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Paris, April 1 (Reuters).
French Left-wing parties re-
jected President Jacques
Chirac’s call for dialogue
today, reaffirming their plans
to march next week against a
youth job law they insist the
government shoutd withdraw.
Opposition groups, react-
ing to Chirac’s yesterday’s
speech saying he would sign
the law but modify it, said they
! would join unions and stu-
dents to stage more big
protests that have gripped
France.

“We have confirmed our
unanimous agreement to de-
mand the definitive withdraw-
al of the CPE (law) and the
opening of real negotiations
with all unions, students and

. high school pupils before any
new law goes before parlia-
ment,” Patrick Farbiaz, a
leader of the ecologist Greens
party, said after a meeting.

A conservative strategy
huddle earlier today agreed
the law's critics had to hold
talks with the government be-
fore it could introduce any
modifications to the law allow-
ing bosses to sack workers
under 26 during a two-year
trial period.

Protesters say the First Job
Contract creates “Kleenex
jobs” that make it easier for
firms to dispose of young
workers.
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French House d bates

‘tough immigrati

Paris: France headed into a high-
W divisive fight over immigra-

5 “tion policy on Tuesday when In-

terior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy
submitted a bill in parliament to
attract skilled newcomers while
keeping poorer ones out.

His proposal, widely seen as
part of his campaign for the
presidential election next year,
has attracted criticism from left-
wing parties and church leaders

and prompted the far-right to

step up its stridently anti-im-
migrant line.

But it puts him at the centre
of attention at a time when
Prime Minister Dominique de

Villepin is seriously weakened
i by his recent climbdown over
i labour law reform and a grow-

ing scandal about an alleged
smear campaign against Sarkozy.

Ta"HIY

Critics of the proposed !aw say it
will stigmatise foreigners

Sarkozy, the son of a Hun-
garian immigrant, has had to de-
fend himself against charges he
is running a xenophobic drive
to poach votes from far-right Na-
tional Front leader Jean-Marie
Le Pen, who launched his pres-
idential campaign on Monday.

“All democrats should wel-

10N law

t «3\\

come 1t if the National Front’s
score falls,” Thierry Mariani, a
deputy and Sarkozy ally, said on
Monday.

Sarkozy says the bill aims to
attract a new generation of
skilled workers who would em-
brace French values and tradi-
tions, thus easing the tense race
relations that led to last au-
tumn’s suburban riots by youths
mostly of immigrant origin.

The law would create a three-
year “skills and talents” resi-
dence permit to attract skilled
workers. It would also make it
harder for resident immigrants
to bring family here, force
newcomers to take French and
civics lessons and end their au-
tomatic right to a long-term res-
idence permit after 10 years in
France. ReuTeRs
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Premier’s position becoming untenable Y <\

Vaiju Naravane

PARIS: Despite the fact that his
position at the head of a Govern-
ment in deep crisis is becoming
increasingly untenable, French
Prime Minister Dominique de
Villepin remained in a defiant
mood on Thursday, denying any
wrong doing and telling journal-
ists he would not step down.

Mr. de Villepin is accused of
having ordered an investigation
into the financial dealings of his
arch rival, Interior Minister Ni-
colas Sarkozy who was implicat-
ed in a series of fabricated
charges against top French po-
litical, industrial and military
personalities. Mr, de Villepin re-
portedly ordered the enquiry de-

spite  knowing that the
accusations were false and failed
to inform Mr. ozy of the at-

tempted slprider. The Prime
s repeatedly denied
he ordgred such an enquiry.

@ Denles any wrong doing

o Says he is hurt by
" calumny”

But French daily Le Monde
published the full text of the
sworn testimony of former mil-
itary intelligence chief General
Philippe Rondot, who told ma-
gistrates that Mr. de Villepin had
indeed asked him to investigate
the Interior Minister in what has
come to be known as the Clear-
stream Affair.

Scathing criticism

The French press on Thurs-
day was unanimously scathing
in its criticism of the Prime Min-
ister who was accused of lying to
Parliament and to the people.
The right-wing newspaper Le
Figaro which usually supports

. \:&\

the Government asked: “Why
did he repeatedly lie about the
mention of his rival’s name in
connection with these murky
dealings?” Whereas left wing
daily Liberation bluntly called
the Prime Minister “a liar.” The
Opposition and several mem-
bers of his own UMP party are
now openly calling for the Prime
Minister’s resignation.

In an attempt to turn the ta-
bles on his questioners, Mr. de
Villepin said journalists should
abide by the ethics of their pro-
fession, claiming he had been
“deeply hurt” by what he de-
scribed as “sheer calumny.”

