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Christmas in 
Lebanon not 
so merry as 
crisis bites
BEIRUT: Rafi Tabakian’s clothing store
in a Beirut suburb is usually buzzing with
customers during the holiday season, but
with Lebanon’s economy in ruins, shop-
pers are in short supply.

“We’ve been in business for 30 years,
and I’ve never seen anything like this,”
he said, adding that sales have dropped
80 percent in December even though he
has cut his prices.

“Now we see customers entering,
asking for the price, and then leaving. It’s
scary,” Tabakian, who produces and sells
clothes in the densely populated, com-
mercial Burj Hammoud neighbourhood
of the capital, told Reuters. Lebanon is
suffering its worst economic crisis, root-
ed in decades of state corruption and
waste, since the 1975-1990 civil war,
leaving streets dimmer and shopping
centers emptier, with many stores and

restaurants void of customers. The eco-
nomic woes have sparked huge protests
against the ruling elite, banks are impos-
ing capital controls, pressure has piled
on the pegged Lebanese pound, and a
hard currency crunch has pushed
importers to hike prices.

Hotel bookings, flights and events
have plunged during what is usually a
busy commercial season for Lebanon,
which has the Arab world’s biggest pro-
portion of Christians.

Many from Lebanon’s large diaspora
normally return home to streets packed
with cars and decked out with lights. But
Pierre Ashkar, the head of Lebanon’s
hotel association, said December book-
ings have plummeted from a usual 65-
75 percent occupancy to 7-15 percent
this year.

“Hotels have closed some parts of
their buildings, are giving employees
unpaid leave and removing services such
as free shuttle transportation to the air-
port to minimize losses.”

Some local councils have opted to
either re-use old decorations or do
without.

“We put up last year’s decorations,
without adding anything because these
are exceptional circumstances,” said

Raymond Atieh, head of the Jdeideh
municipality, north of Beirut.

“The holidays are coming, but they’re
coming with a pinch. People are
angry...People are getting fired, paid
half-salaries, or not working,” Atieh
added. Charbel Daccache, a priest in

Mount Lebanon’s largely Christian town
of Adma, said it was better to help feed
the poor in tough times “than to deco-
rate and throw glitter”. “Some days are
harsh, others are better but it’s not the
end. That’s why I tell people, let it be a
joyous time.”  —Reuters

Greek foreign 
minister visits 
east Libya 
BENGHAZI: Greece’s foreign minister
visited eastern Libya’s Benghazi yester-
day, meeting representatives of strong-
man Khalifa Haftar’s administration amid
tensions with Turkey following Ankara’s
recent maritime agreement with Tripoli’s
unity government. Nikos Dendias landed
briefly at Benghazi airport where he met
the head of Libya’s parallel eastern gov-
ernment Abdullah al-Thani and its for-
eign minister Abdulhadi Lahweej, an AFP
photographer at the scene said.

Lahweej said they discussed the con-
troversial maritime delimitation deal
Ankara signed in November with
Tripoli’s UN-recognised Government of
National Accord (GNA), which expand-

ed Turkey’s claims over a large gas-rich
area of the Mediterranean. Libya is split
between bitterly opposed administra-
tions in the east and west. Since April,
forces loyal to eastern-based Haftar have
been fighting to seize the capital Tripoli.

Athens says the deal between Ankara
and the GNA violates international mar-
itime law and the sovereign rights of
Greece and other countries. On
December 10, Greece urged the United
Nations to condemn the maritime juris-
diction deal as “disruptive” to regional
peace and stability.

On Saturday, Ankara’s parliament also
approved a military agreement with the
GNA, opening the way for more direct
Turkish involvement in Libya’s conflict.
Haftar in June ordered his forces to target
Turkish interests in Libya. On Saturday
evening, Haftar’s forces announced they
had seized a Turkish freighter registered
in Grenada off the coast of eastern Libya.
Dendias was headed to Egypt after his
Libya visit, Greek media reported. —AFP

Egypt reinstates 
info ministry 
in portfolio 
reshuffle
CAIRO: Egypt will reinstate the country’s informa-
tion ministry and President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi has
put the prime minister directly in charge of the gov-
ernment’s investment portfolio, in a cabinet reshuf-
fle approved by parliament yesterday.

