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PANBARI: Indian laborers working on road construction sweep the ground in Panbari in Chirang district some 191km from Guwahati in India’s northeastern state of Assam yesterday. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Vishal Chowdhary is young, bright and
armed with an MBA. But he has spent two years strug-
gling to find work in India’s sluggish jobs market - a
major headache for Prime Minister Narendra Modi
ahead of looming elections. The government’s failure to
create enough jobs in Asia’s third-biggest economy is a
key issue for voters in the polls that are set to take place
between April 11 and May 19 with results on May 23.

“I went for 50 job interviews in the last year but with
no success. One company I did join laid off most of its
staff, bringing me back to square one,” Chowdhary, 27
said. Increasingly desperate, late last year he became
one of 23,000 applicants for five government jobs as a
“peon” or “office boy” with duties like making tea and
photocopying, well below his qualifications. The shock-
ing figures are not unusual in 1.25-billion-strong India,
particularly for secure government jobs with perks that
attract hordes of overqualified candidates like
Chowdhury. Last year 19 million applied for 63,000
positions at Indian Railways.

‘National disaster’ 
Modi swept to power in 2014 pledging to modernize

India and create jobs for the one million young people
estimated to enter the labor market every month. Some
65 percent of Indians are under 35, and economic

growth has in recent times fallen below the eight-per-
cent level seen as essential to create enough employ-
ment. A newspaper recently
published what it said was an
official report buried by
Modi’s government showing
unemployment at its highest
since the 1970s. 

Rahul Gandhi, head of the
opposition Congress party,
attacked Modi for creating a
“national disaster”. The
report-which the govern-
ment said was not finalized-
added to evidence that the
economy was hit hard by two
of Modi’s signature policies: demonetization and a new
Goods and Services Tax (GST). The first saw 86 per-
cent of banknotes withdrawn overnight in 2016 to bring
the cash-only black economy out of the shadows. The
second in 2017 was to simplify India’s stultifying thicket
of a tax code.  

Asian laggard 
Almost half the workforce toils in agriculture, and

although workers are moving to manufacturing and

services as the economy modernizes, the rate is slower
than elsewhere in Asia. These sectors are not creating

enough jobs, hampered by
stringent labor laws and
insufficient investment in
skills training, according to
the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD).
Another factor is a sharp fall
in private investment, result-
ing in “very little” job cre-
ation in the private sector,
said Santosh Mehrotra, a
professor at Jawaharlal
Nehru University.

This lack of investment is caused in part by the
“huge crisis” of bad debts at India’s state-owned banks,
making them reluctant to lend, Mehrotra told AFP. Red
tape and corruption also make buying land for factories
difficult, and infrastructure is often poor. Furthermore
India is battling a dearth of decent data on which to
base policy, not helped by vast numbers of people
working in the shadow, cash-only economy who are
therefore not counted. “(More) than a lack of jobs, the
issue is a lack of data on jobs,” Modi said last year.

Women not working 
The situation is particularly dire for women. The

female workforce participation rate tumbled from 38.7
percent in 2005 to 28.6 percent in 2017, one of the
lowest in the world, according to the World Bank. In the
highly status-conscious and patriarchal society, women
often give up working once their household income ris-
es. The decline of agriculture, which employs more
women, has also had an effect. 

While India’s universities may produce large num-
bers of graduates, there is a mismatch with what the
labor market requires, and basic education for the poor
is patchy.  One in eight 14-year-old students in rural
India cannot read simple texts, while 56 percent can’t
do basic division, a recent survey showed. Millions of
children aren’t even in school. “The sectors which are
growing are modern services-telecom, education,
health, banking.  This requires a much higher level of
education than what is available to youth today,”
Mehrotra said. According to an India Today opinion
poll published on Monday, unemployment is the biggest
issue for voters. “Education and jobs are two very
important topics for the youth. This government has
failed on both these fronts,” S. Malik, a student, said at
a recent protest in Delhi. “This government’s failure
means it should be voted out,” he said.—AFP 
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ATHENS: A Greek man said he would have been the 150th
passenger on the Nairobi-bound Ethiopian Airlines Boeing
plane that crashed killing all on board, except he arrived two
minutes late for the flight.  “I was mad because nobody
helped me to reach the gate on time,” Antonis Mavropoulos
said in a Facebook post entitled “My lucky day” in which he
includes a photo of his ticket.  Mavropoulos, president of
the International Solid Waste Association, a non-profit
organization, was travelling to Nairobi to attend the annual
assembly of the UN Environment Program, according to
Athens News Agency. 

