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C
ampaigners to keep Britain in the European Union,
boosted by a visit from US President Barack Obama,
seem to be winning the air war in the media, but

they could yet lose the crucial ground war to bring out
the vote. With opinion polls showing the Remain camp
has a slender lead two months before polling day, and
many people still undecided, turnout will be decisive in
the June 23 referendum.

Few Britons are as passionate about staying in the 28-
nation bloc as eurosceptics are about leaving it, so the risk
is that the “soggy middle” of apathetic or lukewarm sup-
porters of EU membership stay home on voting day.
Edouard Lecerf, global director of political and opinion at
pollsters TNS, said just under 60 percent of the electorate
say they will definitely or probably cast ballots. Only 46 per-
cent are certain to vote. That is down from the 66.1 percent
turnout at last year’s general election.

While the Remain campaign has a well-oiled media
machine and the support of most business chiefs, the main
political party leaders and the trade unions, it may lack the
foot soldiers who play a vital role in bringing voters to the
polling stations. The ruling Conservative party is split, with
grassroots activists often virulently eurosceptical. The oppo-
sition Labour party, although more pro-European, is taking
a low profile, reluctant to do Prime Minister David Cameron
any favours.

Labour activists say their working-class base is angry
about immigration, industrial job losses and falling living
standards and reluctant to hear a pro-EU message on the
doorstep. On the Leave side, canvassers from the UK
Independence Party, which has drawn many former Labour
voters, and anti-EU Conservatives are already busily knock-
ing on doors in provincial England, where many older and
poorer voters live. “The key battle is going to be on turnout,”
said Simon Hix, professor of politics at the London School of
Economics and chairman of VoteWatch EU, which monitors
voting patterns in EU institutions. “A high turnout means
young people will have voted and they’re probably pro-
Remain.”

“The Remain campaign has a very effective air campaign
but most viewers and listeners have already made up their
mind,” Hix said. “Leave has door-to-door fighters in every
corner of the country. Remain doesn’t have many people on
the doorstep.” Surveys show the so-called Celtic fringes -
Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, which have benefited
most from EU regional spending - are more pro-European,
as are voters in cosmopolitan London. But much of England,
including the old industrial heartlands of the Midlands and
the North and the more rural southwest, are leaning
towards Leave.

The risk of a low and skewed turnout is aggravated by
the electoral rules. British, Irish and Commonwealth citizens
resident in the United Kingdom are eligible but must regis-
ter to vote. Young voters are no longer automatically regis-
tered by household.  First-time voters will miss out unless
they register by June 7, and many appear unaware. Britons
living abroad are disenfranchised after 15 years and many
who have been out of the country for shorter periods may
not register to vote. Citizens of other EU countries who live,
work and pay taxes in Britain are not allowed to participate.

A senior Remain campaigner, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said his camp needed a turnout near general
election levels to win. “If the turnout is low, or very high,
then it is good for ‘Out’,” he said. A leading Leave campaign-
er, speaking on the same condition, predicted turnout
would be less than 60 percent giving his side a good chance
of winning. Mobilizing young people, who polls show are
more pro-European than their elders, will be vital for the
Remain camp.

The Eurostar, EasyJet and Erasmus generation, who take
foreign travel on high-speed trains or budget airlines and
studying abroad for granted, are more likely to see the EU
as a key to their future. Yet opinion surveys show the young
are also less likely to vote, partly because of lower registra-
tion, but also due to their greater mobility, university exams
and distractions like the Euro 2016 soccer tournament,
which will be in full swing on referendum day.