Osama Haikal, who served as information minis-
ter from 2011 to 2012, will return as Ministry of
State for Information Affairs, according to the plans
announced by Sisi’s office. Egypt had abolished its
Information Ministry in 2014. It did not say what
would be the main responsibilities of the ministry,
which rights groups say was a symbol of censor-
ship under the rule of Hosni Mubarak.

Sisi has already set up a new regulatory agency
to oversee output from the entertainment and news
industries, with the power to fine or suspend publi-
cations and broadcasters and give or revoke
licences for foreign media. Human rights organiza-
tions and the New York-based Committee to
Protect Journalists have repeatedly criticized media
freedoms in Egypt, which jailed the third most jour-
nalists of any country in the world this year, the CPJ
said this month.

In the reshuffle, which had been rumored for
weeks, Sisi left key portfolios like defense, interior,
finance and foreign affairs unchanged but gave Prime
Minister Mostafa Madbouly direct oversight of the
investment portfolio. It was not immediately clear if
the portfolio will remain a ministry. Barring its oil sec-
tor, Egypt has struggled to attract foreign direct
investment over the past several years. —Reuters

DUBAI: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani on
Saturday welcomed Japan’s decision not to join a US-
led naval mission in the Gulf and said he had discus-
sions on ways of “breaking” US sanctions on a trip to
Tokyo. Friction between Tehran and Washington has
increased since last year when US President Donald
Trump pulled the United States out of Iran’s 2015
nuclear deal with six nations and re-imposed sanc-
tions on the country, crippling its economy.

Washington proposed the naval mission after sev-
eral attacks in May and June on international mer-
chant vessels, including Saudi tankers, in Gulf waters
which the United States blamed on Iran. Tehran
denies the accusations.

In July, Iranian forces seized a British tanker in the
Gulf after British marines captured an Iranian vessel
in the Strait of Gibraltar. Both ships were later
released. “Japan has announced it will not take part in
the Americans’ plans for security in the (Gulf) region
... which is something we welcome,” Rouhani said on
state TV after returning from a visit to Malaysia and
Japan.

“Japan is sending a surveillance vessel but not to
the Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz,” he said. Rouhani
said his discussions in Japan included ways of
“breaking” the US sanctions.

“On breaking the sanctions, the Japanese had a
new proposal and we also had a new proposal and we
discussed this and it was decided to continue the
consultations between the two countries on this
issue,” Rouhani said, without giving details. Following
his meeting with Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe,
Rouhani tweeted on Friday: “I welcome any effort
that could boost economic exchanges, especially in
the energy sector, and increase oil exports.”

A Japanese off icial  who gave a brief ing to
reporters said crude oil purchases were not discussed
at the summit meeting. Japan was a leading buyer of
Iranian oil for decades before the US-led sanctions.

Japan, a US ally maintaining friendly ties with Iran,
is looking to launch its own naval operation rather
than joining the US-led mission to protect shipping in
the region. The planned Japanese operation is set to
cover high seas in the Gulf of Oman, the northern
Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Aden, but not the Strait
of Hormuz. According to a draft plan approved by
parties in the ruling coalition, Japan will deploy a
destroyer and a patrol aircraft for gathering informa-
tion in the Gulf region - which has been the source of
nearly 90 percent of Japan’s crude oil imports.

A European operation to ensure safe shipping in
the Gulf will get underway next month when a French
warship starts patrolling there. The French govern-
ment has pushed for a European security alternative
after ruling out taking part in the US-led mission. 

Parole denial
Iran’s prosecutor general has denied conditional

release for a jailed British-Iranian mother and a
prominent human rights activist, a lawyer for the two
said, according to state media.”We had requested
conditional parole and furlough for both Nazanin
Zaghari and Narges Mohammadi, and the prosecutor
general  has disagreed with both,” Mahmoud
Behzadirad said, quoted late Saturday by state news
agency IRNA.

“Conditional parole is my clients’ legal right,” the
lawyer added. Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe was arrested
in 2016 as she was leaving Iran after taking her then
22-month-old daughter to visit her family.

She had been working for Thomson Reuters
Foundation-the media organization’s philanthropic
arm-and was sentenced to five years in jail for sedi-
tion. Mohammadi, 47, was the spokeswoman for the
Centre of Human Rights Defenders in Iran and had
campaigned against the death penalty.

