
AL-BAB: Mohammed Al-Debek, a schoolteacher in
northern Syria, is on strike: the currency devalua-
tion in neighboring Turkey has slashed the value of
his salary by two-thirds. His town of Al-Bab lies in a
northern area of war-torn Syria that in recent years
has turned into a de facto Turkish protectorate.

Because the Turkish lira is now the main curren-
cy in the area, its recent nose-dive has heaped fur-
ther pain on the people living there. “My salary in
2017 was worth 160 dollars, but today it is worth 50
dollars, a fraction of its value,” the 33-year-old told
AFP outside the washed-out yellow walls of his
school.

“It’s barely enough to pay the rent.”
Ankara does not only have military control of the

border region, but most of the products available on
the markets and even the mobile phone operator
are also Turkish. Areas of northern Syria run by
Turkish-backed rebel groups switched to the lira as
the main currency last year, replacing the massively
devalued Syrian pound.

The lira has lost 45 percent of its value against
the dollar this year alone and Debek’s purchasing
power has plummeted, as has everybody else’s in the
region. “After the collapse of the lira, I was forced to
look for a second job after school,” he said.

His new afternoon job in a bookshop earns him

another $40 but that still leaves him short of the
$200 he says he needs to make ends meet. Turkey
directly administers several districts of northern
Syria and, to seal its presence in the area, has
invested heavily in education, health and other
sectors.

‘Sleep hungry’ 
The region’s economic fate is inextricably tied to

Turkey’s and the lira’s sharp fall in recent weeks
piled more misery on an enclave whose inhabitants
are already scarred by war. A recent UN report on
the humanitarian situation cited estimates that “97
per cent of the population, even those that are in
employment, are living in extreme poverty”.

Inflation is soaring just as fast as it is in neigh-
boring Turkey, with basic food items such as
bread selling at record prices and purchasing
power at its lowest ever. And when the price of a
bag of flatbread stops rising, locals say, the
amount of bread inside goes down. Ahmed Abu
Obeida, an official with the region’s chamber of
commerce who also owns a company importing
food products from Turkey, acknowledged that
consumption had slumped.

“The demand for basic materials has decreased,
and the citizens in general cannot afford basic
things such as their daily needs in food, medicine

and heating,” he said. Hanaa Al-Yasbu, a 36-year-
old woman who was widowed in an air strike five
years ago and has since been living in a camp for
war-displaced people, is one of them.

She usually earns around 20 Turkish lira a day by
harvesting wheat and potatoes, enough to keep her

five children warm and fed. With her daily income
now worth just a dollar and a half, Hanaa has to
venture into the countryside to find firewood.

“I dream that I have about 50 lira a day to buy
food for my children to feed them, so they do not
sleep hungry,” she said. —AFP 
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Turkish lira collapse piles 
misery on northern Syria

Currency devaluation in Turkey slashes value of salaries by two-thirds 

AL-BAB, Syria: Workers wait to be picked up for a job in the rebel-held city of Al-Bab in Syria’s northern
Aleppo province on the border with Turkey. — AFP

NBK trains its 
staff on ISO 
20022 Standard
KUWAIT: As part of its continuous strides to sup-
port its human resources by qualifying them with the
best training programs that enhance their skills,
National Bank of Kuwait (NBK), in partnership with
SWIFT, has organized a training program for the
employees of Funds Transfer Department on the ISO
20022 Standard for Financial and Payment
Messages, which is the standard of choice for all next
generation Instant Payment systems. 

On this occasion, Abdullah Al-Mutawaa, AGM-
Group Operations at National Bank of Kuwait said:
“In line with NBK’s belief in the importance of train-
ing and development as a key investment, the bank
has tied up with SWIFT to provide training aiming to
upskill Funds Transfer Department SME’s on the ISO
20022 and CBPR+ Standards, which  are the latest
international financial messaging standards.”

“NBK is one of the first banks to train employees
on the ISO 20022 Standard, which is the new global
standard for payment systems, given its numerous
benefits including improving payment automation,
enabling a consistent data model across the entire
payment chain, and maintaining compliance with
regulatory requirements,” he mentioned.

