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‘Attention must be 
paid’ to sufferings of 
Palestinian people
By Dr James J Zogby 

With mass protests roiling Lebanon and Iraq,
unsettling developments in Syria and Yemen,
and the latest episode of the continuing

soap opera that calls itself Israeli politics, little atten-
tion is being given to the plight of the Palestinians. One
consequence of this neglect is that both Israel and the
Trump administration feel they have been given a free
hand to accelerate the oppression of the beleaguered
Palestinian people.  

Two reports passed my desk this week, both of
which make this point and require our attention. First,
as a result of the loss of US aid to UNWRA, the
agency reported that it has been forced to make dras-
tic cuts in programs and personnel. I will quote freely
from the UNWRA report in order to fully establish the
magnitude of the loss. 

In Gaza, “in order to protect food assistance
[UNWRA] provides to one-half of the population, oth-
er critical programs were cut.” These included: all
housing subsidies for those still rendered homeless
from the 2014 war; drastic reductions in in the “cash
for work program” (cut by 59 percent) and the com-
munity mental health program (cut by 40 percent). In
addition, UNWRA was forced to end all repairs to the
refugee camps’ water and sanitation systems and to
end “programs supporting students whose education
was impacted by conflict.” 

In the West Bank, funding was slashed by 67 per-
cent, resulting in: ending the community mental health
and mobile health clinic programs; ending the “cash for
work program for 90,000 refugees,” and limiting food
assistance to only 30 percent of eligible refugees. In
addition, as a result of cuts to educational programs,
the average class size in the West Bank has been
expanded from 30 to 50 students. Even more desper-
ate were the cuts to UNWRA programs serving
refugees in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan. 

All of this has been compounded by the Trump
administration’s decision to cut funding to American
non-governmental organizations that provide important
development and humanitarian support to Palestinians
throughout the occupied lands.  In addition to being
denied essential services by these cruel decisions,
Palestinians living under military occupation have been
forced to endure continued acts of repression and bru-
tality at the hands of the Israeli military and vigilante
settler groups, both of which operate with impunity
throughout the West Bank. This brings me to the sec-
ond report - a weekly cataloguing of human rights vio-
lations compiled by Mondoweiss. While these Israeli
behaviors are reported only occasionally in the press,
seeing them collected, in full, each week presents a hor-
rifying picture of life under Israeli military rule.

Because this last week witnessed the celebration of
Jewish holidays, there were a number of incidents
directly related to hostile measures taken to allow
Israelis to visit holy sites in the West Bank. For exam-
ple, on Oct 17, busloads of Israeli settlers, escorted by
Israeli army personnel, entered Nablus without per-
mission to pray at the site Jews believe to be the burial
place of the prophet Joseph. Since Nablus is within
Area A, it is supposedly under the full control of the
Palestinian Authority. As Palestinians gathered to
protest this incursion, they were fired on by Israeli sol-
diers. Four were shot and wounded with live ammuni-
tion, 17 were injured by rubber bullets, and 34 were
hospitalized suffering from smoke inhalation. 

The Israeli occupation forces also used the holy
days to close Hebron’s Ibrahim Mosque to Muslims for
two days, giving Jewish worshippers full access to the
mosque. They also closed several major arteries in the
West Bank to allow for settlers to travel freely and to
hold a “settlers’ marathon race”.  

During this same period, the Israeli military invaded
at least 14 Palestinian villages, shot and injured nine
young men, and detained over four dozen. These raids
included a number of home invasions, which resulted in
extensive property damage and theft, and an attack on
a wedding party that witnessed beatings and injuries
to some of those present who objected to the soldier’s
behavior.  A continuing reality of daily life in the West
Bank are attacks by settlers on Palestinians farming
their land located near Israeli settlements and outposts.
The most notorious of these occurred in the village of
Burin where settlers have engaged in numerous attacks
disrupting villagers harvesting their olive crop. This
past week, settlers uprooted olive trees, set fires that
consumed hundreds of acres of farmland, and beat
Palestinians who attempted to stop this vandalism.
Settlers also attacked and beat Israeli volunteers who
had come to assist and protect the Palestinians of Burin
during the harvest. 

