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SANTIAGO: Chile’s finance minister has sought
to downplay a row between the government and
the construction and engineering arm of South
Korean giant Hyundai over a $740 million sus-
pension bridge, saying disputes in such mega
projects were “quite common.”

Hyundai Engineering and Construction
(HDEC) said on Monday it had suspended con-
struction of the bridge, which will connect the
Chilean island of Chiloe to the mainland. It
accused the government of bad faith for seeking
to increase the scope of the project without
additional remuneration.

On Tuesday, however, HDEC said in a state-
ment to Reuters that the bridge construction
was still under way. Chile’s minister of public
works, Alfred Moreno, also said on Tuesday that
there was no pause in construction of the
bridge. Finance Minister Ignacio Briones said he
was confident the disagreement could be ironed
out in talks or in the courts.

“As far as I understand, the government has
honored exactly what the contract defines, but
the Korean company says the opposite has
occurred. ... When there are these discrepan-
cies...it is for the courts - if it gets to that point -
to decide,” he told Chilean daily El Mercurio on
Tuesday.

HDEC leads the Consorcio Puente Chacao
(CPC) that won the tender for the bridge’s con-
struction in December 2013. The company said
on Monday that the government’s Department
of Public Works (MOP) and its legal advisers
said at a meeting in December that it would not
increase the value of the project.

“The breach of the commitments made by the
MOP, the bad faith with which the conversations
have been carried out, the unjust damage that
results from this and the complete legal uncer-
tainty that prevails as a consequence, has led
CPC to conclude that it is impossible, in these
conditions, to continue with the project,” HDEC
said on Monday.

It said it regretted the effect on the workers
and the inhabitants of Chiloe, as well as the fail-
ure of what it called the most important connec-
tivity project in Chilean history. The 2.5-km-
long (1.5 miles) link to Chiloe, an island roughly
the size of Corsica, would be Latin America’s
longest suspension bridge.

The bridge was first proposed in 1972, but
the project has been canceled and postponed
several times. The MOP said in its statement on
Monday that HDEC had sought to increase the
cost of the project by 50 percent, or $300 mil-
lion, a request rejected both by the current gov-
ernment of President Sebastian Pinera and the
former government of Michelle Bachelet.
Moreno, the minister of public works said Chile
would not accept any delay in construction of
the bridge.

“The contract included design, engineering
and construction,” he said in a statement to
Chilean media in Santiago on Tuesday. “In oth-
er words, all the responsibility and risk lies
with the contractor.”

A spokesman for HDEC said, “We have been
negotiating the cost of the project with our
partners in Chile,” a spokesman said. — Reuters
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Changing times put Ivory Coast’s 
rubber industry under pressure

ABIDJAN, Ivory Coast: A decade after rubber was heavily
promoted as a goldmine for Ivory Coast’s cocoa-depen-
dent economy, planters are under pressure to address crit-
icism that they are damaging the environment and weak-
ening the country’s ability to feed itself.

“Well-managed rubber production is an asset,” said
Eugene Kremien, the president of the Association of
Professionals of Natural Rubber (APROMAC), whose
detractors argue that plantations exhaust the soil and
endanger food security and forests.

The association is seeking to show that the rubber
industry can meet mounting demands for sustainability,
both for the environment and its producers. The stakes are
high in a country that produces 60 percent of Africa’s rub-
ber and holds seventh place worldwide. Annual Ivorian
production is 624,000 tons and some forecasts hold that it
may reach one million. Some 160,000 producers earn their
living from rubber plantations and employ tens of thou-
sands of workers who “tap” the hevea trees by cutting
grooves into the bark to make the latex - natural rubber -
bleed out into cups.

‘Lured by quick gains’ 
At the end of 2010, when world rubber prices were

high, conditions were ripe for a boom. The Ivorian govern-
ment invested 40 million euros ($44.3 million) to promote
production, leading to the creation of 110,000 hectares
(about 270,000 acres) of new plantations.

The state provided training in the different skills of the
rubber business and helped open tracks in rural areas to
transport produce. Since rubber trees are productive 10
months of the year, compared with one or two annual har-
vests for other crops, many peasant farmers turned away
from their traditional cultures in a rush for “white gold”.

“The planters let themselves be lured by quick gains,
abandoning the growing of food crops,” said Jean-Baptiste
Koffi, president of the Federal Union of Ivory Coast
Consumers, active since 2012.

“The production of bananas, cassava, yams, maize and
rice, which are part of the diet of Ivorian people, has
dropped in favor of speculative crops, particularly cocoa
and rubber,” Koffi sad.

