
LISBON/MADRID: Teen activist
Greta Thunberg reached Europe yester-
day after a 21-day catamaran dash
across the Atlantic for a United Nations
summit where she will invoke the fury of
global youth at politicians’ foot-drag-
ging over climate change. “People are
underestimating the force of angry kids,”
the Swede told a crowd of reporters and
supporters as she disembarked from a
white catamaran, La Vagabonde, in
Portugal. “They’re angry and frustrated.”

The prospect of another fiery inter-
vention by the 16-year-old, whose abili-
ty to stare down politicians has inspired
a global protest movement, electrified
younger delegates at the international
climate talks underway in neighboring
Spain. Since staging a solitary protest
outside the Swedish parliament more
than a year ago, Thunberg has chan-
nelled the anger felt by millions of
teenagers saddled with the prospect of
an escalating climate crisis their parents
failed to avert.

In September, she carried her mes-
sage to a one-day climate summit at the
United Nations in New York, furiously
telling leaders “you have stolen my
dreams,” before sailing back to Europe
for the latest round of talks. Thunberg

was due to spend the rest of Tuesday
meeting activists in Portugal before
departing for Madrid, where the negoti-
ations are being held in a series of
hangar-like halls.

Carolina Schmidt, environment min-
ister of Chile, which is chairing the
negotiations, said she hoped Thunberg’s
presence would galvanise more ambi-
tious commitments by governments at
talks aimed at bolstering the 2015 Paris
Agreement to avert catastrophic tem-
perature increases. “We need that
tremendous force in order to increase
climate action,” Schmidt told Reuters
television. “We need Greta in here with
all that force.” Increasingly erratic
weather patterns, from wildfires in
Australia and California to floods in
Europe, have added to the sense of
urgency around the two-week summit
in Spain.

Hottest decade on record
Underscoring the pace of change, the

Geneva-based World Meteorological
Organization (WMO) launched a report
at the talks that found the past decade
was almost certain to have been the
hottest on record. In a stark reminder
that burning fossil fuels has fundamen-

tally changed the composition of the
Earth’s atmosphere, the report said the
concentration of carbon dioxide hit a
record 407.8 parts per million in 2018
and rose again in 2019, hovering at the
highest levels seen in millions of years.

Opening the climate summit on
Monday, UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres had warned that 400 parts per
million had once been considered an
“unthinkable” tipping point. Despite the
grim statistics, young delegates said
they were inspired by Thunberg’s deter-
mination to minimize her own carbon

footprint by twice braving the Atlantic
instead of flying: which they saw as a
symbol of resourcefulness and defiance.

“She is making a statement that you
don’t always have to take the easy way,”
said Lander Wanters, 20, a Belgian cli-
mate activist. “We have to act now to do
something for the climate.” Delegates at
the talks aim to finalise groundwork to
support the Paris pact to curb the rise in
global temperatures, which enters a cru-
cial implementation phase in 2020. Last
year, greenhouse gas emissions hit a
record high.  —Reuters 

WASHINGTON/TRIPOLI: US President Donald
Trump’s administration said Monday it has released $100
million in military assistance to Lebanon that had been
quietly frozen for months amid US complaints about the
clout of Hezbollah. A State Department official and a con-
gressional aide, both speaking on condition of anonymity,
said that the assistance has been unblocked by the White
House’s Office of Management and Budget. “The money
is good to go,” the State Department official said.

The Trump administration has been tight-lipped on the
reason for the hold-up in support for Lebanon but has
been pressing the government to distance itself from
Hezbollah, the Shiite militant movement close to Iran.
Prime Minister Saad Hariri, who included Hezbollah mem-
bers in his cabinet, resigned a month ago in the face of
major street protests. The State Department official said
there had been “some disagreements about the efficacy
of US aid” to the Lebanese Armed Forces.