NOTE: Dr James J Zogby is the President of the
Arab American Institute

It’s one of the iconic images of Lebanon’s protests: The
tears of a soldier torn between his duty and a loving
crowd - the same dilemma now facing the national

army. An unprecedented, cross-sectarian protest move-
ment demanding the removal of an entrenched political
elite has paralyzed the country since Oct 17, leaving the
army with a difficult task. When demonstrators this week
blocked roads to press their demands, soldiers were
deployed to reopen them.

What could have been a tense sequence ended with
protesters singing the national anthem, praising the sol-
diers and handing them flowers. “There have been repeat-
ed attempts by the political establishment... to get the mili-
tary to clear the street,” said Aram Nerguizian, a
researcher at the Center for Strategic and International
Studies. “The Lebanese Armed Forces have resisted these
attempts,” said Nerguizian.

Fadi Daoud, a retired army general, said the armed
forces had to juggle what have become “two contradic-
tory duties” - protecting the people’s freedoms and exe-
cuting the orders of the political establishment. Its task
has been further complicated by the emergence of
counter-demonstrations by party loyalists looking to

confront the protesters lambasting their leaders. The
Lebanese army was in tatters at the end of the 1975-
1990 civil war, an empty shell in a country that was
under Syrian occupation until 2005. Meanwhile, the
Iranian-backed Shiite militia Hezbollah grew to outgun
the army, which took years to restore its credibility but
never lost its popularity.

‘One of us’ 
“The Lebanese military is one of the very few institu-

tions that is both close to being representative of the
public, demographically, and at the same time behaving in
a way over time that is broadly credible,” Nerguizian
said. With around 80,000 personnel, the army is seen as
a symbol of national unity that has weathered sectarian
divisions and tensions over the years. According to
Daoud, the unprecedented protests that have gripped the
country could be an opportunity for the army to further
increase the legitimacy it needs “to build up its strength
and viability.”

It has received billions of dollars from the West in
recent years but its claim to being the country’s protector
continues to be rivalled by Hezbollah, the only group that

did not disarm after the civil war. Observers say the
unprecedented nationwide nature of the protest movement
is likely to create bridges between the demonstrators and
the army. In 2005, which was the last time that many peo-
ple took to the streets, the army was caught between the
rival pro-Syrian and anti-Syrian camps.

Today, political leaders have diverging positions “but
the street is one”, said Daoud, who served in the military
from 1983 to 2019. The images of the soldier who was
moved to tears by the protests and those of another
embracing his father who was among the demonstrators
touched the heart of the Lebanese public. “He’s crying
because he’s one of us, he feels our pain and we feel his,”
said Ali, a 34-year-old among the thousands occupying the
main square in Beirut every day.

Graffiti reading “the army is a red line” has started
appearing on the walls of Beirut, another sign of its popu-
larity among the protesters. With the protesters calling for
the wholesale dismissal of the political class without offer-
ing a clear alternative, some have argued the army could
step in. Pictures of the commander of the armed forces,
Joseph Aoun, have started appearing on social media with
the slogan: “Save us!” — AFP 

Lebanese security forces stand between supporters of the Shiite Hezbollah movement (foreground) and anti-government protesters (background) at Riad al-Solh square in the
capital Beirut on Friday. — AFP 

High stakes for army as protests engulf Lebanon 

Washington Watch 

Globe-trotting 
Lebanese lenders
face toughest 
test at home

Lebanon’s economic crisis is a litmus test for the
resilience and domestic support of its banks as well
as their potential for sparking contagion abroad.

Lebanese lenders remained closed for a seventh working
day on Friday, with the small, heavily indebted
Mediterranean country paralyzed as hundreds of thou-
sands of people protest over economic strife, leaving
schools and businesses shut. The government has
responded by promising reforms which involve banks
stumping up 5.1 trillion Lebanese pounds ($3.4 billion)
towards deficit reduction in next year’s budget, partly
through a rise in tax on their profits.