He was supposed to board the plane but he reached the
departure gate just two minutes after it was closed. He booked
a later flight but was then prevented from boarding by airport
staff.  “They led me to the police station of the airport. The
officer told me not to protest but to pray to God because I
was the only passenger that didn’t board the ET 302 flight that
was lost,” Mavropoulos said in his post in which he admits
being in shock. The airport authorities explained that they
wanted to question him because he was the only passenger
booked onto the doomed flight who wasn’t on board.

“They said they couldn’t let me go before cross-checking
my identity, the reason I hadn’t boarded the plane etc.” The
Nairobi-bound Boeing 737 crashed just minutes after an
early-morning takeoff Sunday from Addis Ababa. People
holding passports from more than 30 countries were on
board including a number of UN workers. State-owned
Ethiopian Airline had taken delivery of the Boeing 737-800
MAX plane on November 15. It was of the same type as a
plane that crashed in October after takeoff from Jakarta,
killing all 189 people on board.— AFP 

ANKARA: Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan has
accused a women’s march in central Istanbul on Friday
of disrespecting Islam by booing the Islamic call to
prayer. Erdogan accused International Women’s Day
protesters of being led by political rivals and of “disre-
spect” during the Islamic call to prayer, after Friday’s
march was broken up by police firing tear gas.
Thousands of people took to the streets of Istanbul on
Friday in defiance of a ban by authorities, crowding the
famous Istiklal avenue, before a police crackdown
brought the demonstration to a chaotic end. 

In his comments on Sunday, Erdogan referenced an
unverified viral video showing women and men contin-
uing to chant during the call to prayer. “A group which
came together in Taksim led by the (main opposition
Republican People’s Party) CHP and (pro-Kurdish
Peoples’ Democratic Party) HDP supposedly for
women’s day behaved rudely with whistling and chanti-
ng during the call to prayer,” Erdogan said. 

The avenue is close to Taksim square, a traditional
rallying point. The president has been holding daily ral-
lies across the country and often slamming the opposi-
tion ahead of local elections on March 31. He has
accused the CHP of being in an alliance with the HDP,
which Erdogan says is a political front for Kurdish
insurgents. The “March 8 Feminist Night march” group
issued a statement on Sunday decrying the attempt to
use Friday’s rally as “election material” in the press and
on social media. “Police violence against tens of thou-
sands of women taking part/trying to take part in the

night march cannot be covered up with polarizing lan-
guage... fake news and hate,” the group said, without
making any direct reference to Erdogan.

In his statement the Turkish leader also played a
short clip of the video as well as footage of an opposi-
tion rally from 2011 and said that participants did not
carry the Turkish flag. “(The opposition is) attacking
our liberty and our future with this disrespect to our
flag and our call to prayer,” he said during a rally in the
southern city of Adana. Although polls suggest
Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP)
remains dominant, the opposition may make larger
gains as the economic slowdown and the weaker

Turkish lira impacts households.
Erdogan often says that his Islamic-rooted party has

given greater freedom to Muslims in Turkey where until
a few years ago, women were banned from wearing the
Islamic headscarf, known as the hijab, in state institu-
tions and universities. But he has been accused by crit-
ics of eroding the secular pillars of modern Turkey. The
call to prayer has been at the centre of controversy in
the Turkish republic since its foundation in 1923. From
1932 to 1950, the call to prayer was banned in Arabic in
Turkey. Most recently in 2018, there was a row after
CHP MP Ozturk Yilmaz called for it to be in Turkish
rather than Arabic.—Agencies

Turkish PM accuses 
women’s march of 
disrespecting Islam

DIYARBAKIR: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan speaks on stage during a local election rally of his Justice and
Development Party (AK Party) in Diyarbakir, eastern Turkey. — AFP 
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