
BEIRUT: A Lebanon-made electric car
made its debut Saturday, the first time
the Mediterranean country has manu-
factured an automobile, despite strug-
gling amid a dire economic crisis with
frequent power cuts. The red sports car
- named “Quds Rise”, using the Arabic
name of Jerusalem - is the project of
Lebanese-born Palestinian businessman
Jihad Mohammad.

It’s the “first automobile to be made
locally”, Mohammad told reporters, at
the unveiling in a parking lot south of
Beirut. It was built in Lebanon “from
start to finish”, he said of the prototype,
emblazoned at the front with a golden
logo of the Dome of the Rock, the
shrine in Jerusalem’s Al-Aqsa mosque
compound, Islam’s third holiest site. The
car is to cost $30,000.

Production of up to 10,000 vehicles is
hoped to start later this year in Lebanon,
with cars to hit the market in a year’s
time, said Mohammad, the director of
Lebanon-based firm EV Electra.
Mohammad, 50, said he set up the com-
pany four years ago after years abroad,
employing Lebanese and Palestinian
engineers among 300 members of staff.

He says his long-term goal is to com-
pete on the international market for
hybrid and electric cars, as well as to
make sales in Lebanon. But the unveil-
ing comes as Lebanon struggles amid

its worst economic crisis in decades,
and imported car sales are at a record
low, in part due to capital controls and
drastic devaluation on the black market.

‘Step in the right direction’? 
Dealers sold just 62 new cars in the

first two months of 2021, almost 97 per-
cent less than the same period a year
before, f igures released by the
Association of Automobile Importers in

Lebanon showed. The economic crunch
since late 2019 has plunged more than
half the population into poverty.

But Mohammad said potential
Lebanese buyers would be offered the
opportunity to pay for half the new
electric car in dollars, with the rest paid
in Lebanese pounds at an exchange rate
better than the black market one, to be
paid over five years without interest.
Lebanon also relies on fossil fuels for

power generation, already insufficient
for a population of around six million
who suffer daily power cuts.

To power its new electric cars, the
firm plans to set up around 100
recharging stations across the country
connected to generators. These could
then be fueled by solar and wind power
generation, Mohammad said.
Independent energy analyst Jessica
Obeid welcomed the innovation, but

said the vehicles would only be envi-
ronmentally friendly if the power sector
underwent serious reform.

“The energy sector is the biggest
contributor to Lebanon’s greenhouse
gas emissions,” and already under pres-
sure due a shortage in dollars to import
fuel, she told AFP. But, she added, “if the
electric vehicles have solar charging
stations, then this would be a step in the
right direction.” —AFP
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KHALDEH, Lebanon: (Left) Palestinian members of the Al-Quds association flash the victory sign as they pose by the “Quds Rise”, the first ever electric car produced in Lebanon, dur-
ing an unveiling ceremony in south of the capital Beirut on Saturday. (Right) Lebanese-born Palestinian businessman Jihad Mohamad, arrives in the “Quds Rise”. —AFP

New bloodletting 
hits Spanish 
banking sector
MADRID: In Spain where bank tellers were
once legion, the sector is again reeling from
thousands more job cuts as a 10-year trend
gathers pace due to the ongoing pandemic.
Two more big banks announced thousands of
layoffs last week with 8,300 jobs to be axed at
CaixaBank, or one in f ive of i ts  staff , and
3,800 at its smaller rival BBVA, accounting for
16 percent of the workforce.

The announcements  drew an  angry
response from Spain’s big unions, the UGT
and the  Workers ’  Union  (CCOO), who
denounced the cuts as “brutal” and “scan-
dalous”. Late last  year, Banco Santander,
Spain’s largest bank, said it would cut 3,500
jobs while Banco Sabadell moved to lay off
1,800 staff.

All of them have made the same argument:
that in a context of low interest rates which is
expected to continue, they have to cut costs
by reducing the number of branches rendered
unnecessary by the growth of online banking.
Online transactions at BBVA have grown by 87
percent over the past two years, while branch-
based operations have fallen by 48 percent,
the bank said on Thursday.

This  b loodlet t ing  i s  not  new in  Spain :
between 2008 and 2019, the  sector  shed
around 100,000 staff - or nearly 40 percent of
its employees - after narrowly escaping col-
lapse during a financial crisis when banks only
survived thanks to a massive public bailout.

