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British anti-racism 
advocate accused 
of Islamophobia 
LONDON: Britain’s opposition Labor party has sus-
pended an anti-racism campaigner over accusations
of Islamophobia, the activist revealed yesterday.
Trevor Phillips, who has headed several high-profile
public bodies including the Equality and Human
Rights Commission, said he had been suspended
after he suggested Muslims were “different”.

The former broadcaster told BBC radio: “They
say I’ve accused Muslims of being different. Well,
actually, that’s true. The point is Muslims are differ-
ent and in many ways, I think that’s admirable. “We
cannot continue to simply say differences don’t
matter, it’s a form of disrespect.” The Times news-
paper reported that Phillips, 66, was being investi-
gated by Labor over comments about Pakistani
Muslim men sexually abusing children in northern
English towns, which has become a tinderbox issue
in British politics.

He is also under investigation for remarks con-
cerning the failure of some Muslims to wear pop-
pies during Remembrance Sunday, an annual event
to commemorate the UK’s war dead. Racism claims
have rocked Labor in recent years, including in the
run-up to last December’s general election when it
was routinely accused of anti-Semitism.

Phillips was among several public figures who said
they would not vote for Labor because of the issue. In
response, Labor said it could not comment on individ-
ual cases but said in a statement that “it is under-
stood” Phillips had been suspended. It added: “The
Labor Party takes all complaints about Islamophobia
extremely seriously and they are fully investigated in
line with our rules and procedures, and any appropri-
ate disciplinary action is taken.” —AFP

KOSZARHEGY: Istvan Simon’s factory in western
Hungary churns out more than a million plastic parts a
day but on a busy morning in one of its large produc-
tion halls there is only the sound of machines clicking
and whirring. Workers have all but disappeared. Similar
transformations are underway on production lines
across the European Union’s eastern wing as surging
wage bills undermine the region’s reputation as a cheap
production base. Factory owners from Hungary to the
Czech Republic and Poland find themselves with little
choice but to invest in the automation of their manufac-
turing processes if they want to remain competitive.
Manufacturing in the region has boomed since the EU
expanded eastwards in the mid 2000s, with companies
such as automakers Audi and Daimler opening local
production lines and spawning supplier ecosystems,
but more recently strong economic growth has led to a
shortage of workers and rising wages. 

“We can see human labor being replaced with
machinery and artificial intelligence,” Hungarian union
leader Zoltan Laszlo said. “Not just in the car sector ...
but also in the steel and machinery industries. “Such
investments can already be seen in these sectors,
leading to job losses. You need to glue numerous tiny
slivers together and all of a sudden you get the big
picture.” Employment figures are one indication the
region’s industry may be at a turning point. 

While Hungary’s economy grew nearly 5% last
year and manufacturing investments rose at the fastest
pace in three years, the sector shed nearly 23,000

jobs, ending a six-year run of annual employment
growth. Czech data showed a year-on-year loss of
almost a thousand manufacturing jobs in the third
quarter of 2019, suggesting employment in the sector
could have declined for the first time since 2013 over
the full year. “There are no operators in this hall right
now,” said Peter Simon, chief executive of Simon
Plastics, as he overlooked a line of machines making
plugs for car parts, a key
product line at the company
founded by Istvan, his father,
35 years ago.

“Wages are going up, the
prices of robots are coming
down, so this is the way to get
returns,” he said. Looking to
expand output but pressured
by surging wages and falling
prices, all of the company’s
recent 1 billion forint ($3.32
million) investment was spent
on automation. The company hasn’t cut any of its 400
jobs so far, finding other positions for those whose
work has been replaced by robots, but it intends to
automate its remaining manual work after a 50% jump
in operator wages over the past three years.

Job losses
Although the automation process has so far been a

gradual one, Josef Stredula, head of the Czech-

Moravian Confederation of Trade Unions, said based
on various estimates up to 10% of jobs could disap-
pear. “Big changes are awaiting us,” Stredula said,
adding that while automation may ease the burden of
heavy or repetitive manual work it was important to
ease the transition, for example by retraining affected
workers. 

“We have to do everything to make the future not
so bleak but relatively easier
for everyone.” Staffing com-
pany Hays recently noted
that the average annual wage
increase in the Czech
Republic, Poland and
Hungary of around 10% was
far higher than in many west-
ern countries and estimated
that almost 5% of Hungarian
jobs, or 200,000 roles, could
be fully automated over the
next decade.

Hungarian recruitment portal profession.hu regis-
tered an 11% fall in manufacturing sector job postings
last year. In the Czech Republic, Grafton Recruitment
has seen a similar drop, while consultancy Deloitte has
estimated around half of current jobs could be
replaced by machines. “It is only a question of when it
will be more economical for most companies to start
with automation on a much bigger scale,” said David
Marek, Deloitte’s chief economist in Prague.

