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NY neighborhood 
wary of Amazon 
coming to town 

New York’s Long Island City, where Amazon is
tipped to set up a new home, is a neighbor-
hood in flux - a construction site of warehous-

es and skyscrapers where some fear the online retail
giant will only make everything worse. While nothing
has been announced officially, The New York Times
has reported that Amazon, which is outgrowing its
headquarters in Seattle, has finally found the answer to
its year-long search for a second base.

The plan appears to be to split the difference on
the East Coast with two new sites - one in Virginia just
outside Washington and the other in Long Island City,
the westernmost part of Queens just across the East
River from Manhattan. For those who don’t venture
across the water, Long Island City is synonymous with
the giant neon red “Pepsi-Cola” sign visible from
Manhattan, a relic from the beverage company’s facto-
ry that shut down in 1999.

It’s a hallmark of what Long Island City was for
most of the 20th century - an industrial zone close to
the river and the rail network. But de-industrialization
has forced the neighborhood to reinvent itself since the
dawn of the 21st century. In the last 10 years, dozens of
new towers have sprung up, injecting a new, more
affluent breed of resident into the area along with com-
panies such as Ralph Lauren and Uber, seduced by the
proximity to Manhattan and New York’s airports. The
bank of the East River has been transformed into a
landscaped park, invaded by designer strollers and
joggers. “They have built, built, built,” says Pascal
Escriout, who owns French bistro Tournesol in Long
Island City. “Amazon coming or not doesn’t make a dif-
ference. If it’s not them, it’ll be someone else.”

‘Priced out’ 
“The place changed so much in the last 10 years, it’s

just going to be some part of the neighborhood,” says
Mike Barratt, a store manager at Spokesman Cycles in
southwest Long Island City. The exact “campus” space
that Amazon could inhabit has not yet been made
revealed, but there are plenty of options in a neighbor-
hood where uber-modern skyscrapers rub shoulders
with disused factory chimneys.

Some compare Long Island City to Williamsburg,
perhaps the most chic Brooklyn neighborhood - and
certainly the most fashionable and most striking exam-
ple of gentrification over the last 20 years. There is an
uneasy balance between young families who move in
and buy at elevated prices - albeit still lower than in
Manhattan - and long-term residents of the neighbor-
hood. “A lot of people don’t own but they’ve been liv-
ing here renting for 15, 20 years, and they’re getting
priced out,” said Barratt. “They’re upset.”

Long Island City has turned into a commuter town,
complains Escriout. “People stay home. And when they
go out, they go to Manhattan.” Dozens of luxury high-
rise buildings, eminently suitable for senior Amazon
executives, had been in the planning well before the
company came on the scene, says Jonathan Miller,
CEO of the real-estate firm Miller Samuel. Amazon’s
arrival could end up “essentially bailing out developers
that went ahead despite the excess supply... most of
the product that’s being built is skewed to luxury
rental projects,” he said.

‘Congested transit’ 
Many also worry about the impact 25,000 new

employees will have on the already crisis-ridden pub-
lic transport system. “This isn’t a done deal,” said
Jimmy Van Bramer, Long Island City’s elected repre-
sentative on the New York City Council. “Before any-
thing is confirmed with Amazon, we’ve got to make
sure that we could handle this and that sustainable
infrastructure would be put in place to prevent our
communities from being overwhelmed. “We cannot
allow longtime residents to be driven out by rising
rents and congested transit,” he added. He complained
about a lack of transparency, with New York’s newly
re-elected Democratic Governor Andrew Cuomo talk-
ing about all the benefits without actually spelling out
what they might be. “I will do whatever I need to do to
make it a reality,” Cuomo said last Monday, promising
Amazon would be “a great economic boost” for the
state. New York Mayor Bill de Blasio, who traditionally
has a terse relationship with the governor, is also on
board. “There will be hassles, there will be challenges,
but I think we can accommodate them,” he said on
Wednesday. “We will have to invest in infrastructure. I
think it will be worth it.” — AFP 

At Syria border, 
Jordanians dash 
over for shopping

Near the recently reopened border
with Jordan, former Syrian rebel
fighter Bahaa Al-Masri sells date-

filled pastries and sesame biscuits to
Jordanians flocking across the frontier to
snap up bargains. Syrian regime forces
retook control of the Nassib border cross-
ing from rebels in July, and last month
reopened it after a three-year closure. Just
several hundred meters from the frontier,
26-year-old Masri counts the boxes of bis-
cuits he still has left in a green plastic crate
strapped to the back of his motorbike.

“For two weeks I have been bringing
sweets from Damascus and selling them to
Jordanians who come to buy them here
because they’re cheaper,” says the ex-
combatant, wearing a black jacket and
woollen hat. “I sell 27 to 30 boxes a day.”
Masri hawks the pastries every day in a
rest area on the edge of Syria’s southern
province of Daraa for three Jordanian
dinars each (around $4).

