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Violence breaks out as French yellow vest protesters take to the streets of Paris on 24th day of country's crippling public transport strike
· Jerome Rodrigues, a leading 'Yellow Vest', was hit in the eye with a police shield during protests in Paris 
· Protesters gathered on the Place de la Bourse and the Gare du Nord train station in the French capital 
· Yesterday, the head of a hardline French trade union vowed to press on with the crippling strike into 4th week
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Violence broke out on the streets of Paris today when French 'yellow vest' protesters gathered on the 24th day of the nationwide multi-sector strike.
Protesters marching against the French government's planned pension reform clashed with the police in Paris on Saturday as police fired tear gas to disperse some groups of demonstrators.
French trade unions have spearheaded nationwide strikes since early December in an outcry over President Emmanuel Macron's pensions overhaul, disrupting schools, railways and roads, while lending support to regular protests.
On Saturday 'yellow vests' - an anti-government movement that sprung up a year ago as a backlash against the high cost of living - joined a rally of several thousand people against the pensions shake-up.
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Philippe Martinez, the mustachioed head of the CGT trade union, pictured at a protest against pension reform in Paris earlier this month. Eric Gaillard, REUTERS
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The head of a hardline French trade union on Friday vowed to press on with a crippling strike that has dampened the festive season, with the stoppages becoming the longest-lasting such action since the 1980s.
The strike against pension reforms championed by President Emmanuel Macron began on December 5 and has seen most of the Paris metro shut down ever since and only a fraction of inter-city trains running.
The union stoppage is now longer than the notorious 22-day strike of the winter of 1995 under late president Jacques Chirac, which forced the then government into a U-turn on welfare cutbacks.
The longest transport strike in France lasted for 28 days, also over Christmas, in 1986 and early 1987. Calls by Macron and others for a holiday truce have gone unheeded.
There appears to be no end in sight to the current walkouts with talks between the government and unions only set to resume on January 7 and major demonstrations planned two days later.
ADVERTISING
"It's a strong movement and still supported by public opinion," said Philippe Martinez, secretary general of the CGT union as he visited picketing workers at a bus depot.
He lashed out at Prime Minister Edouard Philippe, who has said he wants no confrontation with the strikers, accusing him of not being true to his word.
"The government shows how agitated it is with this kind of conception of social dialogue," said Martinez.
His union announced this week it had collected 1 million euros in donations from citizens seeking to support the strikers, who have gone without pay since Dec. 5.
According to an Ifop poll published two days before Christmas, 51% of the French supported the strike, against 34% who opposed it. Other surveys have given higher support for the industrial action.
‘There is no other way’
Transport in Paris remained paralysed on Saturday, a day the French capital would normally be crammed with shoppers seeking post-Christmas bargains or preparing for the New Year.
Just two driverless metro lines worked normally and five lines were completely shut down. National rail operator SNCF said six out of every 10 high-speed TGV trains were running.
SNCF said in a statement that while 8.5 percent of its total employees were on strike, 38.8 percent of drivers were not working.  It said just 35 percent of scheduled TGVs would be working on New Year's Day and 50 percent on January 2.
"I feel like the government is even more cornered than it was in 1995, so we are heading towards a deadlock with the government eventually winning the conflict, but with a lot of collateral damage," said Bernard, a pensioner, as he waited for a train at Montparnasse station in Paris.
Another passenger, Audrey, a saleswoman, said she was in favour of the strike. "They want their voices to be heard, and, unfortunately, there is no other way. Of course there are elections, but it's not enough."
New Year's Eve was also set to be affected with the driverless metro lines 1 and 14 the only ones working into the night, although more night buses were expected to run.
Buses have largely remained running, albeit with a much reduced service, but union activists blocked four Paris bus depots early Friday before being dispersed peacefully by Paris police, the local authorities said.
The unions are demanding the government drops a plan to merge 42 existing pension schemes into a single, points-based system.
The overhaul would see workers in certain sectors – including the railways – lose early-retirement benefits, while millions more are set to see their pensions reduced.
The government says the shake-up is needed make the system fairer, for women and low earners in particular.
But workers object to the inclusion of a so-called pivot age of 64 until which people would have to work to earn a full pension – two years beyond the official retirement age.
Macron is due to give his traditional New Year address on December 31 and his words will be watched closely for any sign the government is prepared to water down the reform.
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French unions meet government as pension strikes continue
Unions vow to continue protests until plans to reform pensions are scrapped
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 Firefighters wave flags of the French trade union CGT during a demonstration in Paris on 17 December. Photograph: Bertrand Guay/AFP via Getty Images
The French government and unions are to face-off over controversial pension reforms, 14 days into a crippling transport strike that has damaged businesses, frustrated commuters and cast a shadow over holiday plans.
After hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets on Tuesday, both sides stood firm prior to a series of meetings. Government officials have previously said they were ready to negotiate.
Union leaders have vowed to continue their action into the new year as the government defended its plan to forge the country’s 42 pension schemes into a single, points-based system.
With attitudes appearing to harden, the CGT union claimed it had cut electricity on Tuesday to tens of thousands of homes in the Gironde department in the south-west and the cities of Lyon, Nantes and Orléans, and about 2,000 households in Paris.
At a meeting late on Tuesday, four unions including the CGT decided to continue their action, which has wreaked havoc on public transport in Paris and other cities, hobbled regional and international trains, and grounded planes on some strike days.
 Commuters wait behind a cordon to access platforms at the Gare du Nord train station, in Paris, on 18 December. Photograph: Alain Jocard/AFP via Getty Images
The unions urged their members to take “local actions” throughout the Christmas holidays, and vowed there would be no let-up unless the reform plan was withdrawn.
Critics say the overhaul could force millions of people to work beyond the official retirement age of 62 – one of the lowest in Europe – by setting a “pivot age” of 64 for a full pension.
The government insists the new system will be fairer and more transparent, improving pensions for women and low earners in particular.
“My determination, and that of the government and the majority, is total,” the prime minister, Édouard Philippe, told parliament on the eve of Wednesday’s talks.
On Tuesday, the French president, Emmanuel Macron, named a new pensions chief, Laurent Pietraszewski, to lead fresh talks with the unions. His predecessor, Jean-Paul Delevoye, was forced to resign when it emerged he had failed to declare income alongside his government salary.
About 615,000 people took part in more than 100 rallies across the country on Tuesday, according to the interior ministry.
The CGT put the figure at three times that, with teachers, hospital workers and other public employees joining transport workers.
Police fired teargas in Paris after protesters hurled projectiles. Thirty people were arrested in the French capital where about 76,000 turned out for the third major march since the strike began on 5 December.
 Employees of the National Paris Opera ballet company protest against pension reforms in the French capital on 17 December. Photograph: Yoan Valat/EPA
The ecology minister, Elisabeth Borne, condemned what she described as “reprehensible” electricity cuts and road blockades, saying five clinics and a fire station had been left without power in Lyon on Tuesday.
Those responsible “will obviously be prosecuted”, she said.
Strike organisers are hoping for a repeat of 1995, when the government was forced to back down on pension reforms after three weeks of metro and rail stoppages just before Christmas.
Commuters in Paris and other big cities have borne the brunt of the transport stoppages so far, but holiday travel plans are now at risk.
National rail operator SNCF said on Tuesday that it would guarantee a seat for each passenger who had bought a holiday ticket on high-speed TGV trains for the coming weekend, though many will face time and date changes, and disruptions are still expected on regional lines.
The Eurostar and Thalys international trains have also been forced to cut services.
In Paris, only half of the 16 metro lines were running on Wednesday, with most of the remainder offering limited services.
About 62% of respondents to a poll for the RTL broadcaster said they supported the strike but 69% said they wanted a Christmas truce.
Businesses are already feeling the impact, with industry associations reporting turnover losses of 30 to 60% on a year earlier, in a period that is usually the busiest of the year.
The strike was costing the economy about €400m ($445m) a day, according to a calculation by the CPME confederation of small and midsize enterprises.
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France strikes: Unions protesting pension reform disrupt transport, shutter schools and force Eiffel Tower to close
Protesters clash with police forces in Paris during countrywide strikes Thursday. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
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PARIS — Crippling strikes began in France on Thursday in response to President Emmanuel Macron’s plans to overhaul the retirement system.
Transport unions led the protests and were joined by air traffic controllers, teachers and health workers.
As a result, 90 percent of high-speed TGV trains did not run. The Eurostar train service — connecting Paris, London, Brussels and Amsterdam — announced significant cancellations. Air France and British budget airline easyJet said they were cutting flights.
Meanwhile, many schools were closed, and hospitals were left understaffed.
In Paris, many daily activities ground to a halt. Eleven of 16 Metro lines were shut down, leaving stations eerily vacant. The capital’s most notable landmark, the Eiffel Tower, was closed.
Thursday’s demonstrations saw a turnout of 800,000 demonstrators across France, according to the official government count. Organizers contested the official numbers, saying they counted 250,000 protesters in Paris, whereas the government calculated 65,000 in the capital.
AD
Either way, the action was far bigger than any of the “yellow vest” protests of the past year, which peaked at 282,000 nationally.
But it also wasn’t the historic mobilization many commentators had predicted. The attack on the offices of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, for instance, had more than a million people demonstrating in the streets of Paris alone in January 2015.
