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ALEY, Lebanon: In a dimly-lit classroom in a Lebanese
mountain town, students of all ages pore over Cyrillic
workbooks and repeat carefully after their blonde instruc-
tor. “Privet. Kak dela?” - “Hello, how are you?” Moscow
may have won influence in war-torn Syria through its blis-
tering military intervention, but it is adopting a softer
approach in neighboring Lebanon, where France and the
US have held stronger sway. Whether through cultural out-
reach, planned business deals or traditional diplomacy,
Russia appears to be trying to put down deep roots in the
tiny Mediterranean country.

In her classroom at the Russian-Lebanese Cultural
Center, nestled in the town of Aley, instructor Galina Pavlova
says she hopes her native tongue will find more fans among
Lebanese, who in addition to Arabic often speak French and
English. “We don’t want France and the United States to be
the only ones present in Lebanon - Russia is a very impor-
tant country too,” she tells AFP.

The Aley center is one of three new such hubs to have
opened in Lebanon this summer alone, established with the
backing of Moscow’s embassy in Beirut. “This expansion
falls within the framework of a strategy aiming to strengthen
Moscow’s presence in the Middle East,” says Imad Rizk,
who heads the Isticharia Centre for Strategic and
Communication Studies. Ties between Moscow and Beirut
intensified in the 1950s with the rise of Lebanon’s left,
before fading after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
“Lebanon, still strongly associated to the West, is one cer-
tainly symbolic piece of (Russia’s) broader desire to remod-
el the world governance,” says Julien Nocetti, a specialist in
Russia’s role in the Middle East. The aim, he says, is to has-
ten “the coming of a post-West world order.” 

As new cultural centers open, Moscow is also boosting to
60 the number of university scholarships it gives to
Lebanese students this year and deepening its economic ties
to Beirut. It nearly doubled the value of its exports to the tiny
country from $423 million in 2012 to $770 million last year,
according to Lebanese customs data. The two countries are

in talks over potentially opening a “green corridor” for
Lebanese agricultural exports to Russia.

And Novatek, one of Russia’s largest natural gas produc-
ers, is part of a consortium expected to begin exploring for
gas off Lebanon’s coast next year. Lebanon’s top diplomat
Gebran Bassil travelled to Moscow recently, encouraging
more Russian companies to take part in a new upcoming
tender for further exploration. Beirut is relying on external
help to revive its struggling economy, and in April a donor
conference raised $11 billion in low-interest loans and aid for
the state to improve basic public services.

“We hope to make the Russians participate in the vast
project to modernize Lebanese infrastructure,” says Jacques
Sarraf, who heads the Lebanese-Russian Business Council.
In addition, Sarraf says, “Russian businesses intend to put
down roots in Lebanon’s north ahead of Syria’s reconstruc-
tion.” But the process is complicated, with both Syrian and
Russian firms facing European and American sanctions that
have left Lebanese banks “reluctant to deal with their
Russian counterparts,” he adds.  Lebanon’s banking sector is
already being carefully monitored by the US Treasury, which
is seeking to weaken the powerful Iran-backed Hezbollah
movement by targeting “suspicious” banking.  

Lebanon’s growth has slowed to a crawl in recent years
as political divisions have paralyzed the government and
services have been strained by the arrival of 1.5 million
Syrian refugees. Moscow is looking to lend a helping hand
there too, launching an initiative in July to repatriate refugees
from around the region. The proposal has been welcomed by
the political class in Lebanon, which hosts some 900,000
refugees who could return to Syria, according to President
Michel Aoun, who is close to both Damascus and Hezbollah.

Moscow has also proposed a billion-dollar defense con-
tract to arm Lebanese troops, but Beirut pulled out at the
“last minute”, says Sarraf. Such a deal could have jeopard-
ized the sizeable US support Beirut receives from the US,
including the $1.7 billion it has received in military aid since
2006. Aram Nerguizian, co-director of the Carnegie
Middle East Center’s department on civil-military relations,
says Lebanon’s ties to the US were at stake. “If Lebanon
accepts or even insinuates an intent to accept a Russian
credit line for the purchase of Russian defense articles, it
will have significant - and potentially irreversible - geopo-
litical consequences on Lebanon’s existing bilateral and
multilateral commitments and partnerships, especially ties
to the US,” he said.  — AFP 
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GAZA CITY: Tens of thousands of Palestinian children
returned to United Nations-run schools yesterday after the
summer holidays, though major US cuts have thrown their
funding into jeopardy beyond next month. Children wearing
chequered uniforms and backpacks thronged schools across
the Palestinian territories for the first classes of the new
school year, AFP correspondents reported. The UN Relief
and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) said all
711 schools it runs for 526,000 pupils in Gaza and the West
Bank, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria would reopen in the next
few days despite the $300 million US funding cut.

