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LONDON: Britain’s government stood accused
Wednesday of actively undermining talks with union
leaders in a bid to encourage strike action and depress
workers’ wages across the economy. The government
was hoping for a public backlash, to justify newly
introduced legislation that would force unions to pro-
vide a “minimum service” in public sectors, railway
union leaders said.

The allegation came as ambulance drivers and
paramedics staged another walkout, prompting warn-
ings of serious risk to the public-part of a wave of
industrial action amid double-digit inflation. Mick
Lynch, who leads the main RMT rail workers’ union,
said the minimum service legislation was a “stage-
managed” climax to the Conservative government’s
anti-union agenda.

“If they were doing that in (Vladimir) Putin’s Russia,
or in Iran, or China, they would rightly be condemned.
Conscripting workers to go to work against their will
is an outrage,” he told a committee of MPs.

“That is a deliberate policy of the government of
this country, to lower the wages of working people
right across the spectrum-especially where they have
an influence-to make them poorer than they used to
be,” he added.

“To me it’s sabotage. And they wanted these strikes
to go ahead.” Lynch and Mick Whelan of the train
drivers’ union ASLEF ruled out one key demand of
government-backed rail operators, to eliminate guards
on trains, and said both sides remained far apart on
pay. They said they were willing to consider one
reported offer from the government, for a one-off cash
bonus to deal with the surge in inflation seen since
Russia invaded Ukraine. But Whelan agreed that the
government had a broader agenda in play.

“It does appear ideological,” he said, insisting that
his union could afford to keep the strikes going “for a
long time”. “We’re in it for the long haul. Our members
will do this-because it’s their futures-for as long as it
takes.” —  AFP

UK govt accused of wanting strikes 
to ‘sabotage’ workers’ rights

LONDON: Ambulance workers hold cardboard signs and flags of the UK’s trade union UNISON as they take part in a
rally at a picket line outside the Docklands Emergency Operating Centre, Newham Dockside, in London on January
11, 2023. — AFP

EU planning new 
subsidies to promote
green technology
MADRID: The European Union is planning new sub-
sidies to promote inhouse green technology and
counter a US measure that the continent’s carmakers
see as protectionist, the bloc’s internal market commis-
sioner said Tuesday.

The US Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) contains
around $370 billion in subsidies for green energy, as
well as tax cuts for US-made electric cars and batter-
ies. European countries have been unsettled by the
policy, which lavishes benefits on buyers of US-made
electric cars, saying it is discriminatory.

“We need to react, we cannot stay still,” European
Internal Market Commissioner Thierry Breton told a
business forum in Madrid. The former French economy
minister said he was “working hard to propose to our
industrial ecosystem something which could be com-
parable” to the US plan.

“We will propose something very quickly,” he said.
Among IRA’s provisions are  tax credits for electric
vehicles-up to $7,500 for new purchases-that will
only apply if the product is assembled in the US and
the majority of components are sourced domestically
or from a free trade partner.

Breton said this would create a “barrier” to trade
which was “unacceptable” and violated World Trade
Organization rules. US President Joe Biden said last
month the Inflation Reduction Act was never intended
to disadvantage US allies. While negotiations are
underway between Brussels and Washington for a
solution, calls for a tough line from some in the EU
have stoked fears of a trade war. — AFP

‘Conscripting workers to go to work against their will is an outrage’

Meta bans ads 
targeted at teens 
based on gender
SAN FRANCISCO: Meta, owner of Instagram and
Facebook, on Tuesday said it will stop allowing
advertisers to target ads at teens based on gender,
as it fights accusations that its platforms are harmful
to young users.

Beginning in February, the social media giant said
advertisers, the source of the company’s massive
revenues, would only be able to use age and loca-
tion when targeting ads at teens globally. In another
break with practice, a teen’s previous activity on
Meta-owned apps will no longer inform the ads
they see, the company said.

In a blog post, Meta said that the changes came
because it recognizes “that teens aren’t necessari-
ly as equipped as adults to make decisions about
how their online data is used for advertising.”
Meta said that the changes reflected feedback
from parents and experts and would comply with
new rules in several countries on content geared
at young people.