“Thank God, when the border opened
there was work again here, after I spent
around six years without a job,” Masri tells
AFP. Because money was tight, he joined a
rebel group that paid him a monthly wage
to fight. “I picked up arms so we could eat
and live,” he says, crates of green apples
and oranges stacked behind him.

‘Just for breakfast’ 
Daraa was once seen as the cradle of

Syria’s seven-year uprising, but in July
regime forces took back control through a

military push and deals that saw rebels
surrender. Under those agreements, bro-
kered by regime ally Russia, many fighters
chose to leave with their families to
remaining opposition areas in northern
Syria. But Masri opted to stay and settled
his status officially with the returning gov-
ernment authorities, a move likely to see
him called up for military service.

Until the summons comes from the
army, he is happy taking advantage of the
money-making opportunities on offer now
the border is open. Also looking to cash in
are Jordanian drivers, jokingly dubbed
“sailors”, who ferry goods from Syria
across the frontier for a small commission.
A whole economy has sprung up again
since the border begun working. At the
crossing itself cars sit side by side in sever-
al long queues waiting to cross over into
Syria. Large trucks, some refrigerated, also
wait their turn.

Before the war, “we used to come over
to Syria every day - sometimes just to have
breakfast”, says Mohammed Sayes, a 25-
year-old from Jordan’s adjacent border
town of Ramtha. It was his second such trip
since the border reopened “to see the
sights, go out and eat” cheap, he says. “Yes,
Syria lived through a war, but we suffered a
siege,” says the specialist in tourism man-
agement. “When the border reopened, it
was like paradise opened up again.”

Fuel ‘half the price’ 
Further up, dozens of people stand in

line outside a row of small pre-fabricated
buildings to have their Jordanian passports
stamped by Syrian officials. Jordanian driv-
er Muflah Al-Hurani, 53, is crossing the
border to drive a family back home from
the Syrian capital Damascus just over 100
km to the north. He has been going in and
out of Syria on an almost daily basis since

Nassib reopened, to transport passengers
or shop for relatives.

“I bring back fruit and vegetables
including potatoes, onions, garlic, as well
as children’s clothes made of cotton,” he
says. “And I fill up my car will fuel... It’s less
than half the price (in Syria) despite the
war.” Not far off, the former arrivals hall is
being repaired after it was damaged in the
war. Workers carry rubble away and a
rebel slogan is still visible. Damascus
hopes the reopening of Nassib will boost
its war-ravaged economy.

Before the conflict, the crossing was a
key passage for trade, linking Syria - but
also Lebanon and Turkey - with Jordan
and the Gulf beyond. Syrian officials have
registered more than 33,000 arrivals since
October 15, against 29,000 departures.

Among those waiting to head across the
border are also Syrians returning home,
car roofs piled high with suitcases and
blankets.  Last week, a Jordanian official
said 6,000 Syrians had gone back to their
country, among them 517 registered
refugees. The head of the Nassib crossing
Colonel Mazen Ghandour says the number
of people heading into Syria is increasing
daily, and that most of those coming are
Jordanians. “Most Jordanians come to shop
and then go home,” Ghandour says.
“Others go to see Damascus.” A few
meters away, a Syrian woman living in
Jordan smiles as she waits to cross over
with her family for a two-week visit.
“Damascus is a blessing... That’s why
everybody wants to visit after being cut off
for so long,” she says. — AFP 

Returning
Cubans boost
island’s real
estate market 

In shorts and wearing shoes but no
socks, Mauricio Garcia could pass
for a tourist as he strolls around Old

Havana. But he’s as Cuban as a Cohiba
cigar, and his return after 16 years
abroad is part of the demographic
behind Communist-run Cuba’s emerging
real estate market. An estimated 40,000
Cubans like him have returned from
abroad since 2013, lured home by gov-
ernment migration reform that made it
easier for expat Cubans to come home
and buy property.

Once derided as the lowest of low
“worms” for having left Cuba, now - flush
with cash - they are being welcomed
home with open arms as “mariposas”, or
butterflies, by the cash-strapped govern-
ment. Garcia made the move home in
2016. “The decision was down to the fact
that you are allowed to do business. And
instead of mooching around the world,
it’s better to be here, in your own coun-
try,” said the 41-year old, who owns a
tourist restaurant near the port.

Garcia has been able to take advan-
tage of another reform in 2011 which
authorizes only Cubans to buy and sell
real estate. Previously, they alone were
allowed only to exchange property. Real
estate sales took off for a country of just
11 million with a state-led economy:
45,000 in 2012, 88,000 in 2013 and
100,000 in 2014, before falling back

slightly in 2015, said planning official
Carlos Garcia Pleyan, a Spaniard from
Catalonia who has spent over half a cen-
tury in Cuba.