But global market prices for rubber and cocoa have
slumped during the past five years.  While some analysts
expect cocoa prices to rise again, the forecasts for rubber
are dim and discourage economic reliance on the industry.

‘We are reforesting’ 
Numerous NGOs accuse the rubber industry of endan-

gering food security in Ivory Coast and forcing a West
African giant to import products such as rice even though
it is famed for its rich soil. “The agronomic constraints of
hevea cultivation (trees must be planted far apart) have led
planters to marginalize food production,” said Arthur
Alloco of the forestry campaign group Soundele Konan
Foundation.

APRAC is urging rubber planters to devote between

five and 10 percent of their land to market garden produce
and breed the likes of chickens and rabbits as a valuable
source of support income. Kremien dismissed perceptions
that rubber growing depletes the soil and said his indus-
try-”unlike cocoa growing”-was not to blame for the
country’s deforestation. Ivory Coast has lost almost all of

its wild forests in half a century. Indeed, according to
Kremien, the canopy provided by rubber trees helps to
retain precious moisture from rainfall, which would other-
wise evaporate in open fields. “By growing hevea we are
reforesting. Where others destroy, we are rebuilding,” he
contended. — AFP

Planters face criticism that they are damaging environment

Morales claims 
US orchestrated 
‘coup’ to tap 
Bolivia’s lithium 
BUENOS AIRES:  Former Bolivia president Evo Morales
told AFP on Tuesday that he was forced from office by a
United States-backed coup d’etat aimed at gaining access
to the South American country’s vast lithium resources.

Demand for lithium is expected to grow globally as it is
one of the key components in batteries used in high-tech
equipment such as laptops and electric cars.

Morales resigned as president on November 10 after
almost three weeks of protests against his controversial
re-election to an unconstitutional fourth term in a poll
widely denounced as rigged.

His resignation came after then-chief of the armed
forces General Williams Kaliman publicly stated the former
trade union leader should step down. But since then,
Morales-Bolivia’s first indigenous president-has claimed to
have been the victim of a coup d’etat.

“It was a national and international coup d’etat,”
Morales told AFP in an exclusive interview in Buenos
Aires, where he has been living in exile after claiming asy-
lum. “Industrialized countries don’t want competition.”
Morales said Washington had not “forgiven” his country
for choosing to seek lithium extraction partnerships with
Russia and China rather than the US.

“That’s why I’m absolutely convinced it’s a coup against
lithium,” he said. “We as a state had begun industrializing
lithium... As a small country of 10 million inhabitants, we
were soon going to set the price of lithium. “They know we
have the greatest lithium reserves in the world of 16,000
square kilometers (over 6,100 square miles).”

Bolivia does have the largest confirmed lithium
resources in the world, but they are widely thought to be

of poor quality, and the country lacks the infrastructure to
exploit them profitably.

Coup ‘prepared in advance’ 
As for his unconstitutional candidacy in the last elec-

tion-Bolivian presidents are limited to two successive
terms but Morales was going for a fourth-the socialist
leader was unapologetic.

“We won in the first round,” he said, despite the audit
by the Organization of American States (OAS) that found
clear evidence of vote rigging. “So our participation was in
no way a failure. But the coup d’etat was prepared in
advance.” Morales has been barred by right-wing interim
President Jeanine Anez from standing in re-scheduled
elections due to take place early next year, but for which
no date has yet been set.

Having originally accepted asylum in Mexico when he
first left Bolivia claiming his life was in danger, Morales has
based himself in neighboring Argentina since December
10. His Movement for Socialism (MAS) party has even
named him campaign chief for the upcoming poll.

Morales said a new MAS candidate will be picked dur-
ing a party assembly on January 15, which could be held in
either Bolivia or Argentina. Bolivia’s government has issued
an arrest warrant for Morales should he try to return to his
homeland. Whoever the candidate is, Morales says he
wants the next election to be monitored by foreign organi-
zations. “There needs to be an international mission, inter-
national organizations like the Carter Center, a committee
of Nobel Peace Prize winners, Pope Francis, the United
Nations, or some well-known global” organization, said
Morales. “Despite so much defamation and persecution
and still without a candidate, we’re still first in right-wing
polls, which is surprising. “If MAS wins the election, the
results have to be respected. We’ll respect them.” Morales
was likely referring to a recent poll in Pagina Siete news-
paper-a publication against which he ordered a criminal
investigation in 2012, having accused it of being an instru-
ment of Chile’s far right.

