
PARIS: French policemen point their weapons near the site of an attack at the
entrance of Notre-Dame cathedral on Tuesday. — AFP 
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DINDIGUL, India: The pots and pans in Anandi
Murugesan’s home lie empty. A handful of vegeta-
bles litter the floor below. Dinner is far from ready.
The last meal that 15-year-old Murugesan ate was
some rice and leftover lentils. More than eight
hours later, and there is still no freshly cooked food
in sight. “There is rice and my younger sister will
make some rasam (tamarind based soup),” she said
from the cramped kitchen of her two-room home
in Manjanaickenpatti village in Tamil Nadu. Back
from a 10-hour shift at a spinning mill, she says she
is “not very hungry anyway, just very tired”.

Murugesan is one of up to 400,000 workers
employed by some 1,600 mills in the southern
state of Tamil Nadu, a major hub in India’s $40 bil-
lion garment and textile industry. Like most ado-
lescent girls employed by the industry, she is over-
worked, underweight, anaemic and hungry at
work, according to doctors who have been run-
ning health camps in the region. “More than 50
percent of the girls are hungry through the day,

skipping meals or barely eating in their rush to get
to work,” said Dr Bobby Joseph, head of the com-
munity health department at the Bengaluru-
based St John’s Medical College. In studying
health in the garment sector, Joseph has mapped
girls in Coimbatore, Dindigul, Tirupur and Erode
districts. Nearly 45 percent are underweight, the
study found, with most of the girls rarely eating
fruit or veg.

An Egg a Month
The findings echo those of non-profit Serene

Secular Social Service Society, which ran a health
camp in Dindigul district that showed most of its
young workers were also malnourished. “The
meals they eat don’t have sufficient calories,” said S
James Victor, whose Society works on labor rights.
“We found that 65 percent of them have broiler
chicken or an egg once a month and only 11.2 per-
cent have greens in a month. What they eat is not
enough for the work they do.”

Murugesan’s favorite vegetable is a variety of
broad beans topped with grated coconut. But she
can’t remember the last time she ate it. “We don’t
eat vegetables like that, we just add a few pieces
to the lentils and then eat it with rice and pickle,”
she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. A large
portion of her roughly 5,500 rupees ($85) monthly
salary goes on pain-relieving balms and medicines,
not food, she added.

Murugesan gets up at the crack of dawn, gulps
a cup of tea and boards the factory bus at 6 am for
her 8 am shift. Her first meal of the day is at the
spinning mill at about 10 am. It is an unpalatable
meal but she forces herself to eat a few mouthfuls
to see her through the day, she said. “Often the rice
in undercooked, sometimes there is too little salt,
sometimes more,” she said. Since the management
deducts a monthly canteen services fee of up to
750 rupees ($12), she brings no food from home.

Some friends bring a small, steel lunch box,
packed with rice and leftovers. But they still pay for

the canteen, too. “Even if the food was good, we
just get 30 minutes, in which we have to queue up
to use the restroom and also finish our food. Every
minute that we are late, we are fined.” A survey by
non-profit Community Awareness Research
Education Trust shows workers get less than 10
minutes to eat.

“Most girls use the toilets during this break and
it takes them a minimum 10 minutes,” said S M
Prithviraj of the trust. “Another 10 minutes are
spent in queuing up for plates, food, getting a
glass of water and finding a place to sit. That gives
each girl just about 10 minutes to eat her food,
clear her plate and get back to the machine.” So
most eat a little, gulp water and head back to
work. Murugesan is back home by 7 pm. Then she
washes clothes, has a bath and eats a bit of dinner
before sleeping. “I am very, very tired and it often
feels like my body is like a machine,” she said. “All I
can think of at the end of the day is to sleep. I eat a
little because my mother insists.” — Reuters 

Spinning on empty stomachs in India textile hub

BRUSSELS: The EU unveiled an unprecedented
plan for common defense spending yesterday
to help Europe stand alone as a global military
power, while urging the United States under
Donald Trump to remain on the world stage.
The proposal by Brussels for a 5.5-billion-euro a
year fund follows a Franco-German led bid to
focus on security and defense to provide a new
sense of purpose after the Brexit vote last year
shook Europe.