Refuting the intelligence offi-
cial’s leaked sworn account, he
said again that Mr. Sarkozy’s
name was not mentioned at
their meeting in connection
with secret accounts and tha
President Chirac “at no pojnt
needed to give me instructiofis.”
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/% Post- riots,

zg\rlghtlst party
~ gains in France

By Craig S Smith

Paris: France’s far-right po-
litical party, the National
Front, has emerged
stronger than ever from the
civii unrest that has
plagued the country in the
past six months, a new sur-
vey shows, suggesting that
the party could play a major
role in the presidential elec-
tion next year.

The National Front’s out-
spoken and vehemently
anti-immigration  leader,
Jean-Marie Le Pen, has had
occasional bursts of sup-
port before: four years ago,
he made it to the runoff for
president, losing to Presi-
dent Jacques Chirac.

But after riots by second-
generation immigrant youth
last fall, Le Pen’s approval
rating in polls surged five
percentage points, t021%, ac-
cording to a survey by IFOP, a
French polling institute, pub-
lished on Friday,

That is not far behind the
approval rating of Chirac’s
would-be successor, Do-
minique de Villepin, the em-
battled prime minister,
whose score slumped to 29
percent this month amid the
political fiasco when nation-
wide protests forced the gov-
ernment to scrap a new
labour law.

Fridiric Dabi, who wrote
the report, said a string of
national crises had bol-
stered Le Pen’s standing, in
cluding the resounding re-
jection last year of a pro-
posed European constitu-
tion, which was officially
supported by Chirac’s gov-
erning Union for a Popular
Movement Party and the op-
position Socialist Party.

A nationwide outburst of
vandalism and arson by the
children of France’s largely
Muslim immigrants further
played into Le Pen’s hands:
the National Front respond-
ed with a computer-generat-
ed video that showed Paris
in flames beneath the ban-
ner, “Immigration, explo-
sion in the suburbs, Le Pen
foretold it.”

The image of French-
Arab and French-African

youths hurling bottles and
stones at the country’s an-
tiriot police during the re-
cent demonstrations
against the labour law is
only likely to reinforce sup-
port for Le Pen, Dabi said.
“All of these crises were
very different, but their
common point is that they
benefited parties outside the
political system,” Dabi said.
The National Front holds
no seats in parliament, but
it has up to 30% of the seats
on some municipal coun-
cils, many seats on regional
councils and seven seats in

the European Parliament.

More than a third of re-
spondents in the IFOP sur-
vey said Le Pen’s party was
in tune with “the concerns
of French people.”

Still, few analysts contend
that Le Pen can repeat his
2002 performance.

The Socialist Party did
not unite behind a strong
candidate in that election.
And although it split over
support for the European
constitution last year, the
party is clearly on the mend.

Its rising star, Sigolhne
Royal, is the front-runner
among presidential con-
tenders in popularity polls,’'
with 34% support among
prospective voters, accord-
ing to a TNS Sofres/Unilog™
survey published this

week. NYT News Service
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Paris: President Jacques
Chirac, juggling the demands
of outraged students, frustrat-
ed lawmakers and his loyal
premier, faces a delicate deci-
sion on how to finesse a con-
tentious youth employment
law to pull France out of cri-
sis. Calls mounted on Sunday
for Chirac to jettison the most
inflammatory part of the law,
a new job contract that would
make it easier to fire young
workers. Many warned that
only a withdrawal would quell
wildcat protests that threaten
to spin beyond the control of
unions and student groups at
the forefront of the two-
month-old protest movement.

“They should put an end to-
day to this vaudeville,” the
leader of the centrist UDF par-
ty, Francois Bayrou, said on
France Inter radio.

France is a country “adrift,
of rulers who no longer hold
the helm,” he said. He suggest-
ed holding early presidential
elections instead of waiting
until next spring to replace
the ‘decomposed’ leadership.

While protesters bounded
onto the court at a Davis Cup
tennis tournament and
staged a sit-in at a busy
supermarket in weekend
demonstrations, key players
in the governing UMP party
met to work out a compromise
plan, based on last week’s
talks with labour leaders.

Chirac kicks off the work-
week with what promises to be
an intense and potentially piv-

Analysts have warned that
only a withdrawal of the
controversial law would quell
wildcat protests that threaten
to spin beyond the control of
unions and student groups
across France

otal meeting with Prime Min-
ister Dominique de Villepin,
Interior Minister Nicolas
Sarkozy and the UMP leaders
who led the talks with unions.
After that, the president will
decide what to do with the law,
according to his aides.