British and European politicians following the campaign
are struck by the lack of passion among Remain advocates,
who focus on economic arguments about the potential
losses from leaving the EU’s internal market. “The Remain
campaign will have to bring a bit more emotion into the
campaign,” said David McAllister, a German member of the
European Parliament who is a vice-president of the centre-
right European People’s Party and close to Chancellor
Angela Merkel. — Reuters
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By Paul Taylor

Bangladeshi workers opt for university
By Nita Bhalla

I
t was a disaster which shook the global fash-
ion industry - laying bare the stark reality of
the dangerous factory conditions faced by

millions of Bangladeshis who stitch the clothes
sold in the gleaming high street stores of the
West. In all, the bodies of 1,136 garment work-
ers were pulled out of the rubble when the
Rana Plaza building - an eight-floor factory
complex supplying clothes to big brand fash-
ion retailers - collapsed in April 2013 on the
outskirts of Dhaka, Bangladesh’s capital.

Three years on, as experts lament how
government, retailers, factory owners and
consumers have done little to safeguard
workers, a small miracle has emerged from
the tragedy and is slowly taking shape in the
southeastern corner of the country. Replacing
factory floors for classrooms and swapping
sewing machines for computers, 22 female
garment workers have ditched their jobs to
pursue undergraduate degrees in a first-of-
its-kind course at the Asian University for
Women (AUW). Established in the aftermath
of the disaster, AUW’s Pathways program aims
to use higher education to empower women
laborers to become leaders and have a
stronger voice in shaping the future of
Bangladesh’s lucrative garment sector. “The
Rana Plaza disaster is a symbol of industrial
insensitivity to the humanity of workers.
These are people with dreams and families
whose stories remained muted until catastro-
phe struck,” AUW’s President and CEO Kamal
Ahmad told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation.

“Countless commission reports have been
duly compiled and distributed, but workers
have not been able to raise their voices at the
national level or impact new legislation.” The
five-year degree course, said Ahmad, would
help the young women become leaders in
the ready-made garment industry, or in other
fields they may want to pursue.

Full Scholarships, Monthly Salaries
Bangladesh is the world’s second largest

garment producer after China. The industry is
a key pillar of the South Asian nation’s econo-
my - generating almost $25 billion in export
earnings yearly and accounting for 20 percent
of GDP. The country’s 5,000 garment factories
employ four million workers who produce
garments such as shorts, t-shirts, jeans and
dresses for high fashion brands like Mango,
Zara, H&M, Next, Gap, Marks & Spencer and
Target.

Yet while up to 60 percent of garment
workers are women in largely junior positions
such as seamstresses, the majority of senior
management positions are taken by men.
Experts attribute this to female garment
workers having lower education qualifica-
tions than their male counterparts. Many also
come from poor rural areas and may have
had to quit school and take on a factory job
to support their families.

Located in Bangladesh’s port city of
Chittagong, the AUW opened its doors in
2008, offering free degree courses to bright
young women from disadvantaged house-
holds across Asia and the Middle East. The
university, funded by donors including the

IKEA Foundation, has 500 students pursuing
Bachelor degrees in subjects such as econom-
ics, public health, philosophy, environmental
science and politics. In January, the AUW
went one step further, introducing its first
ever degree program designed for women
garment workers. “We wanted to give oppor-
tunities to female garment workers who are
academically promising, but could not man-
age to study further due to poverty and the
need to the earn an income,” said Mowmita
Basak, co-ordinator for the Pathways pro-
gram. “The 22 garment workers selected
receive a full scholarship for the five-year-
long course. But the unique part is their
employers will continue to pay their salaries,
even though there is no guarantee the work-
er will return after graduation.” Retaining the
workers’ monthly wage of around $100 is key
to the success of the program, Basak added,
as their families rely on the income and may
refuse them permission to study if there is a
risk they will face financial hardships.

‘Life Changing Opportunity’
Even so, the course has been a “hard sell”,

said Basak. Last year she visited numerous
factories to try to convince employers to
release their brightest female workers for a
five year period - on full pay. “I tell employers
it will help repair the international reputation
of Bangladesh’s garment sector which was
been damaged after the Rana Plaza accident,
and it may even generate some positive pub-
licity for their factories,” she said.

