
NYINGTRI, China: In a room warmed by an open
wood stove, Baima says her family converted their
white-brick house into a hotel as China’s
Communist leadership ushers tens of millions of
tourists to the politically sensitive region of Tibet.

Surrounded by mist-covered mountains, nearly
500 kilometers (300 miles) from the capital Lhasa
and close to a disputed border with India, most of
the houses in her remote village of Tashigang have
followed suit and turned into homestays. “We used
to live a life of herding and farming,” the 27-year-
old told AFP. “Then the government encouraged us
to run a hotel.” 

The villagers-who speak the Tibetan language-
have been given Mandarin classes to help them
accommodate the Chinese guests whose arrival
has boosted their income. But critics warn the
surge of visitors risks eroding traditional ways of
life. “Opening hotels is not as hard as herding,”
Baima said, from her home packed with ornate
wooden furniture and brightly painted walls.
Government officials looked on as she spoke.

Tibet is heavily restricted to foreign journalists
who have little chance to visit a sensitive region
that Beijing says it “peacefully liberated” in 1951. It
has been near-impossible to report from Tibet
independently since 2008, when violent protests
broke out in Lhasa and Beijing clamped down on
access to the region and its residents.

AFP joined a recent government-steered tour to
the region. Tourism in Tibet fits with one of China’s
key aims-poverty alleviation-but also, experts
warn, follows a pattern of co-opting and reshaping
outlying areas with a history of resistance to
Beijing’s rule. Thirty-five million tourists flooded
into the region last year, ten times the entire
population of Tibet.

That has prompted warnings that the influx
could overwhelm traditional lifestyles and values.
“The cultural degradation that is involved in this

case of hyper-managed mass tourism spectacle is
very worrying,” said Robert Barnett of the School
of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London.

“It’s hard to identify though, since of course
there is benefit for Tibetans in that trade; what is
harder to quantify is the damage.”

‘Cultural training’ 
Waves of mainland travellers have flocked to the

region, attracted by the scenery, air of mystique
and multitude of new transport links.  Many dress
in traditional Tibetan outfits and pose outside cul-
tural landmarks in the capital city of Lhasa.

Baima’s hamlet has 51 family hotels, according
to officials, tying the bulk of its residents to the
tourism industry. AFP did not see any tourists in
the village on the visit. 

“The government organizes cultural training,
national common language training (and) catering
industry training,” party official Chen Tiantian told
a crowd of reporters on the state-organized trip,
insisting the programs were “voluntary”.

“Now 80 percent of the people in the village
can communicate in Mandarin,” she added.
Baima’s neighbor Cangjie, wearing an identical
traditional dress with embroidered sleeves, said
their lives have changed. “With the arrival of out-
siders, we are... exposed to new things,” she said,
four pictures of the Chinese president Xi Jinping
hanging from her walls. Scholars of Tibet say
Beijing has pumped money into the region in the
hopes that economic growth will diminish sepa-
ratist sentiment.  

Yet that carries the risk of the “commodifica-

tion of culture”, Barnett of SOAS said, adding that
Beijing expects its investment to be repaid by
“grat i tude to the Party for i ts  generosity”.
Tashigang comes under the jur isdict ion of
Nyingtri city-a modern city called Linzhi in
Chinese that is being dubbed an “international
tourism area” by the government, pulling in eight
million visitors last year.

“Our next goal is to strive for international
tourists,” said Hu Xiongying, from the managing
Party group of Lunang tourism town-Lulang in
Chinese-a neighboring district that administers
Tashigang.

But most foreign passport holders are required
to have an approved guide and special permit to
enter Tibet so numbers are low, with only 270,000
international tourists in 2019. —AFP

UK unemployment
rate dips as 
economy reopens
LONDON: Britain’s unemployment rate dipped
to 4.7 percent in the three month to the end of
April as the UK economy began to emerge
from its lockdown, official data showed yester-
day. Unemployment eased from a rate of 4.8
percent in the first quarter, the Office for
National Statistics (ONS) said in a statement.
The jobs markets is being helped also by the
government’s furlough scheme paying the bulk
of wages for millions of private-sector work-
ers. In May, “the number of employees on pay-
roll grew strongly...., up by almost 200,000,
although it is still over half a million down since
the pandemic struck”, noted Sam Beckett, ONS
head of economic statistics.

Data showed more employers were seeking
to hire, with strong growth in job offers in sec-
tors such as hospitality as coronavirus lock-
down measures began to be eased.

