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PARIS: Christmas Day brought no respite
for travellers in France as a transport strike
entered its fourth week, ruining the plans of
thousands to share a traditional meal and
quality time with loved ones.  Many scram-
bled at the last minute to make alternative
arrangements as the protest against pen-
sion reform saw thousands of trains can-
celled or delayed-and taxis, ride-sharing
services and car rental agencies unable to
make up the shortfall.

Only a fraction of high-speed and inter-
city trains ran on Christmas Eve, even fewer
on the holiday itself. The main train stations
in Paris were closed for the morning with
suburban connections slashed and merely
two out of 16 metro lines-the only driverless
ones-providing any service.

Negotiations between the government
and unions last week failed to find common
ground, and strikers vowed there would be
no holiday truce unless officials scrap plans
to merge the current 42 pension schemes
into one.

Talks are scheduled to resume on
January 7. The government says the over-
haul is needed to create a fairer pension
system. But workers baulk at the inclusion
of a so-called pivot age of 64 until which
people would have to work to earn a full
pension-two years beyond the official
retirement age.

‘A moment of grace’ 
Others, especially railway workers, are

angry at plans to do away with special

regimes that make early retirement provi-
sions for categories of employees who work
unusual hours or do physically demanding
jobs. Paris Opera workers, who can retire at
42, are among those on strike.

On Tuesday, roughly 40 dancers in white
tutus staged an elegant protest in Paris,
performing Swan Lake to passersby on the
steps outside the opera house with banners
warning: “Culture in danger”.

“We wanted to offer a moment of
grace,” said dancer Alexandre Carniato.
Unions are hoping for a repeat of 1995
when the government backed down on pen-
sion reform after three weeks of metro and
rail stoppages just before Christmas. But
the action is taking a heavy toll on busi-
nesses, especially retailers, hotels and

restaurants, during what should be one of
the busiest periods of the year.

‘A turning point’ 
Industry associations have reported

turnover declines of 30 to 60 percent from
a year earlier, and the SNCF said Tuesday it
had lost 400 million euros ($442 million) in
potential earnings so far. The strikers, too,
are losing out, forfeiting their salary for
days not worked — 21 days by yesterday.
On Tuesday, the Info’Com-CGT union pre-
sented a cheque for 250,000 euros
($277,000) to striking workers of the RATP
Paris rail service, from a fund containing
public contributions.

“This is a turning point,” train driver
Raffi Kaya told AFP at a union-organized

Christmas lunch for strikers at Paris’ Gare
de Lyon train station. “It is starting to hurt
financially. But we have gone too far to stop
now.” The man leading the government’s
pension reform project, Laurent
Pietraszewski, said Tuesday the government
would be “willing to compromise” in the
negotiations, set to last throughout January.

But he insisted there will be no revisiting
the plan to do away with special retirement
regimes.  A poll by the IFOP agency pub-
lished Sunday showed public backing for
the action dropping by three percentage
points, though 51 percent of respondents
still expressed support or sympathy for the
strike, which is set to also cast a pall over
New Years’ celebrations and the first work-
ing weeks of 2020.  —AFP
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Emirates’ long-serving 
boss to hand over 
controls next year
DUBAI/PARIS: Tim Clark will retire as the president of
Emirates Airline at the end of June 2020 after more than
three decades at the state-controlled business that has
helped to transform Dubai into one of the world’s major
travel crossroads. Emirates Chairman Sheikh Ahmed bin
Saeed Al-Maktoum said on Tuesday in an internal memo
to staff, reviewed by Reuters, that Clark would stay on as
an adviser to the company.

“Through wars, economic recessions, disasters natu-
ral or manmade, and various industry upheavals, Tim has
ably steered and grown Emirates to its standing today as
the world’s largest international airline, and an eminent
player in the global airline industry,” Sheikh Ahmed said
in the memo. An Emirates spokeswoman confirmed the
retirement to Reuters.

Clark, 70, joined the airline as a founding member in
1985, having previously worked at Gulf Air and
Caledonian Airways. The British national became
Emirates’ president in 2003. “Tim is a giant of the indus-
try. He had the vision behind Emirates and has cultivated
the airline to where it is today,” said independent aviation
consultant John Strickland.

Knighted in 2014 for his services to British prosperity
and the aviation industry, Clark has since been referred to
by many in the industry, including those at Emirates, as
“Sir Tim”.

Sheikh Ahmed, a member of Dubai’s ruling family who
has been the airline’s chairman since inception, praised
Clark as being central to Emirates success and Dubai’s
emergence as a global aviation hub.

“His achievements are too many to recount individually,
but they will all be remembered,” he said in the memo.
Emirates, profitable for the past 31 years, has been crucial
to putting Dubai on the map and its transformation into a
global financial and tourism hub.

Launched in 1985 with aircraft leased from Pakistan
International Airlines, Emirates today operates a fleet of
270 aircraft to 159 destinations, according to its website.

It carried close to 60 million passengers in its last finan-
cial year, and operates the single largest fleet of Airbus
A380 superjumbo jets. The airline has in recent years
faced a slowdown in growth.

In a separate email to staff this month, it said that from
next year it would no longer offer discounted tickets to
friends of employees, citing the impact those reduced
fares have had on revenue.

Emirates’ hub, Dubai International Airport, has been
the world’s busiest for international passengers since
2014 when it overtook London’s Heathrow airport. Clark
departs as the major airline sets upon a new growth
strategy as it retires older A380 jets and starts receiving
smaller Airbus A350s and Boeing 787s ordered this year. 

Its move to axe 39 aircraft from its total A380
orders prompted Airbus to pull the plug on the costly
plane, which airlines have struggled to fill to its capaci-
ty of 500-850 people. At the time, Emirates said it
would buy smaller A330 and A350 models instead in a
sale  worth $21 .4 bi l l ion, but  the deal  struck in
November fell well short of that.

Emirates is facing slowing economies in its home Gulf
region and stagnant tourism numbers to its glitzy base of

Dubai. In the last full year, its net profit dived 69 percent to
just $237 million due to high oil prices and currency fluctu-
ations, although in November it said half-year profits near-
ly tripled thanks to a drop in operating costs.  —Agencies
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