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DHAKA: Nearly 150,000 workers at more than 
200 Bangladeshi tea plantations went on strike 
Saturday to demand a 150 percent rise to their 
dollar-a-day wages, which researchers say are 
among the lowest in the world. Most tea work-
ers in the overwhelmingly Muslim country are 
low-caste Hindus, the descendants of laborers 
brought to the plantations by colonial-era 
British planters. 

The minimum wage for a tea plantation work-
er in the country is 120 taka a day-about $1.25 
at official rates, but only just over a dollar on the 
free market. One worker said that was barely 
enough to buy food, let alone other necessities. 
“Nowadays we can’t even afford coarse rice for 
our family with this amount,” said Anjana 
Bhuyian, 50. 

“A wage of one day can’t buy a liter of edible 
oil. How can we then even think about our nutri-
tion, medication, or children’s education?” she 
told AFP. Unions are demanding an increase to 
300 taka a day, with inflation rising and the cur-
rency depreciating, and said that workers in the 
country’s 232 tea gardens began a full-scale 
strike on Saturday, after four days of two-hour 
stoppages. 

“Nearly 150,000 tea workers have joined the 
strike today,” said Sitaram Bin, a committee mem-
ber of the Bangladesh Tea Workers’ Union. “No 
tea worker will pluck tea leaves or work in the 
leaf processing plants as long as the authority 
doesn’t pay heed to our demands,” he told AFP. 

Plantation owners have offered an increase 
of 14 taka a day, after an 18-taka rise last year 
and M. Shah Alom, chairman of the Bangladesh 
Tea Association, said operators were “going 
through difficult times with profit declining in 
recent times”. 

“The cost of production is increasing. Our 
expenses have increased as the price of gas, fer-
tilizer and diesel have gone up,” he told AFP. 
Researchers say tea workers-who live in some of 
the country’s most remote areas-have been sys-
tematically exploited by the industry for decades. 
“Tea workers are like modern-day slaves,” said 
Philip Gain, director of the Society for 
Environment and Human Development, a 
research group, who has written books on tea 
workers. 

“The plantation owners have hijacked the min-
imum wage authorities and kept the wages some 
of the lowest in the world.” —AFP

150,000 Bangladeshi tea workers  
strike against dollar-a-day wages

Unions demand 150% rise in pay amid rising inflation, plunging currency

 

Russia economy  
shrinks 4% as  
sanctions bite 

 
MOSCOW: Russia’s economy contracted by 
four percent year-on-year in the second quar-
ter, the national statistics agency said Friday, as 
Western sanctions take their toll in the wake of 
Moscow’s military offensive in Ukraine. In the 
period from April to June, gross domestic prod-
uct “amounted to 96 percent of the level 
attained in the same period of 2021, preliminary 
estimates show”, Rosstat said in a statement. 

It was the first full quarterly growth data to 
be published since Moscow sent troops into its 
pro-Western neighbor in late February and 
western countries slapped stinging economic 
sanctions on Russia in response. After Russian 
GDP expanded by 3.5 percent year-on-year in 
the first three months of 2022, the country is 
now facing a long period of recession. 

The Russian central bank said Friday that it is 
projecting economic contraction of between 
four and six percent for the whole of 2022 and 
then a further contraction of between one and 
four percent for 2023, before growth picks up 
again in 2024. “The decline in GDP will bottom 
out in the first six months of 2023,” said the 
deputy head of the Bank of Russia, Alexei 
Zabotkin. 

“The economy is moving towards a new 
long-term equilibrium... With the transformation 
of the economy, growth will resume,” he said. 
Western sanctions have targeted Russia’s ener-
gy and banking sectors in particular. Inflation in 
the country soared to a two-decade high in 
April, but has since slowed somewhat, but 
remains high, standing at 15.1 percent in July.  

Meanwhile, aluminum producer Rusal 
reported a drop in half-year net profit on Friday 
as Western sanctions over the Ukraine conflict 
and weak domestic demand took a toll. Rusal 
said in a statement that “growing geopolitical 
tensions” and volatility on the markets “nega-
tively affected the activities of Russian enter-
prises in various sectors of the economy, which 
led to a decrease in aluminum demand in 
Russia.” 

