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BEIRUT: Lebanon’s oldest newspaper An-Nahar
went out to newsstands completely blank yester-
day to protest a political deadlock and economic
woes in the tiny Mediterranean country. Despite
more than five months of wrangling, premier-
designate Saad Hariri has been unable to form a
new government, putting a precious $11-billion
aid package at risk. An-
Nahar, which was
founded in 1933, pub-
lished eight blank pages
in print and linkless white
boxes on its main page
online, posting headlines
but no news items. “Peo-
ple are tired and An-
Nahar is tired of writing
up your pretexts and re-
peated empty promises,” editor-in-chief Nayla
al-Tueni said at a press conference in Beirut.
“God knows how long we will wait to see” a de-
cision on a cabinet line-up, she said.

A new government would be able to sign off
on billions of dollars in aid pledged at a confer-
ence in April, notably to help boost the coun-

try’s ailing infrastructure. But political parties
in the small multi-confessional country have
been locked in dispute over the makeup of a fu-
ture cabinet. “The situation is no longer bear-
able,” Tueni said, adding, however, that the
newspaper was not taking sides in the ongoing
wrangling. The blank issue aimed to express

“our deep moral sense
of responsibility as a
press institution over the
disastrous state of the
country”, she said.

Economic growth in
Lebanon has plummeted
in the wake of a series of
political crises, com-
pounded by the war
since 2011 in neighboring

Syria. An-Nahar has faced financial difficulties
in recent years, while other landmark newspa-
pers have shuttered. Successive governments in
Lebanon have been unable to address a waste
management crisis, or improve an electricity grid
that causes daily power cuts. In recent days,
Lebanese have complained of wastewater arriv-

ing in their taps at home, with activists sharing
images on social media of vegetables soaking in
murky water. The tiny country, which weathered

its own civil war from 1975 to 1990, has a multi-
confessional system of government that seeks to
represent all religious sects. —AFP
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BYBLOS, Lebanon: Blank copies of Lebanon’s leading newspaper An-Nahar are displayed on a newspaper
stand outside a bookstore in the coastal Lebanese port city of Byblos, north of Beirut yesterday. —AFP

Can Saudi Arabia 
be considered 
‘francophone’?
PARIS: It might seem absurd to question
whether Saudi Arabia can be considered fran-
cophone, but the world’s club of French-speak-
ing countries will take up the matter at a
meeting that opened yesterday in Armenia. The
Arabic-speaking kingdom is not expected to be
admitted as a full member of the International
Organization of Francophonie (OIF), but it will
probably be granted “observer” status.

Still the debate is set to highlight one of the
biggest challenges for the 54-strong OIF
grouping as it looks to expand its influence by
admitting new members - at the risk of diluting
its identity and losing sight of its original mis-
sion. It has already admitted Moldova in eastern
Europe, where francophones account for 2.0
percent of the population, as well as Egypt (3.0
percent francophone) or Bulgaria as full mem-
bers, while Ukraine and Uruguay have been
given observer status. Ireland too has applied
for observer status which is set to be consid-
ered at the two-day meeting under way in the
Armenian capital Yerevan. 

“The OIF is running a real risk of losing its
cohesion,” Pierre-Andre Wiltzer, a former
French minister responsible for “Francophonie”
who is one of a growing group of critics, told
AFP. Such worries are set to be compounded
by the naming of a new head of the organiza-
tion at the summit in Armenia on Thursday and

Friday with Rwanda’s foreign minister, Louise
Mushikiwabo, tipped for the role. Rwanda re-
cently dropped French from its constitution in
favor of English — and Rwandan President
Paul Kagame spoke English when announcing
his minister’s candidacy for the job during a
meeting with French President Emmanuel
Macron in May.

African effect
The membership list and leadership of the

OIF also raises questions about what the organ-
ization should strive to achieve. It held its first
summit in 1986 to strengthen ties among then
40 French-speaking members, with the group
modelled along the lines of the Commonwealth
club which brings together the former territo-
ries of the British empire. “Over time the OIF
has looked to all sorts of matters which it can
hardly influence”, such as the search for peace,
sustainable growth, or the defense of human
rights, Wiltzer said.

Macron, like his predecessors, is keen to
support the organization, seeing the OIF as a
means of spreading influence and promoting
French as a global language, which he has
stated as one of his goals. On a visit to the west
African country of Burkina Faso last year,
Macron appealed to Africans to resist the lure
of English and make French “the first language
in Africa and maybe even the world in the com-
ing decades”. Jean-Baptiste Lemoyne, a junior
minister in charge of Francophonie in Macron’s
government, recently told RFI radio that he
wanted the organization to “concentrate on the
core of its mission which is language and cul-
ture.” “What we’ve seen recently is perhaps a
scattering effect.” —AFP

US student 
challenges 
Israeli entry 
ban in court
TEL AVIV: A US student banned from entering
Israel for allegedly having supported a pro-Pales-
tinian boycott of the country appeared in court
yesterday to challenge the decision. It is the latest
in a series of cases drawing criticism of an Israeli
law barring boycott supporters that opponents
say violates freedom of expression. Israeli author-
ities have also come under criticism in recent
months over what some have seen as the politi-
cally motivated questioning of certain foreigners
seeking to enter the country. Lara Alqasem, 22, ar-
rived at Israel’s Ben-Gurion airport on October 2
to study for a master’s degree at Hebrew Univer-
sity in Jerusalem, but was not allowed to enter de-
spite having a visa.

She has been held at an immigration facility,
choosing to challenge the entry ban rather than
fly back to the United States. Her lawyers de-
fended her at a hearing in Tel Aviv district court
yesterday, saying the government had no grounds
for barring her. “She was accepted by the univer-
sity, got a visa from the ministry of interior,” said
lawyer Yotam Ben Hilel. “Now she is barred on the
basis of searches in Google in which they found
scraps of information she may or may not have
said and an organization she may or may not be
linked to.”

The hearing was adjourned with the judge say-
ing he would inform the lawyers of his decision
later. In March 2017, Israel’s parliament passed a
law banning the entry of supporters of the pro-

Palestinian Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS)
movement, inspired by measures against South
Africa before the fall of apartheid. Alqasem, re-
portedly of Palestinian descent, is said to have
been president of a chapter of Students for Justice
in Palestine while an undergraduate student at the
University of Florida. The group has supported
boycott campaigns against Israel.

US weighs in
Alqasem has reportedly said she has distanced

herself from the movement, and supporters point
to her willingness to enter Israel to study as proof.
Israeli media has quoted her mother, Karen
Alqasem, as saying that she had enrolled for a one-
year master’s course in human rights at Hebrew
University. The university has called on the author-
ities to allow her in to study, while professors from
the University of Florida have also supported her.

A professor of Jewish language and culture
who taught Alqasem in Florida wrote in a letter to
the editor to Israeli newspaper Haaretz that she
was “an outstanding student, curious, with an
open mind”. Dror Abend-David added that she
was “someone who very much wanted to study in-
ternational relations in Israel to develop her own
opinion on the conflict.” The United States said
Wednesday it supports freedom of expression
and that its embassy in Jerusalem was offering
Alqasem consular assistance.

“As a general principle, we value freedom of
expression even in cases where we don’t agree
with the political views expressed and this is such
a case,” State Department spokesman Robert
Palladino told reporters. “Our strong opposition
to the boycotts and sanctions of the state of Israel
is well-known.” But he added: “Israel is a sover-
eign nation that can determine who enters.” Is-
raeli Strategic Affairs Minister Gilad Erdan has
said that he would consider allowing Alqasem to
take up her university place if she publicly de-
nounces BDS. —AFP