Not black and white
At a distribution centre near Prague, Czech

yoghurt maker Hollandia Karlovy Vary installed three
robotic arms last year to sort and load yoghurts onto
pallets, replacing the work of 10 people who were
moved to other positions. Meanwhile, Poland’s
largest clothing retailer LPP plans to invest in logis-
tics and automation in a bid to improve margins and
combat higher labor costs.

Judit Kovacs, a manager at human resources com-
pany Randstad , said factories with high capacity uti-
lization in western Hungary had started reducing
headcount by attrition over the past year, while new
plants in eastern Hungary were being planned with a
high degree of automation as investors looked to curb
their labor market exposure. It’s not only manufactur-
ing that is falling to the machines, insurance company
Allianz’s Hungarian unit, for example, is automating
data processing to offset rising wage costs.

The International Federation of Robotics (IFR)
expects robot sales in major Eastern European
economies to rise through 2022 but although it
acknowledges that some jobs will disappear, it does
not foresee a major net effect on employment. “The
question is not do I invest in manual labor or automa-
tion,” IFR General Secretary Susanne Bieller said,
explaining that automation could help companies
maintain a competitive edge over cheaper production
hubs elsewhere in the world. “You cannot see this in
black-and-white terms.” —Reuters

Reputation for ‘cheap labor’ appears to be forgotten

Robots step in as cheap labor 
dries up in Eastern Europe

Biden, Sanders 
win key 
endorsements 
ANN ARBOR: Democratic presidential
hopefuls Joe Biden and Bernie Sanders
secured crucial endorsements Sunday
from prominent black supporters just
days ahead of the first round of voting to
pit them in a head-to-head contest.
Senator Kamala Harris, a former
Democratic candidate herself, endorsed
Biden, while Sanders won the backing of
civil rights leader Jesse Jackson as the
rival candidates competed for African
American support — a key demographic
in the fight for the party’s nomination.

Voters in six states go to the polls
Tuesday, a week after the “Super
Tuesday” elections dramatically reversed
the two men’s fortunes, snatching the
frontrunner’s title from Sanders and revi-
talizing Biden, who now holds a lead in
delegates to the nominating convention.
Biden did well on Super Tuesday in
Southern states with large black popula-
tions, states similar to Mississippi, which
votes Tuesday. And in Missouri, a
Midwestern state also voting Tuesday,
one recent poll gives him a 22-point lead.
That makes Michigan, the day’s biggest
prize, an almost must-win for Sanders. A
survey in that north-central state last
week gave Biden a six-point advantage.

“Joe has been there for Michigan
when our back was against the wall,”
Governor Gretchen Whitmer told AFP
Sunday, during an appearance at a
majority black church in Detroit.
Michigan’s critically suffering auto
industry received a major boost in 2008

from a massive intervention under the
administration of Barack Obama and
Biden. But Whitmer predicted a close
race on Tuesday; Sanders has a large
organization in Michigan with consider-
able union support. Also voting Tuesday
are Idaho, North Dakota and
Washington state.

Sanders focuses on Michigan
Sanders, desperate to kickstart his

campaign after losing 10 of the 14 Super
Tuesday states, has canceled plans to
speak in Mississippi, Missouri and
Illinois in order to focus on Michigan.
Jackson endorsed Sanders at a rally in
Grand Rapids, Michigan, repaying the
self-described democratic socialist for
having supported his 1988 bid for the
White House. “I stand with Bernie
Sanders today because he stood with
me,” Jackson said. “I stand with him
because he stands with you.” “Sanders
has a better chance at beating Trump
than Biden does,” Sara Long, 25, told
AFP as she stood in line for the rally. “I
think that a lot of his views are more
progressive, and they’re what this gener-
ation is looking for,” she said.

Sanders touted Jackson’s endorsement,
telling supporters at the rally in Ann
Arbor, Michigan, that he was “one of the
true heroes of modern America.” Sanders
called on his supporters to come out in
force on Tuesday.  “If you get your friends
in the political process, there’s no stop-
ping us,” he said. Biden’s Super Tuesday
surge brought an influx of donations -
$22 million in the past few days, his cam-
paign said in a statement Sunday.  It said
$12 million would be spent on hiring new
staff and launching a major media cam-
paign in battleground states. 

Harris said she was backing Biden, a
centrist who touts his ability to work

with Republicans, because she believes
he can best unify the country going into
the crucial November elections against
Donald Trump. “I am with great enthusi-
asm going to endorse Joe Biden for
president of the United States,” she said
in a videotaped statement posted on
Twitter. Eight other former Democratic
candidates - including Pete Buttigieg,
Amy Klobuchar and Beto O’Rourke -
had earlier endorsed Biden.

He later tweeted his thanks to Harris,
saying, “You’ve spent your whole career
fighting for folks who’ve been written off
and left behind.” The endorsement was
something of a reversal; Harris had
sharply chastised Biden in a televised
debate last June over his warm words for
past segregationist senators and his
opposition in the 1970s to busing to inte-

grate US schools. But many African
American leaders have since swung
behind Biden, helping to resurrect his
once flagging campaign.