The market remains “very active”
however, according to property special-
ist Armando Portela, in an interview with
Miami-based Cuban magazine Cuba
Geografica despite having to “overcome
many setbacks, such as weak access to
technology, the lack of public informa-
tion....financial tools, legislative delays.”

‘Another Cuba’ 
Havana, with its colorful buildings and

old world charm, will celebrate its quin-
centenary in 2019, and the government
of President Miguel Diaz-Canel is trying
to make up a shortfall of some 700,000
housing units in the city, by boosting
construction from the current 20,000 to
50,000 units a year. It’s a tall order
when the obstacles against the govern-
ment are not just financial. Cuba’s loca-
tion in the Caribbean places it directly in
the path of destructive weather patterns.
Hurricane Irma destroyed 30,000
dwellings in one night in Sept 2017.

Meanwhile, returning Cubans are
buying and renovating old buildings to
make restaurants or tourist apartments,
and money, out of them. It’s exactly what
35-year-old translator Maykel Galindo
did. After living in Belgium for 16 years,
he used his European savings to buy a
150 square meter ruin in Havana’s his-
toric old quarter. With his family’s help,
he renovated the building and divided it
into rooms to let.

“I discovered that inside Cuba there
exists another Cuba, which has been
created to a certain extent by the private
sector,” said Galindo. “And I, as a Cuban,
found that this side of Cuba was the one
I wanted to be on.” — AFP

Nigeria’s new 
minimum wage: 
Too much to ask? 

On the campaign trail for re-election
in February, Nigeria’s President
Muhammadu Buhari may have spo-

ken too soon when he backed an initiative
to hike his country’s minimum wage by a
whopping two thirds. Buhari, who had been
advised on the wage by a negotiating com-
mittee made up of union representatives,
the government and the private sector,
praised the “patriotic and professional”
members. 

The recommendation to hike the mini-
mum wage to 30,000 naira ($82) from
18,000 was “realistic, fair and imple-
mentable” and would be studied by the
executive “within the shortest possible
time”, before being returned to parliament
for final approval, he said. The unspoken
agreement was that Nigeria’s unions, which
had threatened to paralyze Africa’s largest
economy of more than 180 million people
with a massive, open-ended strike, would
deliver their members’ vote to Buhari in a
presidential poll set for February 2019 in
return for the pay hike.

But the very next day the information
minister poured cold water on the idea,
claiming that the Nigerian government had
in no way acceded to the 30,000 naira
demand and said this “recommendation
should first be studied”. Standing in the
way of Buhari’s strategy to win the popular
vote with the wage promise are the 36
state governors who say they are already
struggling to pay civil servants and public
officials with the current wage. David
Umahi, governor of southeast Ebonyi state,
warned this week that the 30,000 naira

minimum wage for public servants couldn’t
work. “Many states are experiencing vari-
ous problems and cannot pay salaries,” he
told reporters after Buhari’s remarks.

‘Sensible compromise’ 
Even if it went through, a higher wage

would still be modest given that a 25-kg
bag of rice costs nearly 10,000 naira. “It is
very low considering the cost of living,”
Charlie Robertson, Renaissance Capital
economist and Nigeria specialist, told AFP.
But attempting to do more would be unre-
alistic because Nigerian businesses
already have high overheads, and many
workers are unqualified, making a pay hike
hard to justify, he said.

Nigeria’s patchy power supply is anoth-
er factor undermining the competitiveness
of businesses, and therefore their margin
for any wage increase. “Nigeria’s difficulty
on the minimum wage is that because its
electricity, literacy are less than most
countries, its wages must be less too. Or it
will attract no foreign investments,”
Robertson said. “30,000 is a sensible com-
promise but still debatable.”

Ivory Coast, for example, has a higher
minimum wage than Nigeria but its good
energy network still allows it to stay competi-
tive with its West Africa neighbors. In con-
trast, electricity is almost non-existent in most
of Nigeria and the literacy level of the adult
population is close to 60 per cent, a number
that falls to less than 50 percent in the pre-
dominantly Muslim north. Nevertheless, it will
be hard to explain to voters that Nigeria,
Africa’s largest oil exporter producing more
than two million barrels per day can neither
afford a modest minimum wage for its civil
servants nor provide a decent level of educa-
tion and infrastructure to attract investors.
Several months ago, a senator caused a
scandal by revealing lawmakers’ salaries:
14.25 million naira a month with bonuses,
making it one of the highest salaries of politi-
cians in the world. — AFP

This photo taken on Nov 7, 2018 shows a view of the water-
front of Long Island City in the Queens borough of New York,
along the East River.  — AFP 

Bahaa Al-Masri waits for Jordanian customers to sell them date-filled pastries and
sesame biscuits at the recently reopened Nassib border post on Nov 7, 2018.  — AFP 


