
DAMASCUS: A farmer pours a bucket of wheat kernels into a sack during the harvest season, in a field in the countryside of al-Kaswa, south of Syria’s capital Damascus. —AFP
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DAMASCUS:  Watching a combine harvester grind
through his golden wheat, farmer Yahya Mahmoud is
relieved the yield looks good this year, even as a tanking
economy leaves millions hungry across war-torn Syria.
Before the war erupted in 2011, Syria produced enough
wheat to feed its entire population but harvests then
plunged to record lows, boosting reliance on imports, main-
ly from regime ally Russia. Heavy rains and reduced vio-
lence in parts of the country this year have led to a much
improved harvest, one that farmers and officials hope will
soften the blow of an economic crunch that has plunged
millions into food insecurity. In the Al-Kaswa region near
the capital Damascus, Mahmoud eyed yellow wheat stalks,
their ribbed tips shining under the strong June sun.

“I rushed to harvest my wheat crop this year... to feed
myself and my family,” said the 61-year-old farmer, fear-
ing crop fires as summer temperatures soar. “Those who
grow wheat don’t go hungry,” he added, a brown hat
covering his head. More than nine years into a conflict
that has killed over 380,000 people and displaced nearly
half of the country’s pre-war population, a staggering 9.3
million Syrians face food insecurity, the United Nations
says. The value of the Syrian pound has reached
unprecedented lows against the dollar on the black mar-
ket, sending prices soaring in a country where the UN
says nine out of 10 people now live in poverty. The crisis
has been compounded by a COVID-19 outbreak and
new US sanctions against Syria.

‘A blessed year’ 
In a bid to ease the crisis, many are looking towards

the agriculture sector, which the UN says forms the
largest part of the Syrian economy and contributes to

the livelihoods of millions in rural areas. Farmers across
the country this year were able to use 70 percent of the
land allocated for cereal production, according to the
UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization. 

Mahmoud cultivated four hectares (almost 10 acres)
of land with wheat instead of one in previous years, he
told AFP. “It was a blessed year, with plentiful rain, so we
had to make use of it,” said the farmer, who returned to
his plot two years ago after the government recaptured
areas around Damascus from rebels. 

Inspecting fields nearby, Hisham Al-Sayyad, a local

agricultural official, said farmers in Al-Kaswa have culti-
vated 3,000 hectares of land this year, which is 1,000
more than the year before.

“Syria is an agricultural country,” said Sayyad.
“Despite sanctions and an economic siege, agriculture can
help us achieve self-sufficiency.” Bigger harvests alone do
not guarantee better lives for Syrians, however. Price hikes
fuelled by the Syrian pound’s tumble have made it more

costly for farmers to purchase water, pesticides, seeds and
fuel. Imports of key agricultural equipment has become
very expensive, said Taleb Khalifa, a 51-year-old crop
grower. “We are facing a serious challenge,” he said,
inspecting the engine of a combine harvester.

Self-sufficiency 
To make matters worse, fresh US sanctions came into

force mid-June, exposing anyone doing business with
President Bashar al-Assad’s government to travel restric-
tions and financial penalties. This has spurred fears that
foreign companies may be liable if they do business in
government-held parts of the country.  Khalifa’s combine
is the only functional one in all of Al-Kaswa and is used
to harvest several plots. He feared US sanctions could
hamper the import of spare parts if it broke down. “The
sanctions, in general, are adding to our woes.” Earlier in
June, Foreign Minister Walid Muallem said Syrians
should wean themselves off imports and rely on local
products to combat the effects of sanctions.  Haytham
Haydar, the director of agricultural planning in the Syrian
government, echoed this view.

“We hope to return to large pre-war production lev-
els” of wheat, which stood at around 4.1 million tonnes,
he said from his Damascus office. He said wheat produc-
tion this year reached 3 million tons, up from around 2.2
million tons last year. Haydar acknowledged “rising pro-
duction costs” but blamed it solely on Western sanctions
he described as a “war” on food security. He said the
“economic blockade” on Syria would only boost agricul-
tural production. “Syrians will rely on their own produc-
tion capacities to weaken reliance on imports as much as
possible,” he said.  —AFP

Syria harvest boom brings hope amid hunger
Tanking economy leaves millions hungry across war-torn Syria

China aims to phase
out sale of live 
poultry at markets
BEIJING:  China on Friday vowed to gradually phase
out the slaughter and sale of live poultry at food mar-
kets, in a move welcomed by animal rights activists
amid the coronavirus pandemic. The announcement
came as China stepped up inspections of wholesale
food markets and outlawed the sale and consumption
of wildlife, after a recent COVID-19 outbreak in Beijing
was traced to a major agricultural wholesale market.

The virus is believed to have emerged at a market
that sold live animals in the central city of Wuhan late
last year. “China will restrict the trading and slaugh-
ter of live poultry, encourage the mass slaughter of
live poultry in places with certain conditions, and
gradually close live poultry markets,” said Chen Xu,
an official at the State Administration of Market
Regulation, at a press briefing.