The UK reopened non-essential retail, includ-
ing restaurants and bars, in April, allowing the
wider British economy to recover further from
pandemic fallout. However on Monday, British
Prime Minister Boris Johnson announced a four-
week delay to the full lifting of coronavirus
restrictions in England owing to a surge in infec-
tions caused by the Delta variant. The delay
comes as a blow to Johnson’s plans to fully
reopen the UK economy on June 21 after months
of gradually easing restrictions since March. 

The more transmissible Delta variant, first
identified in India, is now responsible for 96
percent of UK cases, and positive tests have
jumped 50 percent in the last week. Economists
meanwhile expect the unemployment rate to
jump once the government ends its costly fur-
lough scheme at the end of September. In the
meantime, the jobs outlook in the UK is improv-
ing at its fastest pace for 20 years as the hospi-
tality sector struggles to find enough staff,
recruitment firm ManpowerGroup said last
week. —AFP

Mainland travellers flock to region attracted by scenery and multitude of new transport links

Herders to hoteliers: China now
lures millions of tourists to Tibet 

Britain, Australia 
agree post-Brexit 
free trade deal
LONDON: Britain announced yesterday a major
free trade agreement with Australia as London
presses on with efforts to strike new deals with
nations since leaving the European Union.

It follows similar UK trade deals reached with
Japan and the European Union following London’s
divorce with Brussels. Prime Minister Boris Johnson
said the latest agreement “marks a new dawn in the
UK’s relationship with Australia, underpinned by...
shared history and common values”.

“This is global Britain at its best-looking out-
wards and striking deals that deepen our alliances
and help ensure every part of the country builds
back better from the pandemic,” he added in a state-
ment. Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab said on
Twitter that the deal is “an important stepping
stone” in efforts to join a massive free trade zone in
the Indo-Pacific region-the Comprehensive and
Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership.

The UK government added that the deal elimi-
nates tariffs on all British goods “in the first major
trade deal negotiated from scratch” since the coun-
try left the EU. A final “agreement in principle” will
be published in the coming days, it added. The UK-

Australia trade relationship was worth £13.9 billion
(US$19.4 billion) last year and is set to grow under
the deal, the statement said.

Swimwear and whisky 
The two countries plan to “intensify cooperation

on security, climate change and science and tech”,
the UK government said. The deal eliminates tariffs
on imported Australian goods such as wine,
swimwear and confectionery, it said. Going the other
way, British products including cars, Scotch whisky,
biscuits and ceramics will be cheaper to sell into
Australia. It comes after the two nations addressed
issues surrounding the farming sector. British farm-
ers will be protected by a cap on tariff-free imports
for 15 years, using tariff rate quotas and other safe-
guards.  “We are also supporting agricultural pro-
ducers to increase their exports overseas, including
to new markets in the Indo-Pacific,” the UK said.

Low hanging fruit 
The deal with Australia-Britain’s former colony on

the other side of the world-is seen as low hanging
fruit ahead of more difficult free trade talks with the
United States and other major economic powers.
Britain earlier this month announced a free-trade
agreement with three European countries not in the
EU-major fishing neighbor Norway as well as
Iceland and Liechtenstein. Yet the UK finds itself
caught in a dispute with major EU member France
over post-Brexit trading arrangements in Northern
Ireland. Brussels is angered at London’s refusal to

implement checks on goods heading into Northern
Ireland from England, Scotland and Wales.

The European Union is threatening retaliation if
Britain unilaterally extends a grace period for trade
in chilled meat, including sausages, next month. The
Northern Ireland Protocol, signed separately from
the Brexit trade deal agreed in December, is sup-
posed to see checks on goods heading into the
province from mainland Britain. —AFP

COVID-hit domestic 
workers lost far more 
jobs than others: ILO
GENEVA: The pandemic has taken a harsh toll on
domestic workers who have lost far more jobs than
others despite a decade-old international pact guar-
anteeing their rights, the UN said yesterday.

In a fresh report, the International Labor
Organization warned that working conditions for
many of the world’s 75.6 million domestic workers had
not improved since the adoption in 2011 of a conven-
tion entitling them to the same protections as other
workers. And the situation has been made worse by
the COVID-19 pandemic, which hit domestic workers-
the majority of whom are women-far harder than
those in most other professions.

With eight out of 10 domestic workers globally
working in the informal sector, many had no labor or
social protections to fall back upon when the crisis hit.
“The impact on domestic workers was very much
stronger than it was on other parts of the workforce,
so that meant that these workers lost their jobs in
greater numbers or saw their hours of work reduced
to a greater extent than other parts of the workforce,”
ILO chief Guy Ryder told reporters.