Based on that decision,
unions were to make their
own announcement on
whether to stage more of the

. /4
Chirac comes unde\r/ressure

to scrap“@ont%\?ers‘ﬁé:

job law

protests and strikes that have
shut down universities and
tangled traffic in recent
weeks—and cast a shadow on
what is likely to be Chirac’s

last year in office.
No solution will please
everyone. Many  predict

Chirac will replace the con-
tested article with another
type of contract for young peo-
ple that would satisfy unions.
But that would effectively
bury the job contract that
Villepin so fiercely defended,
and be tough for the head-
strong premier to swallow—
though he insisted last week

_that he is not ready to resign.

Villepin devised the law to
get more young people in the
work force as part of broader
reforms to drag France into
the global economy and shrink
massive youth unemployment,
but critics say it punishes
young people and attacks cher-
ished labour protections.

Their protests have paral-
ysed many schools, and some
students have had enough.
“Make Love, Not Strikes,” read
a placard as a few hundred col-
lege and high school students
circled a Paris square on Sun-
day in a protest demanding
that schools reopen.

Chirac appeared to be seek-
ing to balance the ambitions of
Villepin and Sarkozy, an ener-
getic presidential hopeful who
has distanced himself from
the unpopular law and has
sought a starring role in end-
ing the crisis. agencies

- 2
s Hil' gL Y



(11V) TINIUOA
Jo gmqus SLIed 93} UL MB}
qof YINo& oy JO [eMeIpyIIm
a1[) 10} Sur[ed Joutrey e uo
SSOID Yor[q B saoe[d uewl y

Jieljoy
wdaA

"UOTUN 3I3LIA
N() 90104 Jo [eiduad Aae
-9100S K[ opner)-ueap pres
L paasiyoe Uadq sey HJ0 9l
JO TemeIpyim oY) SULINIIS
Jo 1803 8y SUBsW JeY ], parIng
pue peap st 440 9U.L,, ‘uorun
NS 24} Jo A1e3da09s ‘1I3Iyo
-SY pJelan) pres  ‘JUsieAoll
[e100s € J0J £10}01A 3[(eTUIPUN
ue 1 s1y,], ‘suseduteyo jo doap
B ULID [[1m om sdeyaad,,

£10301A PaJR[OaP ‘S.I19
-Jaom unoA 10} AILTNOISUT 936
-810 prnom 3t Surng.ae ‘aanseawt
ay) pesoddo pey oym suotup)
‘pateadal uey Jeyje. paoerd
-9, duraq sem ‘satarunitoddo
[enba uo mey J8pim e Jo jaed
‘IO oul 1eyl Les 03 [nyaIed
alom urdaf[IA pue Jelry)d
‘pres Asusprsaad ay3  ‘Iom
puyy ardoad SunoA peade;
-ueApestp dey 0} seanseswt

0}

Uy3m mef senrunizoddo renba
93 JO 8 91o1Ie 30e[da 0} PApI0
-9p sey " JuapIsald Ul
'L00G UT SUOTIO9[9
ul Juaplisadd J0} 91eplpued
s A1red JINN SurmJa ayz Sul
-w0d9(q Jo ssduryd siy 3urde
-urep ‘parunow sansesul syj 0}
uotjisoddo se padunyd sSunea
11od S, J9ISTUTA aWlId 3],
"1105ea] B S3UTALS JNO
-31M 93 Jopun SJIaxI0m Hoes 0}
SULITJ PaMOT[e aa.Y PIOM HJD
.21 Ased ‘1Y ASes,, 9], Iealk
1se[ 93e[ sqangns xood ur sur
-1011 JO SY99M J0J Uosea.l Jofet
B pue onssI [eorijod suo J18q
-urnu s, A13unod ayy st sqof jo
yoer] ‘Juad xad gz Jo yuswwhord
-wauUN YInoA adnpal prmom
HdO Y3 pres pey utde[[IA
Arew
-IOU pauoIjouny sIayjo 0g pue

SONLIS Aq wwﬁs%% J0 Pasord,

N3

MO[q ¢

9Jom SaljISIsAIUn 9Al} ATUO
pres A1sturul uoiyeonpa 9yl
‘Furppuimp aq pinos siseyoad
juapnis eyl udis auo Uup
"payeqe Sey 10eju09 843 I3A0
JaSue 1U9apnis JaYldUm Mmoys
pInoys mo.axowo} 1oy pauuerd
stIed ul yoaew 1ssj0ad v
‘Juewt
-fo1dw® YINoA UO SUOTUN YIIm
syTe} uado pnom sy Surppe
‘pres urde[IA ‘10e1IU0Y qOr
Jsa1d oy} jo uoljedridde eif
MO[[e 03 ‘Sotuedwod 1o ‘a1doad
Sunok Fuouwe Js9UI8 ‘BIal)
JOU 31 WIed PUEB 80U8PLJU0D JO
SUCTIIPUOD A1eSS300U UL,
‘ajndstp auy
Jo Sur[puey SIY I8A0 9UI] 31{} U0
‘aaninyg Teoryrfod umo SIy noqe
sjury ou sAed ing peridde
3q J0U PO HJD Y3} pamoys
§15930ad 19911 pue SOYLIIS
Ayl yeuy panaadal ay ssaappe