“These measures should weaken the banking sector
as they will cut into their profit margins over the next
year,” said Natasha Smirnova, portfolio manager at
PineBridge Investments, pointing out the levy was just a
one off for next year. Financial services make up 8 per-
cent of gross domestic product in the country of 6 mil-
lion. Bank deposits to GDP stand at 243 percent, the third
highest ratio globally after Luxembourg and Hong Kong.

“Banks have an enormous role in government funding,

as they are almost their only source of financing, and the
cabinet/ central bank will proceed with utmost caution
so they do not hurt the sector too much,” Smirnova
added. Lebanon’s unorthodox “financial engineering”
relies on them drawing in FX deposits from abroad by
offering high interest rates to help shore up the country’s
pressurized FX reserves.

Lebanon has 66 registered lenders, with commercial
banks holding just over $260 billion of assets, central
bank data showed, though a handful of large players
dominate. But while banks in Lebanon have an unusually
wide geographic spread due to its estimated diaspora of
around 14 million, their closure so far appears to pose
relatively little threat to wider financial stability.

The Lebanese have a long history of emigration and
settling around the world, with large, mostly Christian,
expatriate populations in Brazil and the United States in
addition to Shiite communities in Africa. “Lebanese banks
have significant operations in the region, but this is main-
ly through a subsidiary model, where those operations
are ring-fenced,” said Farouk Soussa, senior economist
with Goldman Sachs. “This minimizes the risk of financial
contagion either way.”

Bank Audi - Lebanon’s biggest bank by assets - oper-
ates in 11 countries including Saudi Arabia, Egypt, France
and Switzerland. Its annual report showed that of its total
assets of $47.2 billion, nearly 70 percent came from
Lebanon at the end of 2018 compared to just over 60
percent the previous year. Its Turkish arm Bank Odea, in
which Bank Audi holds a 75 percent stake, accounted for
nearly 13 percent of assets while Egypt accounted for 8.2
percent. However, the share of both countries in total
assets had declined due to currency depreciation.

“Bank Audi’s branches and subsidiaries abroad are
stand alone entities and are therefore not affected by the
crisis Lebanon is currently witnessing,” it said on Friday
in response to questions from Reuters. Blom Bank oper-
ates in around 10 countries including Britain and
Romania. But of the bank’s $36.7 billion of assets at the
end of 2018, nearly 83 percent came from Lebanon, with
another 9 percent from MENA, including Egypt, Jordan
and Iraq. Asked what effect the crisis in Lebanon was
having on its branches and subsidiaries abroad, Blom
Bank said it had “witnessed an increase in its foreign
operations”, without giving any further details. Bank of
Beirut in 2011 bought Australia’s Bank of Sydney, which
offers mortgages, home loans and savings accounts and
states on its website that deposits were covered by the
Australian Government Deposit Guarantee.

Salim Sfeir, chairman of Bank of Beirut and the
Association of Banks in Lebanon said he expected bank-
ing operations will fully resume once banks re-opened.
Bank Audi said it was servicing and replenishing ATMs,
collecting cheques deposited at smart ATMs and “pro-
cessing emergency requests”.

Many of Lebanon’s lenders focus on banking expatri-
ates rather than being systematically entangled in the
financial ecosystems of other nations. The other factor
limiting the potential repercussions of the stresses in the
Lebanese banking system is that many western banks
have limited exposure to the country, which was shat-
tered by civil war between 1975 and 1990. It now faces
sluggish growth and high unemployment. “It might make
you think of Ireland where banking sector stress will
completely bring down the whole economy,” said Nafez
Zouk at Oxford Economics. — AFP

Egypt farmers tackle 
climate change with 
comedy, community

In a small village 45 minutes from the city of Assiut, in
southern Egypt, a group of farmers and their families
gathered to watch a theatre performance that aimed to

find the funny side of climate change. The hour-long com-
edy, which has so far been performed in 50 villages in the
Upper Egypt region, in the country’s south, tells the story
of a farmer who refuses to pay for a new, more water-effi-
cient agricultural canal.