But the incentive has grown stronger since
the election of Trump, who berated his
European partners on military spending at a
raucous NATO summit in Brussels last month
even as he pursues his “America First” policy. EU
diplomatic chief Federica Mogherini said the
bloc would continue to “encourage our
American friends to stay engaged in the global
scene - I know it sounds surreal to hear this
from Brussels to Washington but that is the real-
ity of facts”.

But she said that there was a “growing need,
desire to partner with the European Union, part
of this might be linked to a certain unpre-
dictability of positions on some issues our part-
ners have seen in Washington.” Her comments

echo those by German Chancellor Angela
Merkel who said last week that the US was no
longer a reliable partner and that Europe had to
take its destiny into its own hands. The EU mili-
tary plan would be a key part of this, Mogherini
said, although insisting that it would not over-
lap the NATO military alliance.

“It ’s not about substituting neither the
alliance nor the United States, but it’s a matter
of focusing on what we can do more for our
own purposes, our own interests,” she said.
Adding to the sense of chaos, is a more
assertive Russia and a series of deadly attacks
claimed by Islamic State group in France,
Belgium and Britain.

No ‘EU army’ 
The new EU fund will consist of two parts. The

first will help member states finance defense
research into fields such as electronics, encrypt-
ed software, robotics and drones. A draft
unveiled at the end of 2016 envisaged a research
program with an annual budget of around 500
million euros after 2020. The fund’s second por-
tion will pool resources for big-ticket hardware
purchases such as tanks, helicopters and drones. 

This part would reach a budget of five billion
euros a year once fully operational, with the
commission arguing that member states waste
25 to 100 billion EU-wide when going alone. Big
questions remain on how the EU budget will
pay for the new defense plans. The bloc will
soon face an estimated 10-billion euro hole
with the exit of net contributor Britain.

European nations also need to meet Trump’s
demand that all NATO nations meet their com-
mitment of spending 2 percent of GDP on
defense. But France and Germany, the EU’s pow-
erhouses, have asked the commission to seize
on Brexit as an opportunity for further defense
cooperation given that Britain has always
opposed closer EU defense ties.

London historically has feared that too
much cooperation in Europe on military mat-
ters would diminish the centrality of US-domi-
nated NATO to Europe’s security. This opposi-
tion persists. EU member states last month
agreed to set up a military command for train-
ing missions, but objections by Britain forced
them to stop short of creating a full headquar-
ters. Brussels has repeatedly denied that it is
creating an “EU army”. — AFP

EU unveils defense fund
US urged to stay on world stage

STANTERG, Kosovo: Miner Islam Kurti breaks off
from hammering at stones to express indig-
nance that Serbia disputes the ownership of his
workplace, the mineral-rich Stanterg mine, a rare
economic asset in Kosovo. Nearly 20 years after
the war between Serbian forces and Kosovo’s
ethnic Albanian pro-independence rebels, this
59-year-old is delighted that the Trepca mining
complex - of which Stanterg is a part - was
nationalized late last year. The mine, known as
Stari Trg to Serbs, “was never Serbian and never
will be,” Kurti insists.

The legislative elections of June 11 will not
call into question this takeover: Kosovo’s
Albanians do not care at all about the anger of
Belgrade, which considers itself the true owner
of Trepca. Mostly located in the ethnically-divid-
ed northern municipality of Mitrovica, Trepca
was once one of the largest companies in
Yugoslavia, at its peak employing 17,000 people,
but now struggles to attract badly needed
investment.

A shadow of its former self, with now roughly
4,000 jobs split between ethnic Albanians and
Serbs, who work under separate but parallel
management structures, the mines are still bit-
terly disputed by Kosovo and Serbia. Kosovo, a
former province of Serbia, is predominantly eth-
nic Albanian, and Mitrovica is sharply divided
between an Albanian south and a Serb-domi-
nated north. The one thing the two sides have in
common is high unemployment. Last year, there
were 2,200 applications for 100 jobs at Trepca,
according to Hilmi Haxha, Albanian chief finan-
cial officer at the mines.