The training aimed to create expertise within the
team to adapt to and seamlessly handle any system
and process changes expected from the new
Standard, as well as to combine the benefits of the
new Standard to drive other automations that
impacts the payments area. In addition, the program

sought to create a seed
team that will be utilized
for training other depart-
ments within the bank
that may be impacted as
a result of this change, he
added. Al-Mutawaa
pointed out that the ISO
20022 Standard enables
carrying rich and struc-
tured remittance informa-
tion, party details and
regulatory reporting, not-

ing that the high-quality data it can provide will
boost anti-money laundering and anti-fraud controls.

The training program comes in line with NBK’s
plans and strategy towards developing and upgrad-
ing its infrastructure to accommodate the digital
future of payment systems, while applying the high-
est standards of efficiency and security. He explained
that NBK’s adoption of this Standard reflects its
commitment to support innovation and digital trans-
formation, relying on the implementation of the latest
solutions and advanced technology to provide top-
notch services that are on par with international
standards, he noted. NBK pays paramount attention
to developing the capabilities of its employees, har-
nessing all its resources to progress their career by
providing top-notch training and development pro-
grams, in cooperation with the most reputable edu-
cational institutions around the world. In addition, it
consistently supports its employees in building their
careers within the bank, believing that its sustained
successful transformation depends on talent quality
and diversity. In recent challenging times, efficient
workforce proved to make a difference, acting as a
strategic pillar of the bank’s strategy and ambitious
plans for the future. 

Abdullah Al-Mutawaa

Jazeera Airways 
takes delivery of 
9th Airbus A320neo
KUWAIT: Jazeera Airways took delivery of its
ninth Airbus A320neo aircraft from Airbus in
Toulouse over the weekend, bringing the airline’s
fleet to a total of 17 aircraft. The A320neo has a
range of benefits which include 18 percent fuel-
saving, longer range flights, and quieter engines
with 50 percent less CO2 emissions. All deliv-
ered aircraft are fitted with the airline’s standard

cabin configuration including i ts  s ignature
leather seats.

Jazeera Airways Chief Executive Officer, Rohit
Ramachandran, said: “As we take delivery of our
final A320neo aircraft in the orderbook, we look
forward to continue expanding our network and
offer our customers more destinations. The expan-
sion will also be supported by our recently
announced order with Airbus for twenty A320neos,
eight A321neos and 5 further options.” 

Jazeera is moving towards operating a fleet com-
prising more environmentally friendly neo models
aircraft. This week the airline announced its part-
nership with CHOOOSE, the Norwegian climate
and technology company, to enable customers to
offset their carbon emissions.

As Kenya binges on 
easy credit, public 
shaming follows
NAIROBI: It only took Kenyan security guard
Ambrose Kilonzo a few seconds and zero-collateral
to secure a loan from a mobile app. But when he
defaulted, lenders called his boss, putting his job at
risk. It is an ordeal experienced by many in Kenya,
where a surge in digital lending has seen thousands
of people swipe their way into debt via high-inter-
est loans like the one taken by Kilonzo.

Although the apps promise quick and discreet
cash to the unbanked, failure to repay usually
results in public humiliation, with debt collectors
calling the borrower’s friends, family and even
employers in a bid to shame them into paying up.
Kilonzo, who earns 23,000 Kenyan shillings ($206,

178 euros) a month, never expected to throw his job
into jeopardy for a loan amounting to less than $30.

“This was like a top-up,” the 38-year-old said.
“The way it was packaged, it was so easy to get the
money. It wasn’t a big deal.” With only 41 percent of
the population having access to a bank account,
according to 2019 data from the Central Bank of
Kenya and the finance non-profit FSD Kenya, digital
lending has boomed in the East African nation.

Its rapid growth has been fuelled by a vibrant
technology sector which includes success stories
like Mpesa, a mobile money service created by tele-
com giant Safaricom and used by more than half of
Kenya’s population of 53 million. The country boast-
ed just five digital lenders in 2015. Today, it is home
to over 100 apps including Silicon Valley-backed
Tala, Chinese-owned Okash and Opesa that
advance up to $60 million in loans per month.

But they are increasingly coming under scrutiny

for predatory practices including sky-high interest
rates of up to 400 percent. They are most notori-
ous however for scraping data from borrowers’
phones and using it to shame those who have failed
to pay up.

Hunger and humiliation 
When Patricia Kamene fell behind on her interest

payments, her friends were hit with a barrage of
calls by a debt collector. Like Kamene, most users
are often unaware they have given consent to app
developers to access their contacts database, call
and SMS logs, Facebook friends list, location and
other information.