When a snake bites him and he is thought to be dead,
the farmer hears how much his family and neighbors hated
him because he rejected modern farming methods. At the
end of the show, he changes his perspective. The play is
part of a $7-million project funded by the World Food
Program (WFP) and managed by the Egyptian Ministry of
Agriculture that aims to help farmers in the region cope
better with climate change threats through modern tech-
nology, sustainable growing techniques and better under-
standing of climate issues.

Organizers say the project, which started in 2013 and is
scheduled to end early next year, has boosted the produc-
tion of some major crops by at least a third and drastically
cut water consumption on the farms involved. It is one in a
series of efforts the Egyptian government has made over
the past decade to limit the negative impact of climate

change on farmers across the country. “Community mobi-
lization on the issue of climate change can encourage
many people to embrace the ideas of the project. And the-
atre is one of the methods to mobilize the community,”
said Ayam Abu El-Hagag, an actor in the traveling troupe
and also an agricultural advisor. He noted that each time
the troupe delivers a joke on stage, the characters explain
the information to make it accessible to all farmers, even
those with little or no formal education. “Comedy helps
people understand things easier,” he added.

Highly vulnerable
Climate change has been a major challenge for Egypt

and according to the WFP, “southern Egypt is one of the
areas most vulnerable to climate change within the region”.
Environmental groups regard Egypt as one of the countries
most threatened by the negative effects of climate change,
which include sea-level rise, water poverty, and deteriorat-
ing public health and ecosystems. The WFP forecasts that
Upper Egypt could lose up to 30 percent of its food pro-
duction by 2050 as climate change brings more extreme
weather and other threats. Saber Osman, director of the
climate change adaptation department at Egypt’s Ministry
of Environment, told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that
losses could lead to a major crisis for Egypt’s farming sec-
tor. Agriculture represents almost 15 percent of the coun-
try’s gross domestic product and employs about a third of
the workforce, he said. The idea behind the WFP project is
to get farmers involved in the frontline fight against climate
change and stamp out bad farming habits, said the project’s
director, Othman El-Sheikh.

That includes encouraging farmers to plant crop vari-
eties that require less water and to follow new irrigation

methods to reduce water consumption. Farmers also learn
how to combine traditional farming techniques with more
modern technology, such as solar-powered irrigation pumps
and an app that alerts farmers to incoming weather events.

One main focus for the project is to help farmers work
together, to cut the cost of seeds by buying them in bulk
and planting them across several neighboring farms,
Sheikh explained. “Fragmented agricultural holdings are
common throughout Egypt in general and in Upper Egypt
in particular,” he said. When they work independently,
many farmers cannot afford to access high-quality
resources, which lowers their productivity and leads to
about 10 percent of land lying fallow, he added. The initia-
tive helps farmers organize into groups of at least 70, who
agree to pool their resources.

Every planting season, the Society Development
Association in Sahel Selim, which is working with the WFP
on the project, buys enough seed for all 70 farmers and
divides the seeds equally among them. The farmers carry
out the sowing and eventual harvesting together, cutting
costs by sharing equipment and manpower, Sheikh
explained. The hope is that once the project ends, the
farmer groups will be making enough revenue to allow
them to buy high-quality seeds for themselves, he said.
Sheikh added that almost 2,000 farms have been consoli-
dated into larger farming groups through the project in the
past three years. The WFP project also runs a loan program
that provides villagers with goats and ducks to give them
an alternative source of income in case their crops fail.
Sabrine Haridi, a 33-year-old mother of four children in
Sahel Selim, said she got a loan to acquire 38 ducks, which
allow her to cover the family’s expenses, even in seasons
when her husband’s wheat harvest falls short. — Reuters