y F

PR

UOTSIA9[0] B UT pres utdaf[iA
“Pres SISTUOU003 9W0S
‘L00% 8a0Jaq leyIewl Jnoqef
parem3al-ATYS1y SN JO ULI0JaT
Jepeoaq ydwape [[Im souery 4]
-9qI[un 1 sayew HJO Y} 19A0

uIny-f] UsWUIsA08 9yl
Mma13 uorpsoddo
ssewl se dumn(s Aremdod sty
Uass pey Ing AWouod?d Yyouaig
91 JOo uwLIojex 3ureato-qol
Te)a e se (FdO) 1vequo) qop
ISI1,1 oY) pauordureyod pey oym
‘utdsI[IA op enbrurwo(q .Ja}
-STUTIN 9WILLJ 03 MO [euostad

B Sem UOISIOPP S,0vIIYD
AJ10}
-01A SJ91s0301d papuey pue Ja}
-STUTIA SWILIJ STY pauTuLIapun
Jey} umopquilp e ul ‘jsaaun
A18ue JO Saam Ja1Je AePOl mef
qol yno4 e paddeaos orary)
ssnboep juspIsald UYouadyg
(s1amay) o1 [dy ‘stred

(1Y) "Stred ut uidafIA op aNbrumuo( J9)STUIIAl SWILLY

(e[ qol sdeads yeary)H

H

L

~
*

e

THt



~Protesters

\ v

' PARIS, April 5 —
Demonstrators  blocked
i French roads, rail lines and
+ mail delivery trucks today
to demand the repeal of a
divisive employment law,
and unions vowed they
would not compromise
that goal in talks with
President Mr  Joegues
Chirac’s ruling party.

Massive marches vester-
day again drew more than 1
million protesters and
brought renewed violence
putting the unions in a posi-
tion of strength as they
~ headed into talks that Mr
Chirac’s government hoped
might offer a way out of the
crisis. Mr Chirac said in a
Cabinet meeting that he
hoped the talks would be
constructive, a government
spokesman said.

“Students must be able to
prepare {or exams, and
high schoolers must go
back to school.” the Pre-
sident added. Some univer-
sities have been shut down
for weeks, and many high
schools have been affected
as well. Unions were unbe-
nding in their demand that
the law, which would make
it easier to fire young work-
¢rs, must go. Labour leader
Mr Bernard Thibault said
the law’s repeal was “not
negotiable.”
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Controversi
labour law IS

al
NOW

official in France

AGENCE FRANCEPRESS
PARIS.APRII.2

A CONTROVERSIAL
{aw on jobs for young people
in France that has spawned a
series of strikes and some-
times violent protests was
published today in the cfficial
journal. ‘

The official legitimisation
of the youth jobs luw, called
the First Employment Con-
tract (CPE), came after
unions and students rejected
a compromise offered by
President Jacques Chirac to
defuse the crisis.

Chirac’s proposal cn Fri-
day—to ratify the measure,
but suspend its application
and bring in two major
amendments—was flatly dis-
missed by unions, student
and the Left-wing Op-
postfion, and derided by much
ofthe French press.

More determined thanever
to fight the law, its opponents
have called for a major day Of
strikes and demonstrations on
Tuesday, the latest in two
months of protests that have

_— drawn millions onto the

streets, with hundreds of peo-
ple arrested inviolence on the
fringes of the marches.
France's main trade union,
the CGT, warned following
Chirac’s televised adcress on
Friday that it planned to step
up its protests to force the gov-

i

Anti-labour law protests at
the Bastille Square, Paris

ernment to repeal the law,
which opinion polls have said
is rejected by a large majority
of French people.

France has been plunged -
mnto a row over the youthem-
ployment contract, with many
universities closed for a nearly
month, and tensions are
mounting between pro- and
anti-strike students.