“The crisis has highlighted the urgent need to for-
malize domestic work to ensure their access to decent
work,” he said. At the height of the crisis, job losses
among domestic workers ranged from five to 20 per-
cent in most European countries, while the losses
were between 25 and 50 percent in the Americas, the
report showed. Job losses among other employees
were less than 15 percent in most countries.

‘Deeper human impact’ 
Since many domestic workers are migrants who

rely on their employment for the right to remain in the

country they live in, and many are live-in employees, a
loss of employment could also mean a loss of their
residency permit and lodgings. “Behind the aggregat-
ed numbers, I think there is a deeper human impact
which accentuates even more the suffering involved in
the labor market impact of the Covid-19 pandemic,”
Ryder said. —AFP
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A government-organized media tour shows tourists and media members at
Namtso lake in Dangxiong county, known in Tibetan as Damxung county, in
China’s Tibet Autonomous Region. 

A government-organized media tour shows villager Baima at her hotel in the village
of Tashigang in the city of Nyingtri in China’s Tibet Autonomous Region. —AFP photos

Ethiopia launches 
partial privatization 
of Ethio Telecom
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopia yesterday launched a
process to partially privatize its state-owned car-
rier Ethio Telecom, a major step in Prime Minister
Abiy Ahmed’s plans to open the country’s tightly-
controlled economy.  The announcement came
just days before Ethiopians go to the polls on
June 21 and Abiy seeks a popular mandate after
rising to power in 2018 following years of anti-
government protest.

The Ministry of Finance said the government
was “ready to release an expression of interest
(EOI) for the sale of a 40 percent stake in Ethio
Telecom”. “The issuance of the EOI 15 June 2021

will allow international investors to express inter-
est in acquiring a stake in Ethio Telecom, one of
the largest telecom operators in Africa,” it said in a
statement. Investors have 30 days to put their bids
forward, before a second phase of the process is
opened.

The government hopes opening up Ethio
Telecom will make the behemoth carrier-which has
44 million subscribers-more competitive and effi-
cient.  As part of breaking up its monopoly hold
over the sector, Ethiopia this year also issued a
tender to award two licenses to private telecom-
munication operators. In late May, one license was
awarded to a consortium led by Kenya’s Safaricom,
which offered $850 million and promised to invest
$8.5 million over 10 years, officials said.

A second bid by South Africa’s MTN was
deemed too low and turned down. Another tender
for the second license should be issued soon,
according to the Ethiopian Communications
Authority. —AFP

Stocks mostly up as
traders look to Fed
LONDON:  European stock markets and the Dow in
New York rose yesterday following a mixed showing in
Asia, as traders braced for the start of a key Federal
Reserve interest-rate meeting. With inflation surging as
countries emerge from coronavirus lockdowns, markets
are wondering if central banks will raise interest rates
sooner than expected, which in turn could hamper eco-
nomic recovery according to analysts.

With that in mind, the Fed’s two-day meeting — and
boss Jerome Powell’s comments following  Wednesday’s
conclusion — are firmly in the spotlight. Several
observers have warned that the Fed’s pledge to avoid
tightening rates until US unemployment is tamed and
inflation is running persistently hot could backfire if the
economy overheats, which could force it to tighten bor-
rowing costs at a sharper pace.

“We’re in a tug-of-war between the understanding
that we’re having great economic growth and great
earnings growth juxtaposed with the fact that we need
to get our head wrapped around what inflation looks
like,” said Art Hogan, chief strategist at National
Securities. XTB market analyst Walid Koudmani added:
“While other central banks, including the ECB, have
decided to remain cautious, it remains to be seen if the
Fed will finally react to the signs coming from con-
sumers by adjusting its policy, or if it will once again
remain on the sidelines.”

On the digital currency front, bitcoin held a little over
$40,000 after Elon Musk said that Tesla would start
accepting the unit again once it is mined more ecologi-
cally. Marc Odo of Swan Global Investments comment-
ed that “these days, bitcoin’s market pivots on what Elon
Musk tweets — for me, that’s not a great indicator. It’s
like some billionaire’s whim. “I don’t think there’s any-
thing fundamentally moving bitcoin one way or the oth-
er, other than rumors and tweets. That’s not an asset
class I want to be involved with.” —AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (right)
and Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison walk in
the garden of 10 Downing street in central London yes-
terday. Britain has agreed a post-Brexit free trade deal
with Australia, London announced yesterday, adding
that the nations plan to “intensify cooperation on secu-
rity, climate change and science and tech”. — AFP