Live poultry kept in cages is a common sight in
agricultural wholesale food markets and “wet mar-
kets”-smaller-scale fresh food markets-across China.
The poultry is traditionally butchered on the spot by
stallholders, or buyers can opt to slaughter the live
animal at home. Some Chinese people traditionally
believe that this allows for maximum freshness. Live
seafood, amphibians and other creatures are also
commonly sold at wet markets.   Scientists believe
the pathogen originated in bats before jumping to
humans through a yet-unknown animal intermediary.

Chen urged local governments across China to
“strengthen supervision of food safety at agricultural
wholesale markets” and “investigate hidden safety
risks”, taking the Beijing Xinfadi market virus hotspot
as an example. “It is understood that more than 70
percent of meat, poultry, seafood, fruit and vegeta-
bles enter the market through wholesale agricultural
markets,” he said.

There are more than 4,100 wholesale markets
nationwide, a commerce ministry official told the
briefing. The announcement was welcomed by animal
rights groups. “We are happy to see that live-poultry
markets are on their way out in China,” said Jason

Baker, senior vice president of PETA Asia.
“PETA hopes the State Administration of Market

Supervision and Administration continues to stretch
their wings and ban all live-animal markets nation-
wide.” —Agencies

Air France, Hop!
to shed 7,580 jobs
PARIS: Air France management said Friday it
planned to eliminate 7,580 jobs at the airline and
its regional unit Hop! by the end of 2022 because
of the coronavirus crisis. The carrier wants to get
rid of 6,560 positions of the 41,000 at Air France,
and 1,020 positions of the 2,420 at Hop!, accord-
ing to a statement issued after meetings between
managers and staff representatives.

“For three months, Air France’s activity and
turnover have plummeted 95 percent, and at the
height of the crisis, the company lost 15 million
euros a day,” said the group, which anticipated a
“very slow” recovery. The aviation industry has
been hammered by the travel restrictions imposed
to contain the virus outbreak, with firms world-
wide still uncertain when they will be able to get
grounded planes back into the air.

Air France said it wanted to begin a “transfor-
mation that rests mainly on changing the model of
its domestic activity, reorganizing its support
functions and pursuing the reduction of its exter-
nal and internal costs”. The planned job cuts
amount to 16 percent of Air France’s staff and 40
percent of those at Hop! With the focus on short-
haul flights, management is counting mainly on the
non-replacement of retiring workers or voluntary
departures and increasing geographic mobility.
However, unions warn that Air France may resort
to layoffs for the first time, if not enough staff
agree to leave or move to other locations.

‘Crisis is brutal’ 
Shaken heavily by the coronavirus crisis, like

the entire aviation sector, the Air France group
launched a reconstruction plan aiming to reduce
its loss-making French network by 40 percent
through the end of 2021. “The crisis is brutal and
these measures are on an unprecedented scale,”
CEO Anne Rigail conceded in a message to
employees, a copy of which AFP obtained.

They also include, she said, “salary curbs with a
freeze on general and individual increases (outside
seniority and promotions) for all in 2021 and
2022,” including executives of Air France. The air-
line told AFP earlier this week that: “The lasting
drop in activity and the economic context due to
the COVID-19 crisis require the acceleration of
Air France’s transformation.” —AFP

9.3m Syrians 
face food 

insecurity: UN

SHENYANG: A vendor records a video to attract online cus-
tomers at a market in Shenyang in China’s northeastern
Liaoning province. —AFP

Airline staff members and unionists of the French
regional low cost airline, branch of Air France, HOP!
demonstrate on Friday at the entrance of the airport in
Morlaix, western France. —AFP

Oman seeks 
$2 billion 
bridge loan
DUBAI:  Oman is seeking a $2 billion
bridge loan from international and
regional banks, a source familiar with

the matter said on Friday, confirming a
report by LPC, a fixed income news
service owned by Refinitiv. The Gulf
state was in talks with banks earlier
this year about funding options,
including a loan of about $2 billion,
but discussions were put on hold due
to the coronavirus crisis and plunging
oil prices, sources previously said.

Discussions had now resumed,
sources said on Friday. Oman sent a

request for proposals to banks in June
for a $2 billion loan with a one-year
maturity, which would be replaced by a
bond issue, one source familiar with the
matter said, confirming the LPC report.

Banks were expected to submit
proposals this week, the source
added. A second source said loan
talks had resumed without giving
details. Oman’s Finance Ministry did
not immediately respond to a Reuters

request for comment. Oman, a rela-
tively small crude producer and bur-
dened by high levels of debt, is more
vulnerable to oil price swings than
most of its wealthier Gulf neighbors.
It was downgraded in June by
Moody’s further into junk territory to
Ba3 from Ba2, with the ratings
agency citing risks related to Oman’s
financing needs and its diminishing
buffers. —Reuters