Opponents of the con-
tract, which allows employ-
ers to fire under 26-year-olds
during a two-year trial period
without explanation, say it
will erode hard-won labour
rights and make it more diffi-
cult for vouths to find long-
term jobs.
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o Unpopular
labour law reforms -

he politically charged public protest in France that
peaked in Tuesday’s countrywide strike against a
new hire and fire legislation is the strongest rebuff
to the ruling centre-right coalition’s repeated as-
sertions that the country’s social model will not be sacrificed
at the altar of eccnomic reforms. Prime Minister Dominique
de Villepin’s controversial law, which has been upheld by the
Constitutional Council, targets workers between 18 and 26
and has been enacted ostensibly to tackle youth unemploy-
ment, which stands at twice the national average for all age
groups. It is the latest in a succession of perceived pro-
market measures such as the move to merge two state-
owned energy giants and the decision last year to relax the
35-hour working week (a legacy from the previous socialist
government) which allows businesses greater flexibility to
negotiate over-time pay and vacations. Against this back-
drop of a steady erosion in their rights, it is hardly surprising
that trade unions have thrown their weight behind the
popular resistance to the Government’s attack on the unor-
ganised student community. The new law envisages exten-
sion of the probation period for workers from three months
to two years, accentuating uncertainty in a climate of low
economic growth, high unemployment, and simmering so-
cial discontent. Its purported objective is to create jobs for
France’s youth, its vast underclass in particular, that was at
the centre of the riots that rocked the country last Novem-
ber. But such an explanation has only added to the ire of the
protesting students and the general public already betrayed
by the total absence of debate preceding the enactment of
this controversial package. Given its basic objective to single
out a section of the workforce for the extended probation,
members of the socialist opposition in Parliament had chal-
lenged the law as discriminatory and iniquitous. Even trade
unions broadly sympathetic to economic reforms have sug-
gested an alternative in the form of a single contract and a
guarantee of protection to workers relative to the number of
years spent in employment.

In recent years France has been faced with an unprece-
dented challenge to its position in many of the manufactur-
ing sectors under conditions of globalisation. With a highly
welfare-oriented model of social protection like some of the
other Western democracies, it is not alone in attempting to
achieve competitiveness in labour markets. The political
cost of such intervention to incumbent governments has
often been considerable. In France, the ruling coalition was
shocked by the popular rejection of the European Union
constitution last year in what was widely perceived as a
referendum on its policies. It is a moot question whether any
lessons have been drawn from that verdict and if they are
reflected in the formulation of policies. Prime Minister
Villepin who is a contender for the centre-right’s nomi-
nation for the 2007 presidential election must be concerned
about the question more than anyone else.
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Is it a revolution?..-

ELAINE SCIOLINO profiles the anarchlsts onthe streets of Paris

HE images are unnerv-

ing: hooded, swift-

footed youths infiltrat-
ing protest rallies in the heart
of tourist Paris, smashing shop
windows, setting cars on fire,
beating and robbing passers-by
and throwing all sorts of ob-
jectsat the riot police.

They are called the casseurs
— the smashers. With more
huge marches planned for next
week as part of a continuing
protest of a new jobs law, they
are the volatile chemical that
couldignite an even bigger cri-
sis for the government than the
impasse over the law itself.

They create primarily a law-
and-order problem, evoking
the rioting that gripped the tro-
ubled suburbs of French cities
for weeks last fall. Pumped up
by news coverage, these youths
boast of trying to steal cell pho-
nes and money and vow to take
revenge for the daily humilia-
tion they say they endure from
the police.

But the casseurs creaté
image problem aswell, as stri
ing TV images and photogra-

n/

-phs of youths, some of them

masked, and the police using
tear gas and water cannons, gi-
ve the impression of a Paris un-
dersiege. “Don’t Goto Paris,”

After the broadcast
of the first women’s
game, a short video
clip was aired in
which Khamenei
said: ‘Polo is ours.
We have let it go.
Now we have to
reclaim it’

read a headline in the British
tabloid The Sun last Saturday.

In live coverage of the mass
protests in Paris on Tuesday,
CNN compared the protests to
the 1989 Tiananmen Square

uprising in ]g\:l]mg On Wed-
nesday,a CNN correspondent
called the comparison “regret-
table” during a meeting be-
tween Foreign Minister Phili-
ppe Douste-Blazy and the
foreign news media.

What worries the authori- .
ties now is that the targets of
anger are shifting, moving be-
yond attacks on property to at-
tacks on people as well. “T am
deeply worried because we are
seeing an unleashing of vio-
lence by 2,000 to 3,000 thugs
who come to smash and loot,”
Interior Minister Nicolas
Sarkozy said in an interview in
the popular tabloid Le Parisier
on Wednesday. “My objective
is to avoid mistakes by the po-
lice, so that people can protest
insafety.”

The police and independent
analysts say that most of the
vandalism and violence that
has marred the protests has
been by young men, largely im-
migrants or the children of im-
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Strike paralyses France

A A
3 gl

Millions take part in marches acrd\§§ the country ¢

Vaiju Naravane

PARIS: France came to a complete standstill
on Tuesday as a nationwide strike got un-
derway to protest against Government leg-
islation that would allow employers to fire
young under-26 recruits at any time, with-
out explanation during a two-year-long
trial period.

Unions claimed another success in their
escalating campaign against the First Em-
ployment Contract (CPE), with three mil-
lion people taking part in some 130 protest
marches across the country.