A trade union general assembly is held at a Paris train station. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
Commuters check the state of public transport traffic around the Gare du Nord train station Thursday. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
Thursday’s showing also did not quite live up to the crowds or vitriol of 1995, when the French government last attempted similar pension changes. At that time, millions took to the streets in weeks of protests that shut down the country and forced then-President Jacques Chirac to backtrack in what became a withering political defeat.
It’s harder now to create as big a disturbance, even if social media makes it easier to mobilize. Employees can telecommute, at least for a while, and many French workers did just that on Thursday.
AD
But few can predict how long these strikes will last or what they will yield.
Photos from the Dec. 5 protests in Paris
The protests remain a potential political liability for Macron, a president who has dared to question some of the most generous aspects of a welfare state often seen as the model of the form.
A spokesman for the Elysee Palace said Thursday that Macron was closely following the situation “with calm and determination.”
His retirement system changes were part of his campaign pitch in 2017, an election he won in a landslide — albeit against the far-right leader Marine Le Pen. And for the moment, he shows no signs of backing down.
But neither do the protesters.
“There is noise in the street. I hope the windows of the Elysee are open!” Philippe Martinez, the secretary general of France’s General Confederation of Labor, a major trade union, said in reference to the president’s official residence.
Martinez said his members were waiting on the second act of Macron’s five-year term. “We are listening and no longer pretending that nothing is happening in this country, that there is no anger,” he said.
Commuters and protesters at the Gare du Nord train station. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
Commuters photograph protesters ahead of Thursday’s strikes at the Gare du Nord train station in Paris. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
Unions largely stayed out of the yellow-vest demonstrations against social inequality that stunned France last year. But the two groups share the sentiment that Macron has given short shrift to French workers. And while the yellow-vest demonstrations have largely faded, the emotion behind them could easily be co-opted.
AD
Many yellow-vest protesters were present in Thursday’s Paris march, which extended from the Gare du Nord train station in the north of the city to the Place de la Nation in the east.
“It’s been a year since the [yellow vests] have been protesting the policies of this government,” said Helga Coutelier, 47, an artist. “We will let nothing go when it comes to the rights of workers. Today, living on retirement pensions is already a struggle, and what they’ve announced is to make them even less.”
Macron’s aim is to standardize France’s 42 retirement plans into a single points-based system that would calculate pensions for all employees in the same way. Some of the existing plans, such as those for Paris Metro conductors, allow certain workers to retire as young as 52 and to receive monthly pensions of about $4,100.
AD
Macron’s critics, notably in the unions, insist that a single system would unfairly target the least fortunate, penalizing people for periods of unemployment in a country where such rates remain relatively high — 8.7 percent in the first quarter of 2019, according to Insee, France’s national statistics agency.
Certain sectors also oppose Macron’s one-size-fits-all approach to retirement plans because, in their eyes, different career paths operate on different time scales and thus require special consideration.
Protesters at the official demonstration in Paris. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
A protester, wearing a clown outfit, attends the official demonstration. (Cyril Zannettacci/Agence VU for The Washington Post)
Matthias Bergmann, 57, is the union representative of the Paris Opera. He was in the crowd in the Place de la Republique with a group of opera singers, dancers and employees.
“We are one of the oldest retirement systems in France. It was put in place by Louis XIV for dancers,” he said. “But we have a peculiarity. Our dancers can retire at 42 on a small pension, which then allows them to become a professor or to work in some other capacity.”
AD
But Macron’s changes would mean that Opera dancers would be required to retire at a later age, well after most are physically capable of performing. “There is a lot of excellence at the Opera that would be completely destroyed by all this,” he said.
Not all the protesters were as conversant in the details. “Honestly, I haven’t really looked at it, but from what I understand, it’s not good for us,” said Tom Bougat, 35, an employee with France’s national rail service, the SNCF, who lives in the Paris suburbs with his wife and two children. “I don’t want to spend my whole life working only to die while working.”
Although there were a few incidents of vandalism and destruction, the Paris protest was relatively calm, especially in comparison with the sometimes violent yellow-vest demonstrations that ransacked the Arc de Triomphe, one of France’s most cherished national landmarks, last fall.
AD
Even the French government praised the trade unions for a violence-free day. “The demonstrations went well more or less everywhere in France, and it’s important to underscore that,” Prime Minister Édouard Philippe said Thursday afternoon. “On the whole, these strikes and protests happened according to what had been announced,” he said. “They were well organized.”
Jean-Baptiste Djebbari, France’s state secretary for transportation, took a conciliatory tone Thursday. He said the government had been in discussions with union leaders for months and was ready to find a compromise on how the new policy would be implemented, even if the essence of the program would not change.
Élisabeth Borne, France’s ecology minister, whose department is responsible for transportation services, said any “significant improvement” toward getting services running normally again Friday was unlikely.
“I imagine the movement will continue,” Djebbari told reporters, adding that he hoped for a “rapid end to the conflict.”