The company formerly known as Facebook is
facing increasing pressure and fines to curb its
practice of delivering narrowly targeted ads to its
users, a practice that brings in billions of dollars in
revenue from advertisers every year.

After a long legal tussle, the Silicon Valley titan
was handed a 390-million-euro ($413-million) fine
last week as part of a years-long tussle with the
European Union over advertising. More worryingly
for the firm founded by Mark Zuckerberg, European
regulators also rejected the legal basis Meta used to
justify gathering users’ personal data for use in tar-
geted advertising.

Google and Apple have also faced investigations
and fines by regulators for breaching privacy laws
through targeted ads. In the US, Meta and other
social media giants have mostly faced scrutiny from
local authorities, with nationwide laws blocked due
to intense lobbying by tech giants and a politically
divided Congress in Washington.

The public school district in the US city of
Seattle last week filed a lawsuit against tech giants,
including Meta, for allegedly causing mental harm,
depression and anxiety among students. Public
school officials said they are “holding social media
companies accountable for the harm they have
wreaked on the social, emotional, and mental
health” of teenage students. — AFP

France plans
to speed up 
renewables
PARIS: French MPs on Tuesday moved ahead with
a law to accelerate the deployment of renewable
energy, as the country’s nuclear plants suffer a
maintenance crisis and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine
drives up energy costs. Having secured rare support
from the left, President Emmanuel Macron’s minori-
ty administration is now a step closer to lowering
hurdles to building new solar and wind plants-
including massive offshore wind farms.

Macron has set a target of building 50 offshore
plants by 2050, up from one today, to generate 40
gigawatts of electricity. And he wants to multiply
solar capacity by 10, to top 100 gigawatts. Taking
part in the bill’s first reading with paper slips after a
technical error affected the electronic voting sys-
tem, 286 MPs backed the draft law with 238 against.

Agnes Pannier-Runacher, minister for energy
transition in Macron’s government, told AFP she
welcomed the “responsible positions” taken by the
Socialists and a small independent party who sup-
ported the move.

Just 19.3 percent of France’s energy consumption
is sourced from renewables, short of the 23-percent
objective Macron’s government set in 2020 and
only slightly ahead of coal- and gas-intensive
neighbour Germany.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine at the same time as
the nuclear power crisis has upped the pressure to
boost alternative sources of energy. Scheduled
maintenance and corrosion problems have left 14 of

France’s 56 reactors still offline.
Tuesday’s draft law will now be subject to com-

promise talks between MPs and senators-with the
upper chamber fiercely defensive of mayors’ rights
to have a say in local projects. In an initial compro-
mise with the Senate, the government has promised
to allow mayors to define “acceleration zones”
where renewables can be built more easily.

But the left fears that too many concessions
could let local officials veto projects. “No one will
be able to jam up the system,” a source close to
Pannier-Runacher told AFP ahead of the vote. The
draft law includes provisions allowing projects to be
forced through based on “pressing needs of major
public interest”.

With no majority in parliament, the government
wooed the Greens and Socialists in advance of
Tuesday’s vote to move the bill closer to becoming
law. They secured an abstention from the ecologists
and reluctant backing from the centre-left to get
over the line.

“Sometimes you have to cooperate in the name
of the public interest and the environmental crisis,”
Socialist MP Dominique Potier said, hailing “major
advances” from his party’s amendments. Meanwhile
Greens chief Marine Tondelier said “this isn’t a
definitive abstention” but “we’re expecting better”
from the final bill.

Their partners in the broad left-wing NUPES
coalition against Macron, the Communists and
hard-left France Unbowed (LFI) party, opposed the
new law for its market focus. On parliament’s right,
the conservative Republicans and far-right National
Rally (RN) both oppose easing the construction of
renewables.