Hundreds of thousands of people dem-
onstrated in the streets of Paris, Lyon, Mar-
seille and other major towns as schools,

universities, post offices, banks and railway

and airline services remained severely af-
fected. Thousands of public school teachers
from the nursery to the high school level
marched with their students.

Clashes in Paris

In the capital, which has seen scenes of
extreme violence between police and gangs
of youths intent on wreaking havoc, 4,000
policemen and anti-riot forces were called
out. Despite that, clashes took place as the
rally reached the Republique area of Paris.

Unions have described this as a “make-
or-break” situation.

“It is historic. 1t is unthinkable for the
Prime Minister to stay fixed in his position.
For us there is just one issue and that is
withdrawal of this reform,” said Bernard
Thibault of the CGT union at the start of
the biggest demonstration in Paris.

Unions and student groups are demand-
ing withdrawal of the CPE, but Prime Min-
ister Dominique de Villepin is offering only
“adjustments” on its two most contentious
aspects: a two-year trial period, and the free
hand given to employers during that period
to sack under 26-year-olds without expla-
nation. Meanwhile, unions turned down an

A banner reads “Contract for slave”
during a protest in Marseille on ‘
Tuesday. ~ PHOTO: REUTERS

invitation from Mr. De Villepin to attend .
talks on the contested issue. ‘
Though police personnel were deployed
in the thousands to head off more violence
from out-of-town trouble-makers, a gang
of masked youths smashed cafe windows
near the Place d’Ttalie in the south of the

capital.

Visiting a police station near the route of
the Paris march, Interior Minister Nicolas
Sarkozy told officers their task was “first to
protect the demonstrators, second, to ar-
rest as many hooligans as possible, and
third to protect passers-by and shops.
Whatever the provocation, do not yield to
it”
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French students snub

Paris: f“our French student leaders
bbed an invitation from the
prime minister to hold talks on a new
youth jobs contract, calling instead for
a big turnout at protests and a general
strike due on Tuesday.

“For two months, young people and
working people have expressed their
worries and rejection of the First Job
Contract that makes a period of pre-
cariousness a mandatory phase for an
entire generation,” said student leader
Bruno Julliard, as he read out a letter
signed by him and three other leaders.

The leaders, speaking outside Prime
Minister Dominique de Villepin’s of-
fice, called for a “massive mobilisa-
tion” on Tuesday against the First Job
Contract (CPE) for people under 26,
which allows employers to fire them
without giving a reason during a two-
year trial period.

Strikes are expected to disrupt pub-
lic transport and authorities have
warned of likely disruptions to flights.
With many schools closed, working
parents will need to take time off.

“This Tuesday could be a turning
point, things can change day by day,”
the leader of the CGT communist
labour union, Bernard Thibault, told
the Le Journal du Dimanche weekly.

According to an opinion poll by Ifop
for the same weekly, 83% of 962 people
questioned want President Jacques
Chirac to involve himself with the cri-
sis. Students have blocked dozens of
universities and school children and
parents joined large protest marches
last Saturday, Tuesday and Thursday
that degenerated into fights between
police and rioters in Paris and
other cities. The four student leaders
did not go inside for the meeting re-
quested by Villepin. although three
moderate student leaders, who have
not been involved in the protests,
did meet him.

PM’s Oife for

talks

i} ¥

Students in France are obposing anew
law that makes it easier for employers
to sack young workers

Afterwards, Villepin said he wanted
to find a solution. “I want to respond to
the two main preoccupations of the
young about the CPE—the period of
two years and the conditions of ending
the contract,” he said, adding more
meetings with the students were
planned next week. Nicolas Sarkozy.
widely seen as the main rival to
Villepin on the right ahead of 2007
presidential elections, renewed a call
for a compromise in a speech to his
UMP party. “Twenty years of mass un-
employment, 15 years of mediocre eco-
nomic growth, 10 years of sluggish
purchasing power, seven political
changes since 1981—how can we blame
the young for saying out loud what
their parents think?” he said.

“Knowing how to reach a compro-
mise, that is being courageous and use-
ful to France,” Sarkozy said. geuters
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‘Students snub
French PMs |

!

offer for

ASSOCIATED Press -~ / Y
Paris, March 25 L5000

FRENCH STUDENTS snubbed
an invitation to talks on Satur-
day with Prime Minister Do-
minique de Villepin, bringing
the prospect of further social un-
rest and a nationwide strike next
week a step closer.

Villepin made a new plea for
talks on Saturday, saying he was
ready to discuss the most con-
tentious points of a youth jobs
plan that has sparked repeated vi-
olent protests. He also proposed
more scholarships for students to
help them between graduation
and their first jobs. "I hope that,
through dialogue, we can rapidly
find a solution," Villepin said.