Miners’ struggle 
Kurti is a veteran worker at Stanterg, which

became a symbol of nationalism against Serbia
in the late 1980s. Belgrade has never recognized
Kosovo’s independence, unilaterally declared in
2008 and since backed by more than 110 coun-

tries. In 1989, shortly before Yugoslavia began to
tear apart into conflict, Serbian strongman
Slobodan Milosevic suspended Kosovo’s autono-
my.  Along with his colleagues, Kurti went on
hunger strike. “After eight days and eight nights”
they were arrested, jailed for two months, and
then forbidden “to even approach the entrance
to the mine,” he explains. 

Poles, Bulgarians, Bosnians and Montenegrins
were brought to replace them. Kurti returned in
March 2001, after the war and two years of reha-
bilitation of the mine, which, according to
Albanians, had been flooded by Serbs as they
fled the area. In support of its position on the
mines’ ownership, Belgrade points to its invest-
ments in the complex and the fact that Trepca
was Yugoslav property. Trepca “belongs to

Serbia, there is no doubt about it,” says Oliver
Ivanovic, a Kosovo Serb politician in North
Mitrovica. “Let them prove it,” retorts the director
of the mine, Bexhet Vinarci. 

‘Everyone’s future’  
In Stanterg, the miners are welcomed at the

entrance to the shaft with the inscription “Good
luck!” in Albanian while the Albanian flag flies
overhead. When no private investors stepped
forward when the mining company was looking
to privatize, Pristina decided to officially take
control of the capital and nationalised the com-
pany, becoming the main shareholder. Seven
hundred miners work up to 800 m below
ground in the 280 km of galleries - one of
Kosovo’s few economic assets.  — AFP 

Kosovo, Serbia dispute mining complex

LAGOS: Nigeria, West Africa’s economic
and military powerhouse, is adrift  as
President Muhammadu Buhari has been in
London for medical treatment for a month
as of Wednesday, worrying many that his
undisclosed health problems have left
Africa’s most populous country without
strong direction. The president’s pro-
longed absence has created “a vacuum,”
said Dapo Alaba Sobowale, the head of a
small IT company in Lagos’ sprawling
Computer Village, where small shops and
vendors line the streets selling mobile
phones and computer gadgets. “A lot of
people are relying on him,” Sobowale said.
He said he isn’t bothered about who,
exactly, is sitting in office. “I’m bothered
about the person being there making the
right choices,” he said.

Buhari, 74, went on medical leave to the
United Kingdom on May 7 for unspecified
health problems. He had already been in
London for nearly seven weeks earlier this
year for treatment. He looked thin and frail
when he returned to Nigeria, where he lat-
er missed three consecutive weekly
Cabinet meetings. On his return, he said
he’d never been as sick in his life.

Government officials and Buhari’s family
have sought to reassure Nigerians who
have expressed their worry about his
absence on social media under hashtags
like #WhereIsBuhari and #MissingPresident.
On Tuesday, Aisha Buhari, the president’s
wife, said her husband is “recuperating fast”
after she returned to Nigeria from visiting
him in London. “He thanks Nigerians for
their constant prayers for his health &
steadfastness in the face of challenges,” she
tweeted. Buhari’s long absences this year
have raised questions over whether the for-
mer military leader from northern Nigeria
will be able to complete his four-year term
that is up in 2019 and kicked off specula-
tion over who might succeed him. This is
especially important in Nigeria because an
unwritten agreement maintains the presi-
dency should alternate between the
Muslim-majority north and Christian-domi-
nated south. Nigeria’s 170 million people
are almost evenly divided between
Christians and Muslims.

