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MUMBAI: Plans for India’s first bullet
train, a $17-billion-dollar project, have
sparked a debate on the definition of
“publ ic  purpose” for  land acquis i -
tions which have become increasing-
ly contentious.

The 500-km- (310-mile-) long high-
speed rail link promises to cut travel time
between the financial hub of Mumbai
and the industrial city of Ahmedabad in
Gujarat state by more than half to under
three hours. The project, inaugurated
earlier this month, will need about 825
hectares (2,000 acres) of land. The gov-
ernment has said it will complete the

line by 2022, even as farmers along the
proposed route held protests against
giving up their land. 

They may have little say in the matter,
as the state has a legal right to take pri-
vate property for public purposes. But
analysts say the definition of what consti-
tutes public purpose needs revisiting,
even for infrastructure projects.

“When projects - airports, private col-
leges, bullet trains - benefit only a small
percentage of the population, some
debate over public purpose needs to be
had, for moral if not legal reasons,” said
Aseem Shrivastava, an environmental

economist. “When the state is brokering
land deals, should only the state decide
what is public purpose?” Conflicts have
increased in India as land is sought for
industrial use and development projects.
A law passed in 2013 was meant to pro-
tect the rights of farmers, ensuring con-
sensus over land acquisitions, rehabilita-
tion for those displaced, and adequate
compensation.

But several states have diluted these
provisions to speed up acquisitions. Over
the years, the state has extended public
purpose from public schools, railways and
highways to also include private hospitals

and educational institutions, factories and
Special Economic Zones.

Officials say these are key to accelerate
economic growth and generate jobs that
benefit the community. But land rights
experts say defining such projects as pub-
lic purpose leaves vulnerable people with
little judicial recourse.

“To say that jobs are created by set-
ting up a factory, and that therefore it is
public purpose, is a facetious argument,”
Shrivastava told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. In a rare victory for cam-
paigners, the Supreme Court last year
ruled that land purchased by West

Bengal state for a Tata Motors factory
could not be deemed to have been
acquired for a “public purpose” and must
be returned to farmers.

In an analysis of all land acquisition
cases decided by the Supreme Court from
1950, the top court invalidated the gov-
ernment’s view of public purpose in less
than 1 percent of cases, according to
think tank Centre for Policy Research.  “We
have a virtual laundry list of what makes
up public purpose now,” said Namita
Wahi, director of the centre’s Land Rights
Initiative. “This permissive interpretation
is very problematic.” — Reuters
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PYONGYANG: I t  was a tale of just two
economies when the 13th Pyongyang
International Trade Fair opened in the North
Korean capital yesterday, with two-thirds of the
exhibitors domestic firms, and almost all the
others Chinese. Eight sets of progressively
tighter United Nations Security Council sanc-
tions imposed on Pyongyang over its nuclear
and ballistic missile programs have left its econ-
omy progressively more isolated.

The latest, passed earlier this month after its
sixth atomic test-which it said was a hydrogen
bomb-bans all joint ventures with North Korean
entities, with just a few exceptions, and requires
existing ones to be closed within 120 days. The
only European firm at the show was Italian ship-
ping company OTIM, which in 2001 was the first
EU freight forwarder to open a representative
office in Pyongyang.

Initially business was good, said company
president Mario Carniglia, but “then the sanc-
tions came and it became more and more diffi-
cult”. Now the firm mostly handles inbound
humanitarian shipments under UN and
European Union aid programs, with its commer-
cial cargoes “practically nil at this stage”. Chinese
customs inspections were becoming increasing-
ly strict, a colleague added. Among the few
North Korean items still being exported to
Europe, said Carniglia, were spare parts for
accordions, a musical instrument that is unusual-
ly popular in the North.

“Just parts because if it is a complete accor-
dion it is considered a luxury good and you can-

not import it in Europe.” Russian ambassador
Alexander Matsegora told AFP that unlike in the
past, there were no Russian companies taking
part. “Maybe they have not much interest in this
market.” Some foreign firms were doing business
with North Koreans, he said, but “most of those
companies are of Chinese origin”.

Cooking pots, health tonics 
Organizers said there were 253 exhibitors at

the fair, held in a cavernous hall on the outskirts
of the capital, with 81 from overseas. Pride of
place at the entrance went to an official Syrian
stall displaying a small selection of famous
Damascene Aghabani cloth and a few bars of
green laurel soap from war-torn Aleppo.

Cuba and Indonesia were the only other
embassies to take exhibition space. Most of the
Chinese firms were traders bringing cooking
implements and domestic appliances to sell to
retail buyers, rather than manufacturers looking
for long-term deals or state-owned enterprises
promoting infrastructure projects.

Li Likun, of Shenyang Xiangbo Trading
Company, offered a selection of belts and elec-
tric massage machines. It was his fifth or sixth
visit, he said, and business was good. “Every time
I come here it’s getting better and better.”

