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Ruble fall creates
turbulence for
Russian airlines

AFP, Moscow

Their international competitors may be cheering tum-
bling oil prices, but the collapse in the ruble has meant
major financial turbulence for Russian airlines who have
expenses in foreign currencies.

The ruble has slumped by 40 percent this year against
the dollar and euro, mostly due to crude oil prices falling
by half in the past six months as Russia's economy is
heavily dependent upon oil exports.

As jet fuel accounts for upwards of a quarter of the cost
for flights, most airlines are set to see a boost to earnings,

Russian airlines also stand to benefit, but that is
expected to pale in comparison to the double whammy
resulting from the drop in the value of the ruble.

First, traffic on their most profitable international
routes has dropped as Russians stopped travelling as
their purchasing power has been eroded, not to mention
ticket prices being jacked up twice by 10 percent.

Second, the airlines have considerable costs in foreign
currencies -- mostly aircraft leases -- which have nearly
doubled in ruble terms as the currency has slumped.

According to Deutsche Bank, Russia's leading airline
Aeroflot earns 90 percent of its revenue in rubles while 60
percent of its costs are in foreign currencies,

“The situation is very serious,” said Oleg Panteleyeyv,
the editor-in-chief of the specialist website AviaPort.

“The result is obvious: as a drop in traffic is inevitable,
they must return planes to lessors, reduce foreign cur-
rency costs and lower the number of planes and flights, "
he told AFP.

With traffic rising by 15 to 20 percent annually in
recent years, Russian airlines have leased and ordered
new planes from Airbus and Boeing to retire their ageing
fleet of gas-guzzling Russian aircraft.

Uncertainty has hovered for weeks over the third-largest
Russian airline, Utair. Unable to repay some of its debts,
Alfa Bank has been trying in court to seize its aircraft.

AFP, TELOK PANGLIMA GARANG, Malaysia

Activists said a key exploitative factor is

No escape from Malaysian forced labour

Toiling 12 hours a day in a Malaysian elec-
tronics factory amid broken promises on
wages and working conditions, Manu
dreams of returning to his poor Nepal vil-
lage but is restrained by invisible shackles.

His passport has been illegally confis-
cated by his employers at the Japanese-
owned plant on Kuala Lumpur's gritty out-
skirts, and he is struggling to pay off recruit-
ment fees he owes them. He faces additional
fines if he leaves.

Labour activists say such abuses are rife in
Malaysia's electronics manufacturing sector,
avital link in a global supply chain producing
components for major brands like Apple,
Hewlett-Packard, Sony and Samsung.

Electronics account for one-third of the
COUNtry's exports.

But at least one-third -- possibly many more
-- of Malaysia's 350,000 electronics workers
face indentured servitude similar to "modern-
day slavery," a study released in September by
US-based fair-labour group Verite said.

"When I talk to my father on the phone, I
tell him I can't take this anymore," said
Manu, a pseudonym to protect against
employer reprisals.

Up to 60 percent of Malaysia's electronics
workers are estimated to be vulnerable
foreigners from impoverished countries,
and Verite said 94 percent of foreign labour-
ers it surveyed had their passports seized.

"The problems are both more severe and
more numerous than we anticipated,”
Verite CEO Dan Viederman told AFP.

Nearly 36 million people worldwide are
trapped in forced labour, Australia-based
Walk Free Foundation said in November, an
issue generating increasing global concern,

In early December, world religious leaders

AFP/FILE

Malaysian Trades Union Congress Secretary-General Gopal Krishnan answers ques-
tions during his interview with AFP at his office in Subang, Malaysia on November 24.

from wvarious faiths, including Pope Francis,
signed a declaration pledging efforts to end
slavery and human trafficking by 2020.

Manu's ordeal began in 2009 when he
paid an employment agent in Nepal around
$1,300 -- a large sum there -- to arrange work
on an assembly line for electronic capacitors
used in a range of products.

He feels it has been a litany of deception.