Rusal’s net profit fell 16.7 percent to $1.68 
billion in the six months to June 30. Rusal also 
said it had been negatively affected by 
Australia’s ban on alumina exports to Russia as 
well as the suspension of production at 
Mykolaiv alumina refinery in Ukraine. Aluminum 
production costs in the first half of the year 
went up by 33.2 percent to $2,028 per ton, up 
from $1,523 per ton in the first half of 2021, the 
company said. —AFP 

Rhine drops below  
crucial level, hits  
river transport 

 
FRANKFURT: The Rhine river in Germany on Friday 
fell below a key waterline level used as a reference for 
judging its accessibility for shipping. The water 
dropped below the 40-centimetre (15.7-inch) reference 
level in Kaub, a noted bottleneck for shipping where 
the Rhine runs narrow and shallow. 

That level is considered necessary for much of the 
transport along the river. 

But it fell to 38 cm in the early evening in Kaub, 
about 30 kilometers (18 miles) south of Koblenz, and 
was expected to fall further by Monday, according to 
data and forecasts by the federal waterways authority. 
Transport company Contargo warned its barges would 
“not be able to sail without danger”. 

“For reasons of safety, we shall have to largely dis-
continue our navigation on the Upper and Middle 
Rhine”, it said on its website, noting that “no significant 
rainfall is expected in the coming days”. 

About four percent of freight is transported by 
sea in Germany, including on the Rhine, which origi-
nates in Switzerland and runs through several coun-
tries including France and Germany before flowing 
into the sea in the Netherlands. The Rhine has 
become more important in recent months because, to 
reduce its dependence on Russian gas in particular, 

Germany is looking to coal. 
But the large power plants are mainly located 

around the Rhine, a key river for their supply. 
Germany’s biggest companies have already warned 

that major disruptions to river traffic could deal anoth-

er blow to an economy already beset by logistical diffi-
culties. The 2018 drought, which saw the benchmark 
depth of the Rhine in Kaub drop to 25 centimeters in 
October, shrank German GDP by 0.2 percent that year, 
according to Deutsche Bank Research. —AFP

SRIMANGAL, Bangladesh: Bangladesh’s tea garden workers protest in Srimangal on August 13, 2022.  —AFP

DUISBURG: A partially loaded inland vessel with containers moves along the Rhine river at low water level in Duisburg, 
western Germany. —AFP

Fertilizer crunch: 
Albanian farmer  
feeds coffee to fields  

 
MAMURRAS, Albania: With the pandemic and the 
Ukraine conflict sending fertilizer prices through the 
roof, Albanian farmer Alban Cakalli has turned to cof-
fee, one of the Balkan country’s great loves, to nourish 
his fields. The 38-year-old farmer owns only half a 
hectare in the town of Mamurras in northwestern 
Albania, but even still is unable to afford the chemical-
based fertilizers imported from abroad. 

As in other parts of the world, Albania’s agricultural 
sector has been battered by rising costs, with fuel and 
fertilizer prices soaring after Russia, a major producer 
of both commodities, invaded Ukraine. 

To curb expenditures, Cakalli has turned to coffee 
grounds, a natural fertiliser with readily available 
stocks in Albania, where drinking the caffeinated bev-
erage remains a national pastime and cafes dot nearly 
every corner. On an average day, Cakalli says he is able 
to collect up to 40 kilograms of coffee grounds. 

“The Albanians are passionate about coffee,” he 
tells AFP from his farm. The process is time-consum-
ing, requiring him to first collect the used beans before 
mixing the grounds with herbs and later composting 
the concoction for three months. 

But the final product is “rich in nitrogen, magnesium 
and potassium and is a good substitute for chemical 

fertilizers” and “repels insects,” says Cakalli. Many of 
Albanian’s 280,000 small time farmers have returned 
to similar traditional methods to enrich their soil rather 
than pay higher prices for imported fertilizers. 

 
Quality counts  

According to experts, fertilizers and fuels account 
for more than 45 percent of the costs in agricultural 
production in the country. For decades, Albania has 
relied on imports for fertilizer after its factories were 
largely abandoned and slid into disrepair following the 
fall of its communist government in the early 1990s. 
Russia was the top exporter of fertilizer to Albania last 
year, worth a total of $11 million, according to the UN’s 
trade database. 

By switching to coffee grounds, Cakalli says he 
saves between 1,500 and 2,000 euros ($1,550 and 
$2,070) per year. As COVID disrupted global trade, he 
has also diversified his operations in the field. 

He now focuses on growing exotic crops-including 
passion fruit and goji berries-after the import of the 
fruits from South America were stopped during the 
pandemic just as demand began to rise. 

