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S Leone scraps 
project for 
Chinese-built airport
FREETOWN: Sierra Leone has scrapped a
$400-million scheme for a Chinese-built airport,
saying the project was too costly, but Beijing
sought to dismiss the concerns yesterday. In a
statement, the ministry of transport and aviation
said that “after serious consideration and due
diligence,” the government had determined the
Mamamah International Airport initiative was
“uneconomical”. All contracts under the project
are being terminated, it said on Wednesday.

China’s foreign ministry said yesterday the as-
sertions that projects “do not contribute to local
livelihoods do not correspond with the facts.”
“When cooperating with Sierra Leone, China al-
ways follows the principle of equal consultation,”
spokesman Lu Kang told reporters during a reg-
ular press briefing. Critics say China’s approach
to development abroad is exacerbating debt
problems in poorer countries, but Chinese and
African leaders rejected such concerns at a sum-
mit in Beijing last month, with President Xi Jin-

ping pledging another $60 billion for the conti-
nent. Sierra Leone’s previous president, Ernest
Bai Koroma, signed a loan agreement with China
for the airport shortly before elections in March
that his party lost. His successor, Julius Maada
Bio, vowed to stop the scheme.  He also lashed
Chinese infrastructure projects generally as “a
sham” that brought the impoverished West
African state scant economic benefit.

The scheme entailed building a new airport
around 50 kilometers outside the capital Freetown.
It would be completed in 2022 and managed and
maintained by the Chinese. But critics questioned
the need for a new airport given that Freetown’s
existing airport, Lungi, is operating below capacity.
The government on Wednesday said it was looking
into the possibility of building a bridge between
Freetown and Lungi airport-a scheme that has
been priced at more than $1 billion.

The airport and another major Chinese proj-
ect, a toll road, shouldered their way into Sierra
Leone’s presidential election in March. Several
candidates declared the schemes were unaf-
fordable and should be scrapped or reviewed.
Bio went furthest, going on record as saying
“most of the Chinese infrastructural projects in
Sierra Leone are a sham with no economic and
development benefits to the people.” —AFP

SANAA: Yemeni Ahmed Houbeichi is not act-
ing out some childhood fantasy when he
peers down on the street below from his tree-
house. War and poverty have forced him to
seek out such a lofty shelter. Wearing a red
shirt, white turban, and a loincloth around his
hips, the 29-year-old recounted how he lost
everything, and how his country’s dragging
war has left him homeless and destitute. Just
a few months ago, he ran a small grocery
store, “but the prices
went up and the debts
accumulated”, he said. 

‘I felt ashamed’ 
He would sell items

to customers on credit,
but they could not pay
him back as the cost of
living increased when
the local currency de-
preciated amid a collapsing economy. In-
debted, bankrupt and unable to pay the rent
for his shop where he also lived, Houbeichi
found himself without a roof over his head in
the Yemeni capital, Sanaa. A four-year war
between the Iran-backed Huthi rebels and
the government, which is backed by a Saudi-
led military coalition, has resulted in severe
food shortages in a country already consid-
ered the poorest in the Arab world. 

“I was late on the rent by only one month,

which made the owner angry, so he asked me
to leave,” Houbeichi said. “He kicked me out.
He threw my stuff onto the street. I felt
ashamed, everybody was watching me as if I
was an insane person.” It was then he hit on
the idea of living in a weeping fig growing on
the busy Street 30 in rebel-held Sanaa.

His new home among the leaves has a
door made of left-over wood from his old
shop, while sheets and blankets draped be-

tween the branches
provide both a
makeshift roof and a
soft platform on which
to perch. There are a
couple of pillows, and
some bags hold his
few possessions. And
he easily clambers up
and down. “It’s better
than being on the

street, and no one comes to you asking for
rent,” said Houbeichi wryly. 

A small solar panel provides some elec-
tricity, and the little money he makes moni-
toring children playing at a foosball table is
just enough for food. “There is no work. I
hardly earn any money from the games cen-
tre, and work is going to get worse because
school started and the students returned to
class,” he said. “It just enough for food, for
one meal a day.” More than 22 million Yeme-

nis-three quarters of the population-are in
need of food aid. According to the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF), Yemen’s econ-
omy is expected to contract by 2.6 percent
in 2018, while inflation has been projected at
42 percent-inevitably leading to higher un-
employment rates. 

Black market
Houbeichi’s struggle is not uncommon as

the war has pushed millions to the brink of

famine. Jalal Qasim, 45, teaches Arabic at a
school in the southwestern city of Taez by
day and sells gasoline on the black market
by night. “It’s a very distressing situation,”
he told AFP, adding a teacher’s salary “isn’t
enough for his personal expenses, let alone
his family expenses, like rent.” Nearly
10,000 people have been killed and more
than 56,000 injured since 2015, resulting in
what the UN has called the worst humani-
tarian crisis. —AFP

War, poverty force Yemeni 
to build home in a tree

Yemen’s economy expected to contract by 2.6% in 2018

SANAA: Homeless Yemeni Ahmed Houbeichi poses for a picture inside his tree house, built on a big tree in the
middle of a public street, in the Yemeni capital of Sanaa. —AFP

Saudi Arabia 
opens high-speed 
railway to public
JEDDAH: Saudi Arabia’s new high-speed
railway opened to the public yesterday,
whisking Muslim pilgrims and other trav-
elers between Makkah and Madinah,
Islam’s holiest cities. The Haramain High
Speed Rail system will transport passen-
gers 450 kilometers via the Red Sea port
of Jeddah at speeds of up to 300 kilome-
ters per hour. Two trains, each carrying
417 passengers, departed from Makkah
and Madinah at 8 am, according to the
state-run Saudi Press Agency.

Two daily services are initially planned in
each direction, it said. Saudi King Salman on
October 25 inaugurated the high-speed rail-
way, which local officials described as the
biggest transportation project in the region.
The new link will slash the travel time
Makkah and Madinah from several hours to
120 minutes, transport officials said. The rail
project, dogged by several delays, was built
at a cost of more than $16 billion, according
to Saudi media.

In 2011, Saudi Arabia signed a deal for a
Spanish consortium to build the rail track,
supply 35 high-speed trains and handle a 12-
year maintenance contract. The kingdom is
boosting its infrastructure spending and ex-
panding its railways, including with a $22.5
billion metro system under construction in
the capital Riyadh, as it seeks to diversify its
oil-dependent economy. The annual hajj pil-
grimage, which is to be held in September
next year, attracts more than two million
Muslims to the Makkah region. — AFP 

MAKKAH: Saudi passengers walk in the platform at
Makkah’s train station as the new high-speed railway line
linking Makkah and Madinah opens. —AFP

Better than
being on 
the street