Manu takes home about $320 monthly --
a figure which is one-third less than the
amount he says he was promised -- follow-
ing a range of vague deductions and other
costs not previously disclosed.

He feels pressured to work overtime
almost daily, even when sick and claimed
supervisors direct ailing workers to a specific
clinic that refuses to authorise medical leave.

"When I was very sick with high fever for

five days, the doctor still said I was okay to
work, " said Manu.

The promise of free board has not materi-
alised, and some workers live in a single
factory-arranged room with up to 15 others,
and one toilet.

Some told AFP they had worked more
than six months without rest. But quitting,
applying for leave, or complaining can
trigger illegal fines.

"I want to tell (Indonesian President
Joko Widodo) to build more factories and
be successful, so that Indonesians don't
need to come and work in Malaysia," said an
Indonesian worker at the factory.

The factory's operators declined AFP
requests for comment. Interviewees asked
that the factory not be identified, fearing
retaliation.

that many workers are paid and managed by
third-party agents, leaving labourers in a
grey area that prevents them seeking
recourse from factory owners.

Following Verite's report, Hewlett-
Packard said it would closely monitor sup-
pliers to ensure they directly hire workers
themselves and employ no forced labour.

Labour unrest is rare in Malaysia but
recent incidents have sparked concern.

In August, Nepali workers went on strike
at a factory run by JCY HDD Technology, a
Malaysian manufacturer for US hard-drive
and data-storage giants Western Digital and
Seagate, among others.

They claimed a worker had died after
slow and inadequate treatment for chest
pains, blaming the factory, said the
Malaysian Trades Union Congress (MTUC),
alabour advocacy group.

Days later, 20 suspected strike leaders
were transferred to another JCY factory,
where some claimed they were physically
abused, it added. "It was a form of punish-
ment (for the strike)," said MTUC secretary-
general Gopal Krishnam.

Anger boiled over, with hundreds rioting
and authorities detaining dozens of workers.

Fifteen were sentenced to more than a
year in jail, and a number of others
deported, a Malaysian official has said. The
company was cleared of wrongdoing.

Malaysia's economy is a magnet for
migrants from Indonesia, Myanmar and
Bangladesh.

An estimated six million foreign migrants,
most of them illegal, work in factories, plan-
tations, restaurants, and other jobs largely
shunned by more-affluent Malaysians,

But there are perennial reports of worker
abuse and lack of protection from authorities.

Banglalink, Symphony
team up for Android One

STAR BUSINESS DESK

Banglalink yesterday announced its collaborative initia-
tive with Google and Symphony to launch Android One
mobile phones in Bangladesh.

Pre-booking of the handset—Symphony roar
A50—will begin on the website of Banglalink today, with
the handset becoming available for retail by the middle
of next January. The phone with an eight gigabyte mem-
ory card will cost Tk 8,700, according to the statement.

The phone's buyers will get one gigabyte of browsing

data in the first month and an additional 300 MB of data
a month in the next six months for system upgrades and
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From left, Irum Igbal, head of data, VAS and device marketing at Banglalink; Rezwanul
Haque, senior director of Symphony, and Ashraful Hoq, assistant director, attend a
programme in Dhaka yesterday, to announce the companies' initiative to launch an
Android One phone in January.

Md Sadeque, chairman of Fu-Wang Foods, presides over the company's 18th annual
general meeting at Raowa Complex in Dhaka yesterday. Arif Ahmed Chowdhury, man-
aging director, was also present. The company declared 10 percent stock dividends for
the year ended on June 30, 2014.

application downloads.

"Banglalink has always been focused to bring positive
change and add more value for its customers,” said
Solaiman Alam, marketing director of Banglalink.

“We always try to satisfy our customers by providing
them with new experiences through durable and cost-
efficient handsets,” said Rezwanul Hoque, senior direc-
tor of Symphony:.

“We are proud to make this partnership with
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Banglalink and Android One, through which our cus- Qe DI 5 SR AT
tomers will definitely be more satisfied.”
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