“These fruits were in high demand because they are 
known to help boost the immune system and for their 
antioxidant properties,” says his wife Juli, a 34-year-
old nurse. This year alone, Cakalli has harvested a half 
ton of passion fruit that sells for around 15 euros a 
kilo-which is no small sum in Albania where the aver-
age salary is 460 euros. “People like them a lot, their 
smell is fantastic and even better than those of the 
countries of origin because everything is fresh here,” 
says Cakalli. 

Alban Zusi, an entrepreneur who has been producing 
organic fertilizer from animal waste in northern Albania’s 
Lezha, said the rise in prices has also come with “a silver 
lining” and allowed farmers to return to their roots. 
Others in the industry tend to agree. “Despite the diffi-
culties, there is no shortage of opportunities,” says 
Fatmir Ndoji, the head chef of a well-known farm-to-
table restaurant in the region. “To create pleasure for 
the palate, what counts is quality.”  —AFP

MAMURRAS, Albanie: Alban Cakalli fertilizes passion fruits 
plants in his farm in Mamurras. —AFP

Five Chinese  
firms to delist  
from NYSE 

 
NEW YORK: Five major Chinese companies 
including two of the country’s largest oil producers 
will delist from the New York Stock Exchange, the 
firms said in filings on Friday. Sinopec and 
PetroChina-two of the world’s biggest energy firms-
will apply for “voluntary delisting” of their American 
depositary shares, the companies said in separate 
statements. 

The Aluminum Corporation of China, also known 
as Chalco, as well as China Life Insurance and a 
Shanghai-based Sinopec subsidiary, announced 
similar moves. The delisting plans come as tensions 
between Beijing and Washington climb over US 
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s visit last week to 
Taiwan, which China claims as part of its territory. 

Beijing has raged against the visit, staging 

unprecedented military drills around the self-ruled 
island and suspending cooperation with the United 
States on issues ranging from climate change to 
fighting drug smugglers. The five companies are on 
a list of firms published by the US Securities and 
Exchange Commission that faced delisting from 
Wall Street if they did not comply with new audit 
requirements. 

All five companies said in separate statements 
that they expected to stop trading on the NYSE by 
early September. The new requirements came into 
effect late last year, at a time when Chinese authori-
ties were expressing reservations about China-
based companies listing in the United States. 

The five companies on Friday all pointed to the 
costs of maintaining the US listings as well as the 
burden of complying with reporting obligations as 
factors behind the decision. 

China’s securities regulator on Friday said the 
moves were made by the companies “out of their 
own business considerations”. The delistings “will 
not affect the companies’ continued use of domestic 
and foreign capital markets for financing and devel-
opment”, the regulator said in a statement. —AFP 

Clothing labels  
soon become  
mandatory in France 

 
PARIS: France could soon pass a decree requiring 
every item of clothing sold in the country to carry a 
label detailing its exact impact on the climate. The 
European Union is considering a similar rule for the 
rest of its members. 

A multitude of factors determine a piece of cloth-
ing’s sustainability credentials, from where and how 
its raw materials were grown, to what dyes where 
used in the coloring process and how far it travelled 
before arriving in store. The French Agency for 
Ecological Transition is currently testing 11 propos-
als for how to collect and compare this data. It is 
using 500 items of clothing to determine what the 
new labeling system might eventually look like. 

“The message of the law is clear - it will become 
obligatory, so brands need to prepare, to make their 

products traceable, to organize the automatic collec-
tion of data,” says Erwan Autret, one of the coordina-
tors at the French agency. “Some say the models are 
too simple, some say they’re too complicated, but it’s 
a sign of the maturity of the debate that no one ques-
tions the need for these calculations anymore.” 

The agency is expected to collate the results of 
its testing in the coming months, before handing the 
results to lawmakers. According to the United 
Nations, the fashion industry contributes between 2 
and 4 per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions 
due to its expansive supply chains and energy 
intensive production processes. “The fashion indus-
try produces about 20 per cent of global waste-
water, while 85 per cent of textiles end up in land-
fills or are incinerated when most of these materials 
could be reused,” the organization says. 

“Overall, the industry consumes more energy 
than the aviation and shipping industry combined, 
which highlights the importance of emissions reduc-
tions across the sector.” In response, the UN set up 
the Fashion Charter in 2018 “to provide a clear 
pathway for the fashion industry to achieve net-
zero emissions by 2050”.  —AFP 