Initially arrested in 2015, the mother-of-two was
sentenced to a total of 10 years in prison for “forming

and managing an illegal group” among other charges.
The human rights activist reportedly suffers from a
neurological disease that causes muscular paralysis.

She “must be examined... at least every six months
but has not been for several months now,” the lawyer
said, noting that even the intelligence ministry, as the
security body handling the case, had agreed to the
leave. “Zaghari has been examined by a psychiatrist
several times and is in a situation similar to Narges

Mohammadi,” Behzadirad added.
The British-Iranian’s daughter, Gabriela, returned

to Britain in October after having stayed with rela-
tives in Iran since her mother’s detention, visiting
her every week. The two women launched a three-
day hunger strike in January and ended it after
being allowed to resume medical treatment outside
the prison, according to Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s hus-
band. —Reuters
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TEHRAN: Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif (left) listens to his Indian counterpart
Subrahmanyam Jaishankar during bilateral talks in the capital Tehran yesterday. —AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanese anti-government protesters erect a Christmas tree made of
protest banners in Beirut’s Martyr Square on Saturday. —AFP

BENGHAZI: Libya’s parallel eastern government foreign minister Abdulhadi Lahweej
(2nd left) listens to Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias as he visits the eastern
Libyan city of Benghazi yesterday. —AFP

US slams China, 
Russia veto on 
Syria aid as 
‘shameful’
WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
on Saturday described as “shameful” Russia and
China blocking a UN Security Council resolution that
would have extended for a year cross-border human-
itarian aid to four million Syrians.

“The Russian Federation’s and China’s veto yester-
day of a Security Council resolution that allows for
humanitarian aid to reach millions of Syrians is
shameful,” Pompeo said in a statement.

“To Russia and China, who have chosen to make a
political statement by opposing this resolution, you
have blood on your hands.” Humanitarian aid current-
ly flows into Syria through UN-designated check-
points in Turkey and Iraq without the formal permis-
sion of the regime in Damascus, but that authority is
due to expire on January 10.

Germany, Belgium and Kuwait presented a resolu-
tion extending that authority for a year, winning the
support of 13 council members but drawing the
vetoes of Russia and China.

A competing Russian resolution would have grant-
ed a six-month extension while reducing the number
of UN crossing points, but it failed to get the mini-
mum nine votes.

‘A state of shock’ 
Russia, an ally and major supporter of Syrian

President Bashar Al-Assad, has used its veto 14 times

on Syrian issues since civil war broke out there in
2011. Russia’s ambassador to the United Nations,
Vassily Nebenzia, said the latest resolution was
“obsolete” because the authorities in Damascus had
“retaken control of most” of Syria’s territory.

But the UN humanitarian relief department says
the aid remains crucial as the situation on the
ground has deteriorated and Syria is heading into
winter. Four million Syrians directly benefit from the
cross-border aid shipments. “I am in a state of
shock,” Kelly Craft, the US ambassador, said after
the Russian and Chinese vetoes. “I am deeply and
profoundly disappointed.”

British envoy Karen Pierce said the Russian veto
showed “breathtaking hypocrisy” by Moscow.  The res-
olution failed just as tens of thousands of civilians have
been fleeing the northwestern Idlib region amid heavy
bombardments by Assad’s Russian-backed government,
in the last bastion of the jihadist opposition. —AFP

Chile police officer 
charged with 
reckless injury
SANTIAGO: Chilean prosecutors filed charges of reck-
less injury against a military policeman at a Santiago
court as the death toll from anti-government demon-
strations rose to 26.

Chile has been rocked for months by the most severe
protests since the end of the dictatorship of Augusto
Pinochet nearly 30 years ago. There have been multiple
complaints by international rights organizations about
the police crackdown on the protests.

Prosecutors on Saturday identified military police-
man Mauricio Carrillo as the driver of a vehicle that
crushed 20-year-old Oscar Perez, who is being treated
in hospital for a fractured pelvis. The judge said it could
not be determined whether the driver acted intentional-
ly. Jose Miguel Vivanco, Americas director for Human
Rights Watch, said those responsible for excesses
needed to be held to account.

“The material perpetrators and those in command
of the operation must be fired and face criminal
penalties,” he said.  “If that does not happen, the
abuses will continue.” The UN rights office earlier this
month also accused the police and army of violating
international norms and standards for crowd control
and use of force. —AFP


