
BEIRUT: Thanks to solar energy, residents of the
northern Lebanese village of Toula are finally able
to enjoy ice cream again-a treat in a sun-baked
country plagued by power cuts. Lebanon’s econo-
my collapsed in 2019 after decades of corruption
and mismanagement, leaving the state unable to
provide electricity for more than an hour or two
per day. Last winter, the mountain village of Toula
barely had three hours of daily generator-driven
electricity.

Solar power now helps keep the lights on for 17
hours, an engineer working on the alternative ener-
gy project said. “For two years the kids have been
asking for ice cream, now it’s finally time,” said
Toula mini-market owner Jacqueline Younes, beam-
ing. “We are waiting for our first order of ice cream
to arrive.” While many Lebanese rely on costly
generators for electricity, a growing number of
homes, companies and state institutions are turning
to solar-not out of environmental concern, but
because it’s their only option.

Solar panels dot rooftops and parking lots, pow-
ering entire villages-and even Beirut’s only function-
ing traffic lights, thanks to a local NGO. “Solar ener-
gy is no longer an alternative, it’s a necessity. If we
hadn’t installed panels, the village wouldn’t have any
electricity,” said engineer Elie Gereige, standing
beside a sea of panels on a hilltop overlooking Toula.

Gereige is part of a team of volunteers who
raised more than $100,000 from Toula expatriates
to build a solar farm with 185 panels installed on
church land. They worked with the municipality to
feed the village generator with solar energy, cut-
ting down on fuel costs while powering the entire
community.

$1.4 million for power 
An hour’s drive south of Toula, a branch of

Spinneys supermarket is also installing panels in
the parking lot and rooftop to slash its generator

bills. “I think we will save around half of our energy
costs in Jbeil due to solar panels,” said Hassan
Ezzeldine, chairman of Gray Mackenzie Retail
Lebanon, which owns Spinneys.

The company spends between $800,000 and
$1.4 million a month on electricity for its chain of
supermarkets, he said, to power generators that run
on diesel round-the-clock. “The cost of generators
today is dramatic. It’s a disaster.”

His company has considered turning to solar
energy for years, but after the crisis “we thought...
it’s something we needed to do, and we needed to
do it immediately,” he said. Private individuals are
also turning to solar to cut down on generator bills,
setting up panels and batteries on balconies and
rooftops.

Homemaker Zeina Sayegh installed solar power
for around $6,000 for her Beirut apartment last
summer, when the state lifted most petrol subsidies.

She was the only one in the building with panels.
This year, nine neighbors have joined her, covering
the roof with metal bars connecting dozens of pan-
els. She has switched completely to solar, limiting
power consumption at night. But she has non-stop
electricity in the summertime-a rare luxury. “I’m
more comfortable this way. I feel I’m in control of the
electricity and not the other way around,” she said.

In a country where poverty is rampant and bank

depositors with savings are locked out of their
accounts, installing solar power is expensive.

Many Lebanese have resorted to selling a car,
jewelry or a plot of land to finance the switch.
Before Lebanon’s economy collapsed, only a few
companies offered solar power installation services.

But high demand has opened the door “for any-
one to start selling solar systems”, said Antoine
Skayem of solar power company Free Energy.
Demand from cash-strapped municipalities has
soared, he said. But they are vulnerable to political
meddling and patronage. —AFP
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‘A dire necessity’: Lebanon’s 
forced conversion to solar

A growing number of homes, companies and state institutions are turning to solar

BYBLOS, Lebanon: Workers install new solar panels as shades above vehicles in the parking garage of a shop-
ping mall in the city of Byblos in northern Lebanon on August 26, 2022. — AFP photos

BEIRUT: Lebanese homemaker Zeina Sayegh walks
beneath the solar powers she installed atop her apart-
ment building in Lebanon’s capital Beirut. 

UAE rakes in $5bn
as tourists return
ABU DHABI: The United Arab Emirates’
tourism revenues surpassed $5 billion in
the first half of this year, officials said
Sunday, with a strong performance expect-
ed this winter when neighboring Qatar
hosts football’s World Cup. Hotel occupan-
cy was up more than 40 percent on
COVID-hit 2021, UAE prime minister and
Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid
Al-Maktoum said after a cabinet meeting in
the capital Abu Dhabi.

“Our tourism sector’s revenues sur-
passed 19 billion dirhams ($5.2 billion) in
the first half of 2022,” Sheikh Mohammed
said, according to the official WAM news
agency. “The total number of hotel guests
reached 12 million, achieving 42 percent
growth, and we expect a strong tourism
performance in this winter season.”

Dubai, an established holiday destination,
is expecting to host large numbers of foot-
ball fans during the World Cup in
November and December due to a scarcity
of accommodation in tiny Qatar.

Dubai is one of the Gulf cities operating
daily shuttle flights to and from Qatar dur-
ing the World Cup, allowing fans to stay
outside the wealthy state and still attend
games. Dubai airport, the world’s busiest for
international travel pre-pandemic, handled
27.8 million passengers in the first half of
this year, up more than 160 percent on the
same period of 2021, it said last month.