Fears raised by UN chief Antonio Guterres that the
schools might not be able to reopen at all have failed to mate-
rialize, but UNRWA warned it might still be forced to close
them again in a month if additional new funding is not found.
“At the moment, we do not have enough money to keep the
schools open after the end of September,” UNRWA
spokesman Chris Gunness told AFP. “At the end of
September, UNRWA will be running on empty for all its serv-
ices, including schools and medical facilities.”

In 2017, the United States, which is traditionally the largest
single donor to UNRWA, contributed more than $360 million.
But so far this year, it has given just $60 million following
President Donald Trump’s decision to withhold aid to the
Palestinians. Parents expressed deep concern about the
uncertainty hanging over their children’s education. “We are
afraid of the schools closing,” Soha Abu Hasara told AFP in
Gaza City as she dropped her children off for their first day
back in the classroom. Pupil Hala Muhanna, 11, said her “mes-
sage to the world is that no-one has the right to close
schools”. “Even if they take away our schools we will bring
them back,” she said.

UNRWA was formed to support 750,000 Palestinians
who fled or were expelled from their homes during the 1948

war that accompanied the creation of Israel. With their
descendants, they now number more than five million across
the Middle East. The United States has sought to use its aid
to pressure the Palestinian government into resuming deal-
ing with it after a nearly nine-month rupture. The
Palestinians have boycotted the US administration since it
recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital last December. Last
week, Trump cancelled a further $200 million in aid projects
for Palestinians not funded through UNRWA. Senior
Palestinian official Hanan Ashrawi accused the US president
of “cheap blackmail”.

Israel and the United States accuse UNRWA of perpetu-
ating the Israel-Palestinian crisis by maintaining the idea of
the right of return - that Palestinians will be able to return to
the homes from which they fled. Palestinians see the US
embassy move and efforts to change the mandate of UNR-
WA as attempts to strip them of their rights. On Tuesday,
Nikki Haley, US ambassador to the United Nations, said her
country would want to “look at right of return”.

She cited reports that UNRWA’s school curriculum
included unjust criticism of Israel and the United States,
charges which the agency rejects. “UNRWA can stay there,
and we will be a donor if it reforms what it does. If it goes and
makes sure that they’re not doing those teachings in text-
books, if they actually change the number of refugees to an
accurate account, we will look back at partnering them.”

Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas said yesterday that
the US embassy move and pressure over the right of return
were having a “devastating effect” on the peace process.
Gunness pointed out that the US could not force the agency
to change its mandate, as that would need a vote at the United
Nations General Assembly. “If one member state decides to
reduce our funds, that doesn’t change our mandate, it just
means we have less money to do it,” he said.— AFP 
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ALEY, Lebanon: A Russian dance teacher gives a ballet class to girls in the Russian-Lebanese cultural center
in this city east of Beirut on July 5, 2018. — AFP 

NABLUS: Pupils and teachers gather in front of a school run by the United Nations agency for Palestinian
refugees (UNRWA) in Balata refugee camp in the occupied West Bank yesterday, on the first day of classes
after the summer holidays. — AFP 
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Trump meanwhile revealed that his 12-year-old son
Barron was a keen football fan while describing the World
Cup as “maybe the biggest sporting event in the world”.
“Soccer is a game, I guess you call it football,” Trump
added. “But over here, maybe at some point they’ll change
the name, I’m not sure. But we’ll see. It’s working very well
either way.”

Trump meanwhile noted that he would be out of office

by the time the 48-team tournament arrived in North
America. “I won’t be here. Maybe they’ll extend the term,”
he said to laughter, as he gestured towards media.
“Because I know they’d love to see that. If they don’t
extend the term, the media is going to be very boring,
they’ll all be out of business I guess.”

Infantino meanwhile said FIFA was confident of helping
produce a “fantastic” tournament in 2026, before present-
ing Trump with two soccer jerseys - one bearing his name
and the number 26 (referring to 2026) and other with the
number 45, denoting Trump’s status as the 45th US presi-
dent. Infantino then handed Trump a pair of referee’s yel-
low and red cards, before explaining their meaning. Trump
duly seized the red card and directed it at members of the
press. “So this will be useful, I don’t know, that’s for your
next media session,” Infantino joked. —  AFP 
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“Let’s not enter into debate on this issue.” The RBI
also highlighted the upside risks to inflation from global
crude oil prices strengthening expectations of another
rate hike. India’s July inflation rose an annual 4.17 per-
cent, the ninth straight month in which it surpassed the
RBI’s medium-term target of 4 percent. The upside risks
to inflation in the rest of the year warrant a “continuous
vigil and a readiness to head off those pressures from
getting generalized”, the central bank added.

Meanwhile, the Indian rupee hit fresh lows against
the dollar yesterday as emerging market currencies

continue to be sold off. The under-pressure currency in
Asia’s third-largest economy slid to 70.50 to the
greenback in late morning trade, a record low. The
rupee has been steadily falling throughout 2018 after
starting the year at 63.67. Earlier this month it crossed
70 for the first time as India was buffeted by the turbu-
lence of the Turkish financial crisis. The rupee was not
alone, with the currencies of other emerging economies
heavily dependent on dollar-dominated foreign capital
like Brazil, South Africa, Argentina and Brazil also slip-
ping in August.