Consolidation 
As  a  wave of  conso l idat ion  took ho ld ,

Spain’s huge network of smaller local banks
which fuelled a property bubble two decades
ago by lending willy-nilly, were absorbed by
bigger rivals who began slashing staff. In the
past decade, the number of bank branches
were cut in half, a report by the Moody’s rat-
ings agency found. “Over the past decade, the
Spanish banking system has undergone one of
the most profound consolidation processes in
Europe,” it said.

Between 2008 and 2019, Spain had the
highest number of branch closures and job
cuts in Europe, with 48 percent of its branches
shuttered compared with a bloc-wide average
of 31 percent, and 37 percent of its staff laid
off compared with 19 percent in Europe. “In
Spain, the two things we have a lot of are bars
and bank branches... but it’s a model that is no
longer profitable,” remarked Ricardo Zion, a
banking expert at the EAE Business School.

With the explosion of online banking, “only
older people go to branches, not the younger
generation,” he said. According to World Bank
figures cited in the report, Spain had 105 bank
branches per 100,000 residents in 2008, three

times the European average. By 2019, that fig-
ure  had dropped to  46 , s t i l l  double  the
European average. “The employment restruc-
turing process is not yet over,” nor is the con-
solidation, predicted Robert Tornabell, a bank-
ing specialist at the Esade business school.

To remain profitable, “banks must get big-
ger... and close branches that need a lot of
staff but don’t justify the cost,” particularly in
rural areas, he said. The coronavirus pandemic
has only aggravated the problem because in a
sluggish economy, banks make less money and
look elsewhere for profitability, Zion said. 

In the case of CaixaBank, a merger with
smaller rival Bankia that was finalized last
month  would  enta i l  the  c losure  of  many
branches, some side-by-side on the same
street, Tornabell said. For staff, this new wave
of layoffs was likely to be more traumatic than
those in the past that largely involved people
close to retirement.

CaixaBank has warned that half of its 8,300
cuts would involve people under 50. “It won’t
be easy for these people to get back into the
job market ,”  Z ion warned. Their  fa te  has
caused some concern within Spain’s Socialist-
led government. “These are highly-educated
people, meaning they are a human resource
that needs to be protected as much as possi-
ble,” said Economy Minister Nadia Calvino.
“At the same time, I have expressed my con-
cern about the high salaries and bonuses of
senior managers within financial institutions”
that are slashing jobs, she said. —AFP

Waiting for 
Wi-Fi: Italy’s 
digital divide
COLLE DI TORA, Italy: The last
time a customer tried to pay by card
in Anna Rita Pani’s grocery store in
Colle di Tora, a small town outside
Rome, things got a bit awkward.
“We had to wait 15 minutes for the
card reader to work... Meanwhile,
we were just standing there, staring
at each other,” she told AFP.

Her card reader works with Wi-Fi,
but Colle di Tora is one of the least
connected towns in Italy - itself a dig-
ital laggard compared with the rest of
the European Union. Closing the gap
is a priority for Prime Minister Mario
Draghi and his drive to revive Italy’s
coronavirus-ravaged economy with
EU-funded investments.

He will today present to parlia-
ment his plan to spend some euro
191.5 billion ($232 billion) in loans
and grants from the EU’s post-virus
recovery fund between now and
2026 - with digitalization expected
to be a major focus. For Italy, part of
the challenge is to transform places
like Colle di Tora, which are not so
much cut off from the modern world,
as a little behind. 

Weather halts service 
The medieval town some 80 km

northeast of Rome is a relatively

popular tourist resort, nestled on a
ridge overlooking a lake and close
to waterfalls, woods and natural
reserves. “The situation here is OK,
but if you need to send a bigger
email it might take a few minutes
instead of  a few seconds,” said
Mayor Beniamino Pandolfi.

Fortunately, Colle di Tora is on a
government list of 200 municipali-
ties earmarked for the publicly-sub-
sidized rollout of fiber optic broad-
band. Last week, workers were lay-
ing fiber optic cables in one of the
main squares, and telecoms compa-
ny Open Fiber said super-fast
Internet would be operational by the
year’s end. “We’ll welcome it with
open arms,” the mayor said.

At the moment the post office -
which the town’s 360 residents rely
on to withdraw cash, as there is no
bank - sometimes closes down
because i ts  Internet fai ls . Bad
weather can disrupt the signal, and
is also a problem for mobile phone
reception and streaming TV servic-
es. Poor connectivity has become a
serious problem since the start of
the pandemic, which has forced
people to spend months at home. 

