-tenths of global GDP, was so complex
it would not have materialized if all interest

groups were involved in the protracted talks, he
said. 

“If you are negotiating with 12 countries and
there’s no space for everyone to agree on the
deal ... then it would never get done,” Obama
said during a town hall at a Kuala Lumpur
University.

“The nature of the trade agreement is so
many interests are involved, so what we’ve done
instead is close the initial deal, it’s subject to
review .... each country then has to ratify and it’s
subject to the legislatures.”

Obama was responding to a question from a
Malaysian youth who said the TPP was elitist and
excluded most voices. Barring occasional leaks,
details of the TPP have been kept secret during
the more than five years of negotiations, anger-
ing those affected by its broad implications.

“I still have to get it past Congress,” Obama
added. “I believe it’s a good deal and we’ll get it
done, but there’s no guarantee.”

The pact could come up against some oppo-
sition in Washington. Obama has long champi-
oned the deal but needs to muster support

among moderates to ensure ratification. He
recently said it would allow the United States to
“write the rules of the road” for 21st century
trade, but warned: “If America doesn’t write
those rules, then countries like China will.”

The pact covers countries from Japan, Canada
and Australia to Mexico, Vietnam and Malaysia
and would slash tariffs between them and set
common standards on issues ranging from work-
ers’ rights to intellectual property protection.

Obama used the US pharmaceutical industry
as an example of resistance and how concessions
needed to be made. “We were very specific in the
chapter to say that we have to protect generics
for low income persons,” he said.

“Here’s proof that this wasn’t just some give-
away to the drugs companies. Right now a lot of
drugs companies in the United States are mad at
me because they said ‘how come we didn’t get
more protection?’

“Well, part of our job is to promote the US
drug industry but part of our job is also to be
good partners with countries that have people
who are sick.” — Agencies

TOKYO: US Secretary of Agriculture Thomas Vilsack speaks during an exclusive
interview with The Associated Press in Tokyo yesterday. Wilsack said a recently
agreed-to 12-nation Pacific trade pact would provide a counterbalance to China’s
growing influence in the region while also opening up promising Asian markets and
their burgeoning middle class. —AP 
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