A quick vaccination roll-out allowed the
UAE to bounce back quickly from the pan-
demic, enjoying a sharp uptick in visitors as
Dubai hosted the Expo world fair from last
October to March.

Sheikh Mohammed said this year’s eco-
nomic growth has exceeded 22 percent and
foreign trade is more than one trillion
dirhams ($272 billion), compared to 840
billion dirhams pre-pandemic.

The cabinet also approved electric car-
go aircraft “fully powered with clean ener-
gy”, and a new law aimed at increasing
private-sector involvement in government
projects. The law will encourage “the pri-
vate sector to participate in development
and strategic projects, increasing invest-
ment in projects of economic and social
values”, WAM said. —AFP

After pandemic 
hiatus, Detroit Auto 
Show reboots itself
DETROIT: Less glitz, better weather. The Detroit
Auto Show, long a dead of winter mainstay that
drew car industry brass and international media to
America’s “Motor City” ahead of a big public expo,
will convene next week for the first time since the
Covid-19 pandemic.

The event, reconceptualized as a partly outdoor
gathering, will spotlight the growing class of elec-
tric vehicles (EV) that are beginning to hit show-
rooms, in what is still the early days of a lengthy
transition. With no Detroit show since 2019, event
organizers tout a chance for media and the public to
check out vehicles that they may have only seen vir-
tually until now. In another highlight, President Joe
Biden plans to attend the show’s media day on
Wednesday to highlight policies to boost EV adop-
tion. But longtime Detroit show attendees are
expecting a fanfare-light affair.

In its peak years, the January event was known
for free-flowing champagne and fancy nibbles as
CEOs from Detroit’s “Big 3” and international giants
like Toyota and Mercedes-Benz unveiled sparkling
new four-wheel offerings. Architects of the event,
officially called the North American International
Auto Show, are not trying to replicate the panache
of the show’s earlier incarnation in light of profound

changes since the last show in 2019.
“You can’t keep doing what you did,” Rod

Alberts, executive director of the Detroit Auto
Dealers Association. “You have to take some risk.”

Unlike with the winter show, attendees from the
public will have the chance to ride in autos down-
town. A “show above the show” will demonstrate
emerging air mobility products.

But there is a paucity of major new vehicle
reveals, in part because foreign brands that once
competed with Detroit’s Big 3 for the spotlight
aren’t presenting. “It will be a very different show,”
said longtime Detroit-based industry analyst
Michelle Krebs of Cox Automotive. “The days of the
auto show being big media splashes are over.”

Detroit is far from the only show facing existen-

tial questions. The Geneva auto show was canceled
this year for the fourth time in a row and will relo-
cate in 2023 to Doha, while the Frankfurt show
moved to Munich and was reconfigured as a
“mobility” event. Next month’s Paris show is
expected to be smaller than in years past.  

One major change concerns vehicle launches,
with automakers discovering during the pandemic
the benefits of virtual unveilings, which are cheap-
er than big auto shows that force them to compete
for attention with other automakers. General
Motors went that route with its EV Equinox,
revealing the much-anticipated vehicle online and
through an appearance by Chief Executive Mary
Barra on CBS News on Thursday-a week before
the Detroit show. —AFP

The green king: 
Charles the 
environmentalist
LONDON: Britain’s new King Charles III is a com-
mitted environmentalist with a long history of cam-
paigning for better conservation, organic farming and
tackling climate change, which is likely to sit well with
more eco-conscious younger Britons.

Interspersed between photos of official meetings
and other royal duties, his Instagram account as
Prince of Wales typically featured pictures showing
him furthering environmental causes in Britain and
beyond. They included planting trees, showing off
organic fruit and vegetables from his Clarence House
residence and colorful flowers growing in the garden
at his beloved Highgrove House in Gloucestershire,
western England.

One photo even captured Charles-who has now
passed the prince of Wales title to his son and heir
William-on a visit to threatened mangrove swamps in
St Vincent and Grenadines in the Caribbean.

When Britain hosted the COP26 climate summit in
Scotland last year, he gave the opening speech, urg-
ing world leaders seated in front of him to redouble
their efforts to confront global warming and warning:

“Time has quite literally run out.” Since his first big
public speech on the subject in 1970, Charles has
“been raising awareness about all aspects of the
environment for a very long time,” said Bob Ward, of
the Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change
and the Environment. “In many ways he has been
ahead of the public awareness and political aware-

ness” on the issue, he told AFP. At Highgrove,
Charles has cultivated a garden, which is open to
the public, as well as a fully organic farm. It initially
left some neighboring farmers skeptical, but has
gradually become a successful business and sells
its produce under the “Duchy Organic” brand in
the high-end supermarket chain Waitrose. —AFP

Britain’s King Charles (then prince) (center) looks at regional products as he visits the organic farm
Herrmannsdorfer Landwerkstaetten in Glonn, southern Germany, in this May 10, 2019 file photo.