North Korea has quietly engaged in some
market reforms under leader Kim Jong-Un, and
Seoul believes it enjoyed its fastest growth since
1999 last year. However, officially it insists that it
is sticking to the orthodoxy of Kim’s father and
grandfather Kim Jong-Il and Kim Il-Sung, the

founder of the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea. Buyers at the fair paid in US dollars and
some products were aimed squarely at
Pyongyang’s growing middle class-two bottles
of New Zealand green-lipped mussel extract
capsules supposed to help joints from Australian
food supplements firm Koast cost $110.

For now trade was “okay”, said Kim Kum-Ran,
from its local agent, “but it will get tougher”.

“I wish the Americans will stop torturing us
with useless sanctions and recognize us as a
nuclear state so that all trade can be done freely
and there will be peace in the world.” Leadership
‘under pressure’ -

The North does not publish any official trade
statistics of its own, regarding them as a state
secret-shrouding the exact details of its com-
merce in mystery. But according to the South’s
Korea Trade-Investment Promotion Agency
(KOTRA), the North had exports of  $2.8 billion
and imports of $3.7 billion last year, with China
accounting for more than 90 percent.

“The trade with China of course is continuing
and ongoing,” said Peter Ross, who works for an
EU development program in Pyongyang. “That is
a fact and a reality that sustains most of the busi-
ness here.” Sanctions, he said, were “definitely
making it more and more difficult for this coun-
try” particularly against a backdrop of popular
expectations for growing personal prosperity.
“That’s a challenge which the government has to
meet,” he added. “Sanctions are making this hard-
er and harder, so in that indirect way they are
putting pressure on the government.” — AFP
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PYONGYANG: Exhibitors and vendors wait to enter the 13th International Trade Fair in Pyongyang yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: Japan said yesterday that it expects to
raise more than $11.6 billion by selling off
another chunk of the country’s massive postal
service. The government will sell 914 million
Japan Post shares at 1,322 yen apiece, it said in
a regulatory filing, with the offering set to raise
as much as 1.3 trillion yen ($11.6 billion) if
domestic and foreign investors snap up an
extra allotment of stock.

Shares of Japan Post-which has about
24,000 branches nationwide-closed at 1,349
yen on Monday, down 1.03 percent. The huge
sale comes as after an initial public offering
(IPO) in 2015 that began a long-delayed pri-
vatization of the state-owned behemoth. Two
years ago the government raised about 1.43
trillion yen in the IPO, which included shares
in Japan Post’s banking and insurance units. It
was the country’s biggest privatization since
Nippon Telephone & Telegraph’s 1987 listing.

The bulk of the proceeds from the Japan
Post sale were earmarked for reconstruction
after Japan’s 2011 quake-tsunami disaster.
There are hopes that starting to privatize

what is effectively the world’s biggest bank
by deposits could improve investor sentiment
and spur efforts to free up Japan’s highly reg-
ulated economy. The sprawling postal group
sits on assets worth more than 290 trillion
yen.  The branches offer services for cash
deposits and insurance, with many ageing
retirees withdrawing their pensions from local
branches. That system has long drawn criti-
cism both inside and outside Japan.  Financial
institutions, courier services and foreign gov-
ernments argue the public body is operating
in sectors where it unfairly competes directly
with private businesses.

The government of former Prime Minister
Junichiro Koizumi split the state-owned giant
into units in 2007, to handle deliveries, savings,
insurance and counter services at each of its
post offices. Tokyo initially retained full owner-
ship of the firm. But Japan is struggling with a
debt load equal to more than twice the size  of
its economy-one of the heaviest in the world-
and has been looking to sell off state assets to
fund spiraling social-welfare costs. — AFP
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BEIJING: US Secretary of Commerce Wilbur Ross (L) speaks with Chinese Premier Li
Keqiang (right) during their meeting at the Zhongnanhai state guesthouse in Beijing
yesterday. — AFP

BEIJING: US Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross
said yesterday that Washington is hoping for
concrete progress during President Donald
Trump’s planned trip to China amid rising
trade tensions. Ross met with Chinese
Premier Li Keqiang, the country’s top eco-
nomic official, during a three-nation Asian
tour. Trump is due to visit Beijing later this
year and meet President Xi Jinping, who visit-
ed the United States in April.

“We hope there will be some very good
deliverables,” Ross said at the start of a meeting
at the Zhongnanhai compound where Chinese
leaders live and work in central Beijing. That
“would be the best single outcome for both
countries,” Ross said. Ross gave no details, but
Trump has criticized China’s large trade sur-

pluses with the United  States and threatened
to raise tariffs on steel. He has ordered an
investigation into whether Beijing improperly
pressures companies to hand over technology
in exchange for market access.