While many factory owners have been
unenthusiastic, five companies - Ananta group,

Sanman group, Pou Chen group, Mohammadi
group and Knit Concern - have joined the ini-
tiative. Rubana Haq, managing director of the
Dhaka-based Mohammadi group, which
employs 9,000 workers and manufactures
apparel for the H&M brand, said it was time for
Bangladesh to do good. “I think that going for-
ward, it’s going to be worthwhile to try and
attempt to change the lives of the female
workers. I always used to wonder whether our
women had any hopes or dreams beyond their
sewing lines,” said Haq. “So when some of the
women raised their hands and expressed their
willingness to be tested, I was pleasantly sur-
prised and extremely happy.”

Haq said that her company has allowed
two workers to join the Pathways program
and will continue to pay their salaries for the
next five years, adding that she planned to
encourage more of her workers to join the
course in the new semester. For some of the
young garment workers, selected by AUW
after passing a rigorous examination, the
opportunity to pursue a Bachelor’s degree
has been more than just a dream come true.

“I always wanted to study more, but I
couldn’t. My parents are old and I have two
young sisters, so I am the only one who can
earn in the family,” said Sonia Gomes, 28, a
former quality control inspector at a factory
owned by the Ananta group. “I had given up
hope until I heard about the AUW program.
I was so happy when I was selected. I expect
it will change my life. I plan to become a
businesswoman and collaborate with other
garment workers to ensure their rights are
respected.” —  Reuters 

By Fulya Ozerkan

H
asnain Kazim, German news weekly
Der Spiegel’s resident correspondent
in Turkey, last year applied to renew

his Turkish press card - usually a mere formal-
ity. But when he had no reply, he knew
something was wrong. Three months later,
with no way to work without the card, he
was forced to leave Turkey - just one of a
growing number of foreign journalists who
believe the authorities are pushing them out. 

Der Spiegel announced in March it had
no choice but to withdraw the 41-year-old,
who had been based in Turkey since 2013,
and accused Ankara of violating press free-
dom. In a telephone interview with AFP
from his new posting in Vienna, Kazim said
the practice of denying press cards to for-
eign reporters in Turkey was a “clear signal
for journalists to watch what you write”.
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been
accused of increasingly authoritarian
behavior and upping attempts to muzzle
opposition media since his 2014 election.
Trials for insulting Erdogan have multiplied,
with nearly 2,000 such cases currently
open. In the 2016 World Press Freedom
Index, the country slipped two places to
151 out of 180. 

‘Unacceptable’ Behavior
The European Federation of Journalists

(EFJ) said last week it was “extremely wor-
ried about the ongoing negative trends in
Turkey targeting foreign correspondents,”
slamming “unacceptable” behaviour from a
country hoping to join the EU. And
Reporters Without Borders tweeted
Sunday: “Soon it will be easier to count for-
eign journalists allowed in Turkey than
those who are turned away”.

Dutch journalist Ebru Umar, 45, was
detained in Turkey for several hours Sunday
after posting tweets deemed critical of
Erdogan, and said yesterday her
Amsterdam apartment had been burgled.
Last week Russian journalist Tural Kerimov,
Turkey bureau chief for the Sputnik news
agency, was refused entry, and German
reporter Volker Schwenck, Cairo correspon-

dent for ARD Television, was detained, then
deported. Government spokesman Numan
Kurtulmus referred to “security reasons” in
both cases, without elaborating. Sputnik’s
Turkish page was taken briefly offline, with
Turkey ’s Telecomms Authority citing
“administrative measures”.

‘No Blacklist’ 
A senior government official denied pol-

icy change and said delays in giving visas
or accreditation were rooted in a record
number of applications. “There is no black-
list. Obviously people who go through the
legal channels literally never encounter any
problems,” the official told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity. The prized yellow cards
are essential for access to press conferences
and official events, as well as sensitive areas
such as refugee camps or border towns
where Turkey is waging a fierce military
campaign against the Kurdish rebel group
the PKK.

The government also uses the cards to
differentiate between “authorized”
reporters and those it fears support Muslim
cleric Fethullah Gulen, Erdogan’s foe, who is
accused of plotting to overthrow the gov-
ernment. After a diplomatic tussle between
Ankara and Berlin, several German journal-
ists previously refused cards were awarded
them - but not Kazim, who said he “was
never given a reason officially”.

