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WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump is calling for pri-
vatizing the nation’s air traffic control operations in his
budget proposal, a top priority of the airline industry. The
proposal says spinning off air traffic operations from the
Federal Aviation Administration and placing them under
an “independent, non-governmental organization” would
make the system “more efficient and innovative while
maintaining safety.” Airlines have been lobbying vigorous-
ly for the change, saying the FAA’s NextGen program to
modernize the air traffic system is taking too long and has
produced too few benefits. 

Industry officials say that privatization would remove air
traffic operations from the uncertainties of the annual con-
gressional budget process, which have hindered the FAA’s
ability to make long-term procurement commitments. The
National Air Traffic Controllers Association, the union that
represents the FAA’s 14,000 controllers, is also backing pri-
vatization. Union officials have complained that the FAA
has been unable to resolve chronic controller under-
staffing at some of the nation’s busiest control facilities,
and they say they’ve become discouraged by the modern-
ization effort’s slow progress.

But FAA Administrator Michael Huerta told an aviation
industry conference earlier this month that the agency has
made “tremendous progress” over the past decade in
updating its computers and other equipment in order to
move from a radar-based to a satellite-based control sys-
tem. The modernization program has already delivered
$2.7 billion in benefits to airlines and other users of the sys-
tem, and the FAA expects to produce another $13 billion in
benefits by 2020, he said. Airlines have an important ally in
Rep. Bill Shuster, R-Pa., chairman of the House transporta-
tion committee. 

Opposing privatization
The committee approved an aviation bill sponsored

by Shuster last year that would have removed air traffic
operations from the FAA and placed them under the
control of a private, nonprofit corporation. Opposition to
the bill from other powerful House committee chairmen
who oppose ceding Congress’ oversight of the air traffic
system to a private entity prevented Shuster from bring-
ing the measure before the entire House for a vote.
Lobbying groups representing business aircraft opera-
tors, private pilots and small and medium-sized airports
also oppose privatization.  They say they fear airlines will
dominate the corporation’s board and that they’ll be
asked to pay more to support the system while facing
reduced services. —AP
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NICE, France: At least two people
were injured in a shooting at a high
school in the southern French town
of Grasse yesterday which saw the
head teacher targeted, police and
local authorities said. One 17-year-
old pupil armed with a rifle, two
handguns and two grenades was
arrested after the shooting at the
Tocqueville high school, a police
source said, asking not to be named.
There was conflicting information
about whether a second suspect
was on the run, with police initially
telling AFP they were looking for an
accomplice. Another police source
said the shooter acted alone.

According to a statement from
the Grasse town hall, “two pupils
shot at the principal.” All schools in
the town some 40 kilometers west
of the Riviera resort of Nice have
been locked down, education
authorities said. France is still in a
state of emergency after a series of

terror attacks including an IS-
claimed massacre in Paris in

November 2015 in which 130 peo-
ple died and a truck attack in Nice in

July last year. Authorities in the jit-
tery nation have bolstered security
outside schools. More than 3,000
reservists were called up to help
keep watch outside the country’s
64,000 primary and secondary
schools for the return to the school
year in September. 

The shooting comes less than six
weeks ahead of a two-round presi-
dential election on April 23 and May
7. A crisis cell has been put in place,
education official Emmanuel Ethis
said on Twitter. Ethis urged worried
parents not to travel to the school,
saying that “pupils are safe”. The
French government initiated an attack
alert via smartphone in the wake of
the shooting. Local officials said that
several pupils had fled and sought
refuge in a nearby supermarket
“which created panic and rumours of
an attack”. “The other pupils have
been asked to stay in the school and
not panic,” local officials said.

Security bolstered 
Interior Minister Bernard

Cazeneuve cut short a trip to the
northern Somme area because of
the Grasse shooting, as well as a let-
ter bomb blast at the offices of the
International Monetary Fund in Paris
yesterday. The education minister
was also on her way to the school.