The 24-year-old single mother’s desperate need
for cash led her to overlook the fine print after she
lost her job as a supermarket attendant during the
coronavirus pandemic.“When you are staring at
hunger and have nothing yet the apps will give you
money, you take it without reading the terms,” she
said. But the easy access to funds comes at a price.

A middle-aged man took his own life in
November 2019 after failure to pay his debts
prompted the lender to contact his mother, grand-
mother and aunt. His wife told officials at the central
bank that he could not cope with the humiliation.

‘Rogue lenders’ 
As public anger grows, the chairman of the

Digital Lenders Association of Kenya (DLAK),
Kevin Mutiso, insists that such practices are limited
to “rogue lenders”. “Our sector has matured very
quickly,” he told AFP, pointing out that booming
demand had led many lenders to outsource debt
collection to third parties which sometimes behaved
irresponsibly. “DLAK signed a code of conduct say-
ing that none of our members shall debt shame
clients,” said Mutiso, adding that they have run a
campaign against rogue lenders and offered com-
pensation to harassment victims.

Regulators have been scrambling to keep up,
with the government passing a new law on Tuesday
that allows the central bank to have oversight of all
lenders, leaving open the possibility of a cap on
interest rates offered by apps. Central bank gover-
nor Patrick Njoroge has already sounded the alarm
about the credit binge, warning parliament in July
about the risks to the overall economy.

“There is a bit of chaos in the borrowing and
lending patterns where people will probably go to
three or four lenders borrowing from one to repay
another and when they get into trouble the whole
process collapses,” Njoroge said. For Kilonzo, the
hustle and humiliation is no longer worth it.

“I have gone back to my banks and I’m trying to
live within my means,” he said. —AFP

Rwanda turns to 
electric motorbikes 
to cut emissions
KIGALI: When Rwandan motorcycle taxi driver
Evode Niyorurema converted his fuel guzzler to an
electric motorbike, he had no idea he was on the
frontlines of the East African nation’s fight against
climate change. “The reason I switched to an elec-
tric motorbike is because I wanted to avoid fuel
costs, which are always rising, and also the cost of
going to the garage all the time (for servicing),” the
37-year-old told AFP.

The firm responsible for revamping his ride,
Rwanda Electric Motors Ltd, has converted
around 80 motorcycle taxis so far-the most com-
mon form of public transport in the capital Kigali-
and developed another 200 brand-new electric
motorbikes for use. The project, which is funded
by Rwanda’s government and the United Nations
Development Programme, is part of an ambitious
national push to reduce carbon dioxide emissions
by 16 percent by 2030 and a further 38 percent
over the following decade.

In July the government waived import taxes on
electric and hybrid vehicles as well as equipment
used by charging stations, saying it hoped the move
would accelerate Rwanda’s transition from fuel-
based transport and “reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions”. Rwanda Electric Motors CEO Donald
Kabanda told AFP his pitch to riders rested on the

long-term affordability of electric vehicles.
He said a single electric battery charge could

cover up to 60 kilometers (37 miles) compared to
35 kilometers for a liter of petrol. It costs around
900 Rwandan francs (87 US cents) to charge the
battery compared to around 1,000 Rwandan francs
for a litre of petrol, he added.

“So if you compare economically there is an
advantage for the riders,” Kabanda said. In addition
to his firm, two Kigali-based companies Ampersand
and Safi Moto also assemble electric motorbikes,
while German giant Volkswagen began importing
electric vehicles in October 2019 for its ride-hailing
platform Move.

Low demand 
Although taxes on non-electric imported vehicles

run high in Rwanda-between 40 to 80 percent-
demand for electric or hybrid cars remains low,
despite the fact that they cost less than their fuel-
guzzling counterparts. Kigali-based Victoria Motors
told AFP it had sold just 37 hybrid vehicles between
2019 and 2020, mainly to NGOs and private firms.

With Rwanda’s GDP per capita amounting to
less than $800 according to the World Bank, elec-
tric vehicles are out of reach for the vast majority of
its 13 million people. Instead, the government is
looking to public transport as the main driver of
change. The authorities plan to convert 30 percent
of motorcycles, 20 percent of buses and 25 percent
of mini and micro buses to electric power by 2030.

But with few charging stations set up across the
country, travelling long distances by electric vehi-
cles is still a challenge, said motorcycle taxi driver
Niyorurema. —AFP