Blacks’ ‘best chance’ 
Sanders has had trouble attracting black

voters - Biden won more than four black
votes in South Carolina for each one favor-
ing Sanders - making the endorsement from
Jackson all the more significant. Jackson
questioned whether moderate policies
would benefit African Americans. “A people
far behind cannot catch up choosing the
most moderate path,” said Jackson. “The
most progressive social and economic path
gives us the best chance to catch up, and
Senator Bernie Sanders represents the most
progressive path. That’s why I choose to
endorse him today.” —AFP

MICHIGAN: Rick Martin, 67, of Detroit, Michigan holds up a fist before a cam-
paign rally for Democratic presidential candidate Sen Bernie Sanders in Ann
Arbor, Michigan. —AFP

As global arms trade 
thrives, US widens 
gap with Russia
STOCKHOLM: Worldwide major arms exports have
increased on growing demand from countries in con-
flict, researchers in Sweden said yesterday, with top
exporter the United States widening its lead over
Russia. Over the five years from 2015 to 2019, inter-
national arms exports grew by 5.5 percent from the
2010-2014 period, according to a report by the
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute
(SIPRI).

“Overall, arms transfers have increased... Amongst
the arms importing countries, the demand is high and
seems to even have increased a bit,” Pieter Wezeman,
senior researcher at SIPRI said. Shipments from the
US grew by 23 percent, raising its share of total glob-
al arms exports to 36 percent. Between 2015 and
2019, the US delivered major arms to 96 countries.
Half of US arms exports went to the Middle East, and
half of that to Saudi Arabia, the world’s number one
importer of major arms.

The kingdom’s arms imports jumped by 130 per-
cent from the 2010-2014 period, and it was on the
receiving end of 12 percent of global major arms
transfers in 2015 to 2019. The fact that so much heavy
weaponry is exported to the Middle East is particu-
larly “of concern”, Wezeman said, as the region is
experiencing “conflicts and tensions and potential
further conflict escalation”.  The researchers also not-
ed that despite “wide-ranging concerns” in the UK
and the US about Saudi Arabia’s military intervention
in Yemen, both countries continued to export arms to
Saudi Arabia.

Meanwhile, arms transfers from the second largest
exporter, Russia, decreased by 18 percent, largely due
to a drop in sales to India. “It’s not necessarily very
dramatic in the case of Russia. But still it’s very clear
and it also creates a bigger gap between the biggest
one, the US, and Russia, the second,” Wezeman said.
Arms imports to India, which used to be the world’s
largest importer, decreased by 32 percent and
imports by bitter rival Pakistan fell 39 percent. SIPRI
researchers said both nuclear powers “have long-
standing aims to produce their own major arms”, but
“remain largely dependent on imports.”

Exports of French arms saw one of the most dra-
matic increases - up 72 percent from the five previous
years - putting France ahead of Germany as the third
largest exporter in the world, with 7.9 percent of
global exports. Over half of France’s arms exports
were to Egypt, Qatar and India, with deliveries of the
Rafale combat aircraft to these countries accounting
for nearly a quarter of total French exports. The
increase in arms exports follows a trend since the ear-
ly 2000s, when arms transfers bottomed out after
continually falling for a decade after the end of the
Cold War. —AFP

Staffing 
companies 

say thousands of 
jobs could vanish

Nazi salutes, Molotov 
cocktails rock massive 
Mexico women march
MEXICO CITY: A group of women outside Mexico
City’s main cathedral clashed on Sunday with men
protesting abortion who made Nazi salutes, among
scuffles that left dozens injured during a protest of tens
of thousands of people on International Women’s Day. 

The incidents reflected an undercurrent of anger
throughout the day, in which the city government said
80,000 people marched through Mexico City’s historic
core to the public square fronting the cathedral and
National Palace. Wearing green bandanas symbolizing
support for abortion rights, at least a dozen women
ripped down banners describing abortion as femicide
and set them on fire.

The male anti-abortion proponents, some of whom
had shaved heads and one of whom carried a whip,
yelled vulgar slang in return. Mexico has a small ultra-
nationalist movement that shares ideology with global
hard-right groups. Elsewhere in the city center, women
in black masks and armed with hammers smashed the
windshield of a car, overturned a van and burnt doors
of buildings. Despite many protesters urging against
violence, city authorities said the day’s clashes left 65
people with injuries, including burns but none life
threatening.

Activists said they attended to show outrage over a
wave of femicides in Mexico, which have risen 137%
over the past five years. “They’re killing 10 women a
day - the ones that we know about - in the country I’ve
lived in my whole life, it’s unacceptable,” said preschool
teacher Daniela Garcia, 33, who said she was especially
upset by the recent kidnapping and murder of a 7-
year-old girl. —Reuters

QAMISHLI: A Russian military light multirole vehicle (LMV) seen in a convoy in the town of Tal Tamr. —AFP