France has had bitter experi-
ences of attacks in schools. In 2012,
an extremist from Toulouse,
Mohamed Merah, shot dead three
children and a teacher at a Jewish
school in his city before being killed
by police. Yesterday’s shooting came
just hours after the letter bomb
explosion at the IMF offices, injuring
a secretary who suffered burns to
her hands and face. Employees were
evacuated from the building near
the Arc de Triomphe monument in
the heart of the capital “as a precau-
tion”, a police source said. IMF chief
Christine Lagarde condemned it as a
“cowardly act of violence”.—AFP 

BRASILIA: Demonstrators occupied
Brazil’s finance ministry, flooded the
center of Sao Paulo and went on strike
in a string of cities on Wednesday to
protest reforms to the cash-strapped
country’s pension system. The biggest
demonstration took place in the finan-
cial powerhouse Sao Paulo, where thou-
sands of people filled a section of the
main avenue. Organizers claimed that
up to 80,000 people attended, saying
the fiery former leftist president Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva would address the
crowd later.

A strike by metro and bus workers in
Sao Paulo earlier had paralyzed the
morning rush hour. During a dramatic
protest in the capital Brasilia, hundreds
of activists burst into the finance min-
istry before the start of the workday,
occupying the building until late after-
noon. Police said they vandalized the
ministry and broke windows. Staff at
public schools in Rio de Janeiro also
went on strike, trash collectors stopped
work in Curitiba and the metro was shut
down in Belo Horizonte, according to the
news portal G1. The unrest marked the
most serious challenge in the streets so
far to attempts by center-right President
Michel Temer to tame the budget and
restore an economy mired in two straight
years of recession. “We’re on strike for the
future of the country,” said Rio teacher
Mirna Aragon at a protest with thousands
of other people. “The rights of workers
have been thrown in the gutter.”

Question of rights   
A provision to set the retirement age

at 65 is central to the pension reform-a
shock to a country where many are able
to draw pensions at 54. That reform is
needed to prevent the pension system’s
“collapse,” the hugely unpopular Temer
said on Wednesday. “No one will have
their rights taken away,” he said in an
address, describing the reforms as “saving
the benefits of today’s retirees and of the

young who will retire tomorrow.”Arguing
that the country will be driven to bank-
ruptcy if austerity measures are not taken,
Temer has already steered a 20-year
budget freeze through Congress.

He got one piece of good news
Wednesday when the Moody’s financial
ratings agency upgraded its outlook for
Brazil from “negative” to “stable.”
However, leftist opposition organiza-
tions say Temer is punishing ordinary
Brazilians already suffering the worst
recession in the country’s history, with
unemployment at a record 12.6 percent-
around 13 million jobless. The popular
actor Wagner Moura-who plays the drug
lord Pablo Escobar in the Netflix series
“Narcos”-added his voice, saying “this
reform represents yet another enormous
blow to the rights of Brazilian workers.”

Corruption probes
Temer took over last year after his left-

ist predecessor Dilma Rousseff was

impeached for illegally manipulating gov-
ernment accounts with unauthorized
loans. He has made a return to economic
health his main goal, saying he does not
care if austerity measures decrease his
already rock-bottom popularity. However,
Temer’s credibility among Brazilians is
being hurt further by a ballooning graft
scandal over embezzlement from the
state oil company Petrobras.

The scandal entered new territory on
Tuesday, when the prosecutor general
requested the Supreme Court for the
authority to investigate scores of politi-
cians. They reportedly include five minis-
ters as well as the presidents of both
houses of Congress. Temer has said he
will not fire ministers unless they are
actually charged with crimes. However,
earlier phases in the scandal have already
claimed several ministers, raising ques-
tions over Temer’s ability to keep a con-
gressional coalition together for the all-
important vote on pension reform.—AFP

At least two hurt in shooting at French school
Pupil armed with a rifle, handguns, grenades arrested 

GRASSE: Police officers control traffic near the Tocqueville high
school in Grasse, southwestern France, after a shooting occurred in
the school yesterday.—AFP

Anti-austerity protests 
break out across Brazil

RIO DE JANEIRO: A municipal guard in riot gear fires rubber bullets at protest-
ers during a national strike against the government’s social welfare reform bill
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.—AFP