Earlier in the day, leading stu-
dent unions had refused to meet
Villepin and delivered him a let-
ter instead. The students told
Jjournalists they were angry that
Villepin said he was ready only
to discuss changes to the law —
not its withdrawal.

"This is serious: It's a joke to
propose dialogue in this man-
ner," said Julie Coudry, president
of the Student Confederation.
The largest student association,
UNEF, also refused talks. The
lack of any breakthrough left
France facing the prospect of
widespread transport disrup-
tions in Tuesday’s strike and the
possibility of a protracted face-
off over the law, which makes it
easier for companies to hire —

O A
Lot

mpi 2006 Thao i

talks - -

Dominique de Villepin
Crisis hour

and fire — young workers. Civil
aviation authorities said they ex-
pect disturbances.

It remained unclear how Ville-
pin would calm the nationwide
swell of student protests that has
led to blockades at dozens of uni-
versities and violent clashes with
police. Interior minister Nicolas
Sarkozy on Saturday urged
unions and the government to
reach a compromise.

"I urge all parties to take this
outstretched hand because no-
body will come out a winner if
there are no discussions," he told
party members. The impasse
over the jobs measure has ex-
posed France's deep divisions
about the direction of reform,
between those who argue that
new approaches are needed and
others who insist that change
must not come at the expense of
the country's social protection.
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French students say
no to talks Wlth PM

PARIS, \/[a ch 25.
mubbec[ an\invitation to talk today w1th
Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin,
bringing; the prospect of further social
unrest and a nationwide strike next week 1
a step closer. ]

Mr Villepin made a new plea for talks
today, saying he was ready to discuss the
most contentious points of a youth jobs
plan that has sparked repeated violent
protests. He also proposed more scholar-
ships for students to help them between
graduation and their first jobs. “I hope
that, through dialogue, we can rapidly
find a solutlon,” Mr Villepin said.

Earlier in the day, the lcadmg high
school and university student unions had
refused 1o meet Mr Villepin and delivered
him a letter instead. The students told
Journalists they were angry that Mr
Villepin said he was ready only to discuss
changes to the law and not its withdraw-
al. “This is serious: It’s a joke to propose
dialogue in this manner,” said Ms Julic
Coudry, president of the Student
Confederation.

The largest student association, UNFF,
also refused talks, while two smaller, less
representative student unions agreed to
meet Mr Villepin. The lack of any break-
through left France facing the prospect of
widespread  transport  disruptions  in
Tucsday’s strike and the possibility of a
protracted face-off over the law. AP
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France stude

(v A

Paris, March 20: French
trade unions and student or-
ganisations called today for a
one-day general strike on
March 28 to pressure the con-
servative government to with-
draw a new youth employ-
ment law they say undermines
French labour law.

“All the unions are calling
to make March 28 a day of
demonstrations, strikes and
work stoppages,” said Rene
Valadon, confederal secretary
of the Force Ouvriere union.

Prime  Minister Do-
minique de Villepin has reject-
ed suggestions to withdraw
the law and offered to hold
talks with his critics on ways
to improve it.

Over half a million people
demonstrated on Saturday
against the law, which makes
it easier for employers to fire

workers under 26 years old.

Earlier, President Chirac
came to the aid of his embat-
tled government today as it
dug in for a long fight to keep
the law.

Chirac, who until today
had watched from the side-
lines as Villepin has become
engulfed by the middle-class
revolt, told opponents of the
first jobs law (CPE) that it
would stay in force. “It is es-
sential to take steps for youth
employment,” he said.

“Questions and doubts are
being expressed and that is
wholly legitimate, but they
must not lead us to do noth-
ing.”

Chirac’s words were com-
fort for Villepin as he sought to
defuse anger that has united
students, unions and the Left-
wing Opposition. Opinion

AN\
polls suggested that 60 per cent
of the country wants the gov-
ernment to scrap the CPE.

The main criticism of the
law is that it allows companies
to dismiss workers under 26
without giving formal rea-
S0nSs.

Villepin told business lead-
ers that he would stand firm.
“Laws of the republic, voted
democratically by parliament,

-must be obeyed,” he said. He is

said by his aides to be con-
vinced that he can face down
the national protest.

Villepin has won support
from heads of some of
France’s biggest corporations,
and business leaders have
given lukewarm support to
the scheme, partly because
they want an overhaul of
French labour laws.

THE TIMES, LONDON, AND REUTERS

nts call strike

A student holds up his
identity card during a vote
on the general strike in
Toulouse University. (AFP)
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Not 68, but French youths ™~
hear similar cry to rise up™+

The French government seems to fear its people, and the people seem to fear A"
change, says ELAINE SCIOLINO

NCE again, students
are on the barricades in
France, evoking com-

parisons to the uprising of May
1968. Butthisisnotarevolt. Itis
not 1968 revisited.