But the official defended the military as a “national
institution” in a country long divided on confessional
lines, and praised its “high level of capability” in fighting
extremists such as Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State move-
ment. “It defends Lebanon’s borders; it is an excellent
partner to the United States in counterterrorism and
fighting Sunni jihadi Islamists,” the official said. “They
have responded in recent weeks - I think in impressive
fashion - in terms of protecting demonstrators from vio-
lence, demonstrating, I think, the fact that they are a
national institution,” he said.

But the official said that detractors pointed to “isolated
incidents” in which the military has kept its distance from
Hezbollah, considered a terrorist group by the United
States. The militant group has fought Israel for decades,
including through a guerrilla campaign to end the Jewish
state’s occupation of southern Lebanon. Hezbollah still
maintains a formidable arms stockpile with support of
Iran and by some experts’ measures is more powerful
than the Lebanese army.

Debate tents
A secular state, early elections, solving poverty. Every

evening, Sarah Al-Ghur joins other residents of
Lebanon’s second city Tripoli to debate how to fix her

protest-gripped country. “I’d rather take part in the dis-
cussions than applaud or shout out slogans,” says the
32-year-old in the city’s Al-Nour square. After years of
disillusionment and apathy, a freefalling econo5my and
anti-government protests have spurred Lebanese back
into political debate.

Across the Mediterranean country, squares where
protesters have denounced mismanagement and corrup-
tion have also become centers of spontaneous discussion.
In Tripoli, Ghur walks between debate tents, stopping
outside one where dozens of people are discussing a
“roadmap for the revolution”. Men and women of all ages
sit on the floor, huddle on benches, or stand arms crossed,
listening to the latest speaker.

Nearby, protesters revel to the sound of patriotic
tunes and techno beats. “I’ve discovered laws I knew
nothing about,” says Ghur, her hair trimmed short and
wearing a dress. “Now I’m more aware of my rights and
my duties,” she says, in an impoverished city that has
emerged at the forefront of the protests. A young pro-
tester takes the microphone to say he thinks the “popular
revolution” must evolve towards “political dialogue”. He
calls for “early parliamentary elections”, as a first step
towards an overhaul of the political system.

‘They’d lost all trust’ 
Every evening from 5 pm to 9 pm, Tripoli residents

gather under the tents to rebuild their country one idea at
a time. University professors, activists or even economists
are often in attendance. They talk of secularism and sec-
tarianism, in a country whose legacy from a devastating
1975-91 civil war is a political system that seeks to main-
tain a fragile balance of power between the myriad of
religious communities.

They discuss poverty, in a country where around a
third of the population are poor, and the World Bank
warns that proportion could soon rise to half. But they
also discuss what they view as the questionable inde-
pendence of the judiciary, alleged corruption, plummeting
public funds, and sometimes urban planning.

In Tripoli, half of all residents already live at or below
the poverty line. Some six weeks into the protest move-
ment, demonstrators in the northern city have continued

to gather on a daily basis, even as numbers dwindle in
other parts of Lebanon. The government resigned on Oct
29, but no concrete measures have been taken to form a
new cabinet since.

Philosophy professor Hala Amoun says that, before the
protests, most Lebanese had long given up on any politi-
cal activity. “They’d lost all trust in the political class,” she
said in classical Arabic. Lebanese have long complained
of endless power cuts, gaping inequality, unemployment,
and alleged official graft. But last month a proposed tax
on calls via free phone applications such as Whatsapp,
pushed them over the edge and onto the streets.

‘Meaning of a revolution’ 
“This revolution is people becoming more aware,” said

the woman, who appeared in her forties, wrapped in a

warm red coat. “But taking to the streets was not enough.
They felt they needed to understand, to know more.”
Every evening, she heads down to the square to help dis-
sect the “structural problems” of political power in
Lebanon. “Lebanese are hungry for knowledge,” she says.
“It’s as if they needed to re-examine their economic, social
and political reality, to understand how their political and
sectarian leader is controlling their life.” Nadim Shakes, a
doctor, is one of the proud initiators of the debate
evenings, which he calls “awareness raising conferences”.
The aim is to “think about the country’s future, what will
happen after this revolution,” says the 47-year-old, wear-
ing a dark blue jacket over a slightly unbuttoned shirt.
Around the tent, young participants sit together in small
groups, chatting in hushed tones or raising their voices
when they grow excited or want to make a point.  — AFP 
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News in brief