The rupee slump is widening India’s current account
deficit, when the value of imports exceeds that of
exports. India is a massive net importer of oil, securing
more than two-thirds of its needs from abroad. High oil
prices have been squeezing the rupee, making it less
appealing to investors, analysts say. India’s central bank
has raised interest rates this year in part to help
increase the value of the rupee. — Agencies 
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The training was funded in part by Madinah-based
Taibah University, which launched a competition with
support from the Saudi consulate in New York. During
their two-week stay, the women fine-tuned their busi-
ness pitches, built up their strategic networks and par-
ticipated in workshops on negotiations, sales and vul-
nerability. They got advice from large companies like
Amazon Web Services, other startups and consultants
such as Deloitte. The program ended with the women
presenting their fledgling ventures to some 150
investors, philanthropists, as well as international
organization and embassy representatives.

Despite the optimism, numerous challenges remain
in Saudi Arabia. Topping the list is the kingdom’s
guardianship system that prevents women from carry-
ing out major decisions - including traveling abroad,
getting married or divorced and signing contracts -

unless they get permission from a male guardian like a
husband, father or brother. “In a country like Saudi
Arabia especially that has historically not been open to
women getting access to these kind of opportunities,
the fact that they were willing to do this program with
all-women founders was very welcome,” said Halcyon
director of policy and international programs Josh
Mandell. “We expect these women to return to Saudi
Arabia not just as future leaders for their country and
their region, but to start successful ventures.”

The women got workspace and housing at one of
Washington’s most illustrious addresses in the tony
Georgetown neighborhood, Halcyon House, a sprawling
red brick mansion with a sweeping view of the Potomac
River. Since its inception in 2014, Halcyon Incubator’s
full-time fellowship has supported 61 ventures it says
have raised more than $56 million and created some
500 jobs positively impacting 675,000 people.

Last year, Halcyon became an independent non-
profit organization that also encompasses public policy
and the arts. It was launched by Kate Goodall and
Japanese American biochemist Sachiko Kuno, a co-
founder of Sucampo Pharmaceuticals and a driving
force behind the Washington-based, female-led invest-
ment fund WE Capital. — AFP 
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TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader warned yesterday the
country could abandon its nuclear deal with world pow-
ers if it no longer served its interests, even as economic
and political pressure mounted on the government.
“Naturally, if we reach the conclusion that (the nuclear
deal) is no longer maintaining our national interests, we
will put it aside,” Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said in a meeting
with the cabinet, according to his website. He said Iran
must not “pin its hopes” on Europe, despite European
efforts to salvage the nuclear deal following the with-
drawal of the United States.

The government of President Hassan Rouhani has
been battered by the return of US sanctions, which has
triggered a rapid departure of foreign firms and ended his
hopes of attracting large-scale investment. His political
enemies are circling, with parliament announcing that two
more of his ministers could be impeached in the coming
days. The labor and economy ministers have already been
sacked by parliament this month and motions have been
accepted to vote on impeaching his industries and edu-
cation ministers in the coming days.

Khamenei insisted the political tumult was a sign of the
strength of Iran’s democracy. He praised the tough ques-
tioning Rouhani received in parliament on Tuesday as “a
glorious show of the power of the Islamic republic and
the self-confidence of officials”. Differences between offi-
cials are “natural”, he added, though he said they should
not be covered by the media “because the people would
become worried”. Tuesday’s grilling in parliament was the
first for Rouhani in five years as president, and lawmakers
slammed his handling of five economic issues, ranging
from unemployment to the collapsing value of the curren-
cy. In voting at the end of the session, they declared they

were unsatisfied with four of his responses. 
Under parliamentary rules, the issues could then have

been referred for judicial review, but parliament speaker
Ali Larijani - a close ally of Rouhani - said yesterday
there were no legal grounds for doing so. Parliament can
theoretically impeach Rouhani, but he has the protection
of Khamenei, who has previously said removing the pres-
ident would “play into the hands of the enemy”. Instead,
Khamenei called on officials to work together “day and
night” to resolve the country’s economic problems.

Iran’s currency has lost around half its value since the
US announced it was withdrawing from the nuclear deal
in May, and further pain is expected when sanctions on
its crucial oil sector are reimposed in November.
Conservative opponents of Rouhani, who have long
opposed his outreach to the West, are smelling blood.
Next in their sights is his minister of industry, mines and
business, Mohammad Shariatmadari, who is accused of
failing to prevent high inflation, particularly in the car
industry. A motion was also filed yesterday to vote on the
impeachment of Education Minister Mohammad Bathaei,
over a series of issues linked to school budgets, the cur-
riculum and alleged mismanagement. — AFP 
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TEHRAN: Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
(left) speaks during a government meeting yesterday. To
his right is Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani. — AFP 