Wind turbines “destroy our landscapes” and “set
your eyes and your brain spinning”, RN lawmaker
Pierre Meurin said ahead of the vote. — AFP

Canadian mining 
giant nearing deal 
on huge Panama pit
MONTREAL: The Canadian mining giant First
Quantum Minerals said Tuesday it is close to an agree-
ment with Panama to avert the closure of Central
America’s largest copper mine. But the government of
Panama denied that the two sides were on the verge of
reaching a deal, saying key issues remain unresolved.

The Cobre Panama mine is considered the largest
private investment in Panama’s history, making up four
percent of its GDP and accounting for 75 percent of
its export revenues. Panama had given the company
until mid-December to agree to a new contract under
which the amount it pays annually for its mining con-
cession would rise by a factor of 10, to at least $375
million.

“I don’t think we’re very far away,” First Quantum
Minerals CEO Tristan Pascall said during an analyst
call about the ongoing talks with the Panamanian gov-
ernment. The company added in a statement that it is
willing to accept and in some cases surpass Panama’s
demands on money, environmental protection and
workplace standards.

But the Panamanian government later said Pascall’s
remarks “do not reflect the reality of the situation”
because the two sides “disagree on certain fundamen-
tal issues.” It said the company had made proposals
that will boost its profits when copper prices are high
and protect itself when prices are low.

Negotiations on a new contract at the huge open
pit mine have been underway for more than a year but
have deadlocked on the issue of how much the compa-
ny would pay to Panama. On December 15 Panamanian
President Laurentino Cortizo increased pressure on
the company by ordering the closure of the mine,
except for maintenance work.

However, First Quantum Minerals said Tuesday that
operations had actually never stopped but that it was
preparing for such an eventuality, which it said would
put thousands of people out of work. “There has been
progress and movements since December 14 and final
items do need to be resolved, but they do need to be
resolved fairly for us to close this out,” Pascall said.

The huge copper deposit was discovered in 1968
and lies on Panama’s Caribbean coast, 240 kilometers
(150 miles) by road from the capital Panama City. First
Quantum, one of the largest copper miners in the
world, began commercial copper production at the site
in 2019, through its local affiliate, Minera Panama.

It has spent $10 billion on earthworks, construction
of buildings to house more than 7,000 employees, the
purchase of heavy machinery, a power plant, a port for
deep-draft merchant ships, access roads, and re-
forestation plans. — AFP

German watchdog raps 
Google over users’
data practices
BERLIN: Germany’s antitrust regulator on
Wednesday criticised the way Google handles users’
data and threatened action against the US tech giant.
Data collected by Google was used to “create very
detailed user profiles which the company can exploit
for advertising and other purposes”, the Federal Cartel
Authority said.

Based on a preliminary assessment, the watchdog
determined that users were not given sufficient clarity
on the “far-reaching processing of their data across
services” by the tech company.

“General and indiscriminate data retention...  is not
permissible” without giving users choice, the watch-
dog said. The Federal Cartel Authority was therefore
“currently planning to oblige the company to change
the choices offered”, it said, adding that it expected to
issue its final decision this year. “Google’s business
model relies heavily on the processing of user data,”
said the authority’s chief Andreas Mundt. The digital
giant had “access to relevant data gathered from a
large number of different services” which meant it
enjoyed “a strategic advantage over other companies”,
Mundt said in a statement.

The warning comes after Google was classified as a
company of “paramount significance across markets”
in 2021. The designation gives Germany’s regulators
the option to intervene earlier against potentially
uncompetitive practices by huge digital companies.

Wielding the new legislation, the watchdog has also
opened probes into US tech giants such as Amazon
and Facebook. At the end of last year, the regulator
shelved a separate investigation into Google’s News
Showcase service, after the firm made “important
adjustments” to ease competition concerns.

Big tech companies have been facing increasing
scrutiny around the globe over their dominant posi-
tions as well as their tax practices. In July 2022, the
European Parliament adopted the Digital Markets Act
to curb the market dominance of Big Tech, with viola-
tors facing fines of up to 10 percent of their annual
global sales. — AFP

Electric cars and major challenges for auto manufacturers to promote green technology.