Certainly, students are taking
to the streets and shutting down
universities, and tear gas penet-
rated the heart of Paris. On
Thursday, hundreds of thous-
ands of protesters, most of them
students, filled the streets and
marchedin cities throughout
France. With teachers, workers,
labour union leaders, the job-
less, even retirees beginning to *

oinin, a larger nationwide
srotest is planned for Saturday.

Andthe images of cheering
students occupying the 17th-
zentury Sorbonne, the birthpla-
ze of the 68 revolt, last Friday
night called forth memories of
that exhilarating, romantic left-
istyouthmovement. .4

But the students’ goal this
time is far more modest. They
want the abolition of a new law,
the First Employment Contr-
act, which aims to increase hir-
ing by allowing employers to fi-
re new workers without cause in
their first two years.

“We’re not back there in’68,”
said Nadjet Boubakeur, a 26-
year-old history major at a pub-
licuniversity and aleader of the
student movement UNEE
“Ourrevolt isnotto get more.
It’stokeep whatwe have.”

Nonetheless, the demonstra-

tions coincide with a time when
the French government seems
tobe in free fall. In the face of
the unrest, President Jacques
Chirac and his ministers have
been reduced to pleading for di-
alogue. The government also
seemed ineffectual during last
fall’s riots, and was battered last

- Maywhen Frenchvoters rejec-

ted anew EU constitution.

In contrast to the fall riots,
which were centered in immi-
grant-heavy, working-class sub-
urbs, these protests are a mostly
middle-class phenomenon that

. seemstobe spreading.

In Paris on Thursday, demon-
strators paralysed traffic for ho-
urs as they marched toward go-
vernment offices. In the upscale
Seventh Arrondissement, a
small group of masked protest-
ers hurled rocks at anti-riot po-
lice officers from a small park
just a few blocks from the prime
minister’s office.

In Rennes, the police used te-
ar gas against youths. In Bor-
deausx, protesters disrupted rail
traffic. In Nancy, youths threw
stones at the police. In Toulou-
se, the university was closed af-
ter clashes. Large protests were

Students clash with the police
and paralyse normal life in
upscale sections of Paris

‘The students are
afraid they have
fewer opportunites
than their parents.
But their parents are
also afraid of
unemployment in the
future. The result is
that society is
politicised, butina’
negative way’

also held in Marseille, Mo-
ntpellier, Lyon, Lille, Cler-
mont-Ferrand, Limoges, Ang-
ers, Nantes and Strasbourg,
Itisamoment of street theat-
re and fierce debate, with swe-
eping commentaries about wa-
tersheds and crossroads and
references to the unrest that

“shook Paris in May 1968. That

was atime of student dreams
and of student revolt aimed at
transforming an authoritarian,
elitist system. It pushed 10 mil-
lion workers to go on strike in
France and came close to forc-
ing de Gaulle from power.

“Sixty-eight was a mass revo-
lutionary movement to create a
socialist society,” said Henri
Weber, now amember of the
European Parliament, who was
a Communist leader of the 1968
revolt and whose photo protest-
ing in front of the Sorbonne
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even appeared in Paris Match.
“We had an idealistic vision.”

The current problemstems
from a flawed educational syst-
em that churns out young peo-
ple who lack the necessary skills
to get jobs, combined with labo-
ur laws that discourage job for-
mation because they require
hugely expensive benefits and
job-security packages that ma-
ke it nearly impossible for em-
ployerstofire anyone.

The headquarters of UNEF,
the student organisation, in a
gritty section of northeast Paris
reflects the disparate nature of

AP

the movement. The walls are
lined with posters advocating
causes like new schools, an end
to the war in Iraq, a boycott of
McDonald’s, a ban on smoking.
The air is filed with smoke. The
motto on UNEF fliers protest-
ing the new labor lawis hardly a
call to action. “Against Precari-
Qusness,” itreads.

But the students have suc-
ceeded in creating an open-
ended standoff between the
government and alarge swath
of the people inwhich both
sides seem to be driven by fear.

The government seems to
fear its people; the people seem
tofear change. :

France likes to think of itself
asrevolutionary. Butitis run li-
ke abig corporation with a pow-
erful president at the head. Any
change in the distribution of po-
wer can set off a erisis. Parliam-

entisseen as tooweak toserve
as acheck to that power. Prot-
ests are one of the onlyways to
get the government’s attention.

“This is amoment of fear,
anxiety and malaise in France
that touches all ages and
classes,” said Anne Muxel, di-
rector of the research centre at
the Paris Institute for Politic