Chinese leaders have tried to head off
punitive US action by emphasizing the bene-
fits of the world’s biggest trading relation-
ship. “I think it is fair to say that our common
interests far outweigh our differences,” said
Li, the premier. “This important trade and
economic relations has benefited enormous-
ly our two peoples as well as the whole
world.” Ross met Sunday with his Chinese
counterpart, Zhong Shan. He was due to visit
Hong Kong on Tuesday and then travel to
Thailand and Laos. — AP
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BERLIN: France’s Alstom and Germany’s
Siemens have a deal ready to sign that
would merge their rail businesses in the
face of Chinese competition, German busi-
ness daily Handelsblatt reported yesterday.

Alstom, which makes the French TGV
high-speed train, confirmed Friday that it
was talking to Siemens about a possible rail-
way tie-up, but said no decision had been
taken. Handelsblatt however, citing “insid-
ers” familiar with the deal, said yesterday the
two groups have overcome past reserva-
tions about a joint venture with a “balanced
agreement acceptable to both sides.

But Siemens has also been courting
Canadian firm Bombardier, whose
European operations are based in Berlin,
and the two companies have their own
detailed plan for two joint ventures cover-
ing rolling stock and signalling. The
Munich-based group’s supervisory board is
set to meet Tuesday to discuss the two
options, Handelsblatt reported, while
Alstom’s executive board will also meet.

Waiting for board meetings 
Both companies declined to comment

on the report when contacted by AFP, but
a source familiar with the talks backed it
up, adding that the firms would make a
statement on their plans once the boards
have met. Siemens and Alstom discussed
a rail tie-up in 2014-15, but the French
firm decided in the end to partner with
General Electric, selling its energy division
for 9.5 bill ion euros ($11.3 bill ion) to
become a rail specialist.

A joint venture would bring together
the engineering giants that make their
countries’ flagship high-speed trains,
including the world-famous TGV. Siemens
would hold the presidency of the supervi-
sory board under the plans, leaving Alstom
chief Henri Poupart-Lafarge in place as
chief executive.

The German firm brings in 7.8 billion
euros of revenue annually from rail, while
Paris-based Alstom boasts sales of 7.3 bil-
lion euros. Combined, they would be more
of a match for the 18.1 billion euros in rev-
enue at Chinese giant CRRC, which is eye-
ing Skoda Transportation in the Czech
Republic as a potential foothold in Europe.

Handelsblatt reported that European
authorities were expected to smile on the
deal  as i t  would create an EU-based
champion on global markets. French gov-
ernment off ic ials  under President
Emmanuel Macron are especially keen on
creating an “Airbus for rail”, and according
to media reports have pushed for the idea
in talks with their opposite numbers in
Berlin. French business daily Les Echos
reported last week that Paris recently sent
an envoy to meet with Chancellor Angela
Merkel. Before winning a fourth term in
office Sunday, Merkel gave her “green
light” to deepen the discussions, the
French daily reported.

A Franco-German deal would limit com-
petition concerns in Germany compared
with a Siemens-Bombardier tie-up-and
mean fewer politically difficult job cuts,
according to Handelsblatt. — AFP
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Members of trucker trade unions block the access to La Mede Total refinery, in
Chateauneuf-La Mede, southern France, yesterday. French truck drivers plan nation-
wide protests against President Emmanuel Macron’s changes to labor laws, as dis-
content builds over new rules that Macron says are essential to reviving the French
and European economies. — AP

PARIS: French trade unionists blocked access
yesterday to several fuel depots in protest
against an overhaul of employment laws,
seeking to test the government’s will to
reform the economy.

In southern France, protesters’ unions set
up a road-block in front of Total’s La Mede
refinery, while in western France fuel depots
were blocked near Bordeaux and the coastal
city of La Rochelle. Union members also held
go-slow operations on highways near Paris
and in northern France.

“We’re determined. We’re going to stay as
long as possible while hoping that other
blockades take place elsewhere, maybe that’ll
make Mr. Macron move,” Force Ouvriere union
official Pascal Favre told Reuters. Eager to
avoid fuel shortages, centrist President
Emmanuel Macron’s government deployed

police at some sites before dawn to ensure by
force that protesters could not block access.
“It’s not in blockading the country’s economy
and by preventing people from working, that
one best defends one’s cause,” junior economy
minister Benjamin Griveaux told RTL radio.

The labor reform is due to become law in
the coming days after Macron formally signed
five labor form decrees on Friday, in the first
major economic reforms since he took power
in May. The new rules, discussed at length in
advance with unions, will cap payouts on dis-
missals that are judged unfair, while also giv-
ing companies greater freedom to hire and fire
employees and to agree working conditions.

While unions have failed to derail the
reform, the considerable political capital
Macron had after his landslide election victo-
ry in May is quickly evaporating. — Reuters
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