In that poll, Andronico Rodriguez, the 30-year-old
coca growers union leader widely expected to be the
MAS presidential candidate, came top with 23 percent

ahead of former president Carlos Mesa at 21. Mesa was
the candidate beaten into second place by Morales in
October’s election.

‘Responsible for massacres’ 
One group Morales didn’t include in his observation

wish list was the OAS, whose general secretary Luis
Almagro accused the socialist leader of being the orches-
trator of a coup by standing in the last election despite
being constitutionally barred from doing so. Dozens of
people were killed in clashes after the OAS audit’s findings
were published. 

“Luis Almagro deserves to be put on trial for being
responsible for so many massacres and deaths in Bolivia,”
said Morales. Almagro has said Morales pleaded with him
not to publish the audit’s results as he feared it would lead
to civil unrest. —AFP

SIKENSI, Ivory Coast: In this photograph taken on Sept 3, 2019, trainees listen to an instructor as they learn
to harvest latex rubber in a plantation some 50 km northwest of Abidjan. 

OTTAWA: In a Canadian oil indus-
try town, schoolchildren singing
about Santa’s sleigh going electric
and images of Rudolph the rein-
deer with a fluorescent bulb for a
nose has provoked a backlash.

Parents who work in Canada’s
struggling oil sector in Oxbow,
Saskatchewan province, called the
“Santa Goes Green” concert “a
kick in the groin.” “It wasn’t even a
Christmas concert at Christmas
time,” said Mike Gunderman,
whose daughter was in the play at
the Oxbow Prairie Horizons school. 

“It was blatantly just an anti-oil
protest,” he wrote on Facebook.
One of the many people comment-
ing on the post said “the whole
system” is “brainwashing them to
be little Gretas” - a reference to
Swedish teen environmentalist
Greta Thunberg. 

Another person professed to be
“appalled” by the play, noting that
the oil industry donated money to
enlarge the school. One song, “Turn
Off the Pump,” calls for using elec-
tricity or ethanol to power Santa’s
sleigh, saying “it’s going to be a
green holiday.”

The Christmas musical has been
performed in schools across North
America. After loud complaints,
school administrators apologized to
Oxbow parents for denigrating a

major employer in a community
dotted with tens of thousands of oil
and gas wells. Canada’s oil sector is
the fourth largest in the world, but
has struggled under low prices and
a lack of pipelines to new markets.

Lynn Little, director of the local
school division, apologized
because “some” of the pageant
content “was found to be disre-
spectful to some members of our
school community.”

Little said a statement that the
Christmas pageant was not meant
to be political or to promote “an
anti-oil and gas industry message.”
Teachers selected the songs
because they were “peppy” and
believed that students would enjoy
singing them, she said.

University of Regina professor
Emily Eaton, speaking to public
broadcaster CBC, said the energy
industry’s “enormous power and
influence” was skewing Canadians’
views on climate change, making it
harder to get needed support for
strong climate actions. She cited
2016 polling data by the Yale
Program on Climate Change
Communication that only found 56
percent of people in southeastern
Saskatchewan, where Oxbow is
located, believed the Earth was
warming. That compared to 79
percent nationwide. — AFP

BUENOS AIRES: Bolivia’s ex-President Evo Morales
speaks during an interview with AFP in Buenos Aires,
on Tuesday. — AFP

A trainee learns how to bleed a hevea tree to harvest latex
rubber. — AFP photos

‘Green’ Christmas pageant 
provokes oil worker outrage

St Petersburg 
airport to 
host Ryanair, 
low-costers 
MOSCOW: Low-cost airline Ryanair and other
budget carriers are expected to start flying
from Russia’s St Petersburg airport in 2020, the
Russian Transport Ministry said. The move is
part of Russia’s plan to boost tourist flows to St
Petersburg and will mean more competition for
Russian air carriers, including national flag car-
rier Aeroflot.

The ministry said on Tuesday that Ryanair,
EasyJet, WizzAir, Volotea, Air Baltic and Fly One
had expressed interest in flights from St
Petersburg’s Pulkovo airport, Russia’s fourth
largest after Moscow’s three major hubs. It said
the companies had applied for flights from
Pulkovo, coded LED by the International Air
Transport Association, to 22 countries, including
Britain, Germany and France.

Russia will introduce a so-called “Open
Skies” regime for the companies for five years,
the ministry said, allowing airlines to fly to St
Petersburg without requiring the traditional
bilateral inter-governmental agreements. The
move follows the introduction of a special elec-
tronic visa system for tourists visiting St
Petersburg which nationals from 53 countries
can take advantage of.  — Reuters