Buhari was elected in 2015 after defeat-
ing incumbent Goodluck Jonathan, a south-
erner, on campaign promises to battle cor-
ruption and crack down on Boko Haram
extremists in the nation’s northeast. Buhari’s
administration, which marked two years in
office on May 29, has a mixed track record
of fulfilling those promises, analysts say.

Although the military has dislodged
Boko Haram from areas where it had
declared a caliphate, Nigeria’s homegrown
Islamic extremists continue to carry out sui-
cide bombings and attacks. A rail-thin
Buhari welcomed 82 Chibok schoolgirls
who were released by Boko Haram in May
after three years in captivity and then he
flew to London that night. 

This is not the first time Nigeria has
experienced an ailing, absent president. In
2010 President Umaru Yar’Adua died after
being out of the country for medical treat-
ment for several months. Vice President
Yemi Osinbajo, now acting president, is
credited for bringing some momentum
back to the government by easing tensions
in the insecure, oil-producing Niger Delta
and pledging to tackle an economy bat-
tered by the fall in global oil prices. “There
was an element of fatigue when it came to
Buhari,” said Malte Liewerscheidt, senior
Africa analyst for risk management firm
Verisk Maplecroft. “He wasn’t acting on the
big macroeconomic issues.” — AP 

Nigeria adrift as leader 
in London for treatment

Muhammadu Buhari

STANTERG, Kosovo: Trepca miners are seen at the Trepca mine in this village near Mitrovica on
May 5, 2017.  — AFP 

BRUSSELS: European Union High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Federica Mogherini (left) and European
Union Commissioner for Jobs, Growth, Investment and Competitiveness Jyrki Katainen talk to the media about the future of the
European Defense at the European Union Commission headquarters yesterday. — AFP 

PARIS: A man who attacked a policeman
with a hammer outside Notre Dame cathe-
dral in Paris had pledged allegiance to the
Islamic State group in a video, it emerged
yesterday, four days after an attack claimed
by IS in London. The 40-year-old man was
shot and wounded by police on Tuesday
after lunging at the officer in a square full of
tourists in front of the cathedral. The attack,
which came with France on high alert after
jihadists killed seven people in London on
Saturday, caused panic at one of the coun-
try’s top visitor attractions. Around 1,000
people were in the cathedral at the time.

The video in which the man pledges
allegiance to IS was found by police who
searched the apartment he was renting in
Cergy outside the French capital,  the
source said. During the attack, the man
had shouted “this is for Syria”, Interior
Minister Gerard Collomb said. France is
part of the US-led international coalition
fighting IS and has carried out air strikes
against militants in Syria.

Documents found on the attacker identi-
fied him as a 40-year-old Algerian student
doing a doctorate on the media at a univer-
sity in eastern France.  He had also been
carrying kitchen knives, the interior minister
said. The man was yesterday placed in cus-
tody in hospital, where he is being treated
for a gunshot wound to the chest.

Government spokesman Christophe
Castaner said the man had “never showed
any sign of radicalization” before the attack.
The 22-year-old police officer sustained
minor neck injuries in the assault.

‘Very quiet’ man
A witness told AFP he had heard some-

one “shout very loudly”. “Then there was a
crowd surge and people panicked. I heard
two shots and saw a man lying on the
ground in a pool of blood,” he said. Heavily
armed elite police had searched his apart-
ment on Tuesday night, an AFP journalist
said.  A tenant of the apartment building
housing students described him as “very
quiet”. The suspect’s thesis director at the
University of Lorraine, where he enrolled in
2014, said he had showed “no outward sign
of an excessive adherence to Islam.”

“When I knew him, he had a pro-
Western, pro-democratic outlook,” Arnaud
Mercier, who said he had not heard from
the suspect since November, told the
French television channel BFMTV. Notre
Dame, which is situated on the banks of
the Seine river in the heart of Paris, draws
13 million visitors a year. Pictures on social
media showed people sitting in the pews
of the cathedral with their hands in the air -
apparently at the request of authorities
and police. — AFP 

Notre Dame attacker had 
pledged allegiance to IS