Simona Cardella, owner of a dry-
cleaners, said her teenage daughter
struggled with online lessons while
schools were closed. With video
calls, “sometimes the audio is off,
sometimes the video is off, and if the
weather is bad the signal cuts off
completely”, she said. Sometimes
unable to download the syllabus or
upload her homework, her daughter

was reduced “to do lessons via
WhatsApp”, Cardella said. 

Offline Italy 
The government wants every

Italian to have access to super-fast
internet by 2026 - but it has a long
way to go. Nearly a quarter of
Italians do not use the Internet, and
one third of households have no
fixed connection, according to fig-
ures released last month by national
statistics agency Istat. Meanwhile
only 30 percent of households had
access to latest-generation broad-
band in 2019, albeit up 6.1 percent-
age points from the previous year.

Italy - the eurozone’s third
biggest economy - was ranked

fourth from the bottom in the
European Commission’s latest index
of digital competitiveness (DESI),
beating only Bulgaria, Greece and
Romania. Mayor Pandolfi notes that
taking latest generation broadband
to isolated areas like Colle Di Tora
could make them attractive locations
for remote working.

For other residents, it would just
bring them into the 21st century. Pani’s
22-year-old son Nicolas is a keen
gamer, but he complains it can take
“four-five days” to download a
PlayStation game that his friends in
Rome can get in a couple of hours.
“It’s not like I cannot live without it,”
he said. “But if (the Internet) was a lit-
tle bit better it would be nice.” —AFP

Apple moving 
forward on 
app privacy 
SAN FRANCISCO: An update to the software
powering some billion iPhones around the world
kicks in today with an enhanced privacy feature
critics fear will roil the internet advertising
world. Apple will begin requiring app makers to
tell users what tracking information they want to
gather and get permission to do so, displaying
what have been referred to as “privacy nutrition
labels”.

The move by Apple, which has been in the
works for months, has sparked a major rift with
Facebook and other tech rivals and could have
major implications for data privacy and the
mobile ecosystem. Digital ads are the lifeblood
of Internet giants such as Google and Facebook,
and are credited with paying for the cornucopia
of free online content and services.

An update to the iOS software that powers
iPhone, iPad, and iPod devices brings with it an
“App Tracking Transparency framework” that
stops apps from tracking users or accessing
device identifying information without permis-
sion. “Unless you receive permission from the
user to enable tracking, the device’s advertising
identifier value will be all zeros and you may not
track them,” Apple said this week in an online
message to developers. The requirement, which
some developers adopted early, will apply to all
iOS apps as of today, according to Apple.

‘Change agent’ 
Mobile Dev Memo analyst and strategist Eric

Seufert said Apple’s new framework could
“upend” the app economy along with digital
advertising more broadly, calling the new policy
“a change agent”. Seufert said in a blog post,
“It’s impossible to dismiss the fact that digital
advertising on mobile is conducted through
what Apple defines as ‘tracking’: Explicitly
purging this activity from the ecosystem will
require the mobile operating model to change.”

With more than a bil l ion iOS powered
devices in active use around the world, a change
to the mobile operating system that potentially
hampers the effectiveness of digital ads could
be significant. Platforms such as Facebook or
Google that rely on advertising typically get
paid only when someone takes an action such as
clicking on a marketing message. Ads made
irrelevant because less is known about users
could mean fewer clicks and, by extension, less
revenue.

Mobile apps and the Internet in general have
flourished by providing information, games,
driving directions, and more free of charge, with
ads bringing in money to keep data centers run-
ning and profits flowing. While some people
using iPhones might grant permission for track-
ing, marketers fear many will opt for privacy.

During an earnings call early this year,
Facebook warned that Apple’s change to its
mobile operating system will likely make it
tougher to target ads. Facebook chief executive
Mark Zuckerberg said in the call that Apple was
becoming one of his company’s biggest com-
petitors, with its rival smartphone messaging
service and tight grip on the App Store, the sole
gateway onto iPhones. —AFP
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COLLE DI TORA, Italy: Colle di Tora mayor Beniamino Pandolfi is pictured on
April 21, 2021 by the City Hall of the medieval town some 80 km northeast
of Rome. —AFP