‘Pushed From the Country’ 
“I was told on the phone I had to wait

and my case was under consideration,” but
by mid-March he said he had to give up. “I
couldn’t travel to different places where
you need a press card. In a subtle way I was
pushed from the country,” he said. It was
not the first time. In May 2014, he had tem-
porarily left after receiving death threats
over his coverage of the disaster at the
Soma coal mine which killed more than
300 miners.

Kazim said he received over 10,000
threats via email, Facebook and Twitter
after an article quoted a miner insulting
Erdogan. On his return, he had hoped to
cover Turkey for Der Spiegel until 2018.

But he agreed with his editors it was now
time to leave. “The situation was already
bad for domestic journalists and now
things are also deteriorating for foreign
journalists,” he said. David Lepeska, an
American journalist who works for several
media outlets, tweeted that he had been
denied entr y at Istanbul airpor t on
Monday. While the West has expressed
dismay over perceived rights violations,
criticisms have been largely muted, as
Turkey is the EU’s ally in a deal aimed at
curbing the flow of migrants to Europe.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel has
pledged to defend European values but

has come under repeated fire for turning a
blind eye to the freedom of speech issue in
Turkey in a bid to ensure Ankara’s coopera-
tion in the migrant crisis. The editor-in-chief
of Turkish opposition newspaper
Cumhuriyet, Can Dundar, complained
Friday in an open letter to Merkel ahead of
her weekend visit to Turkey. Dundar and his
Ankara bureau chief Erdem Gul face life
behind bars for alleged espionage and
revealing state secrets. “There is a struggle
between democrats and autocrats in
Turkey,” he wrote in the letter published by
Der Spiegel. “Will you again pretend there
is no repression here?” — AFP 

Foreign reporters face tough times in Turkey

By Deborah Cole

U
S President Barack Obama yesterday
hailed German Chancellor Angela
Merkel as being on the “right side of

history” with her welcoming refugee policy,
although critics denounced his praise as
hollow lip service. Speaking in the northern
German city of Hanover, Obama said the
embattled Merkel had “demonstrated real
political and moral leadership” in letting in
more than 1.1 million people fleeing war
and misery. “What’s happening with respect
to her position on refugees here, in Europe,
she’s on the right side of history on this,” he
said. “She is giving voice to the kinds of
principles that bring people together rather
than divide them.”

While the reticent Merkel blushed at the
glowing praise, German officials and com-
mentators charged that Obama’s adminis-
tration had done little to help her as Europe
struggles with its biggest migrant crisis
since World War II. Influential news weekly
Der Spiegel slammed Obama’s comments
as “hypocritical given the American role in
this drama”. It noted that while 137,000 peo-
ple had received refugee status in Germany
last year, the United States - whose popula-

tion is four times greater than Germany’s -
had accepted around 70,000. 

Obama, who heaped accolades on
Merkel again yesterday in a landmark
speech on transatlantic relations, confirmed
in Hanover that the US would take in just
10,000 Syrians this year. “It is a pity that the
chancellor could not turn to (Obama) when
she needed help with the refugee crisis,”
Spiegel wrote on its website. “Then maybe
she would not have needed ( Turkish
President) Recep Tayyip Erdogan,” it said,
referring to a highly-controversial deal
Merkel brokered with Ankara to stem the
flow of Syrian asylum seekers into the EU.

German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter
Steinmeier was more diplomatic in express-
ing a sense of disappointment. “Of course
on the one hand, we are happy to hear
Germany being praised for assuming the
responsibility we have in tackling the
refugee crisis or, shall we say, minimizing
immediate suffering as hundreds of thou-
sands were on the move last year,” he told
public broadcaster ARD. “But of course we
would hope for more support around the
globe. That is why we are talking to the
Americans. We are also talking to the
Canadians and the Brazilians.” —AFP

Merkel basks in Obama 

refugee policy praise 