Dutch police arrest rape gang 

THE HAGUE: Police have arrested eight men sus-
pected of being part of a sex ring who drugged
underaged girls before gang raping them at a car
workshop in southern Netherlands. The arrests
were made in the city of Den Bosch and surrounds
after separate rape charges were filed by three girls
aged 15-16, police said yesterday. “The girls, who
were believed to have been drugged, were then
abused in their helpless condition by several men in
the group. Sometimes violence was used,” a police
statement said. “The girls met the men via social
media,” it added. The suspects were aged between
18 and 26 and were from Den Bosch and the nearby
town of Rosmalen, police said. —AFP 

Trump campaign bars Bloomberg 

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump’s cam-
paign said Monday it was banning journalists from
Bloomberg News from its electoral events, claiming
“bias” by the media group owned by presidential
rival Michael Bloomberg. Brad Parscale, the Trump
2020 campaign manager, said the decision was
made after Bloomberg News announced it would
not investigate the company boss or his Democrat
competitors. Bloomberg News editor-in-chief John
Micklethwait said in response: “We have covered
Donald Trump fairly and in an unbiased way since
he became a candidate in 2015 and will continue to
do so despite the restrictions imposed by the
Trump campaign.” Trump took to Twitter to blast
“Mini Mike” Bloomberg for the news organization’s
coverage decision. — AFP 

Billionaire told to pay $58m 

LOS ANGELES: Greek billionaire Alkiviades
“Alki” David was ordered to pay $58 million dam-
ages to a Hollywood assistant in one of the largest
sexual harassment awards in US history, her attor-
ney said Monday. David, an heir to a Coca-Cola
bottling fortune who has also battled recent law-
suits over his 3D hologram and online streaming
businesses, was accused of routinely groping
Mahim Khan. The verdict was “a reminder to pred-
ators everywhere to not think they can get away
with hurting others,” Khan said in a statement to
AFP. Attorney Gloria Allred described it as one of
the largest sexual harassment punitive damage
awards in US legal history. David is worth an esti-
mated $2.6 billion. — AFP 

Carter hospitalized again 

WASHINGTON: Former US president Jimmy
Carter has been hospitalized for treatment of a
urinary tract infection, the Carter Center said
Monday - the latest in a series of health issues
for the 95-year-old Democrat. Carter “was
admitted to Phoebe Sumter Medical Center in
Americus, Georgia, this past weekend,” his cen-
ter said in a statement. “He is feeling better and
looks forward to returning home soon.” Last
week, Carter - the first US president to reach the
age of 95 - left the hospital after undergoing
successful surgery to relieve pressure on his
brain caused by multiple falls. — AFP 

US ends freeze on $100m 
in military aid to Lebanon

In protest-hit country, debate tents draw in the street 

TRIPOLI: People gather at a tent where Lebanese anti-government protesters debate and discuss political and eco-
nomic topics as part of an ongoing awareness at Al-Nour Square in this northern port city on Nov 27, 2019. — AFP 

LISBON: Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg is pictured after disembarking from
the catamaran La Vagabonde at the Santo Amaro docks yesterday. — AFP 

‘Gandhi of W Sahara’
warns time running
outto avoid war 
GENEVA: Aminatou Haidar, a champion of peaceful
resistance to Morocco’s annexation of Western
Sahara, is demanding urgent international action to
prevent the frozen conflict from devolving into war.
The 52-year-old Sahrawi human rights activist, who
today  will receive a top human rights award in
Stockholm, said she feared that youth in the disputed
region have given up hope of achieving self-rule
through non-violent means. 

“The international community must act without
wasting any more time, because the young people
have no more patience. They no longer believe in
peaceful resistance,” Haidar told AFP in Geneva last
week. The activist, dubbed the “Gandhi of Western
Sahara”, insisted that the United Nations, Europe, and
France and Spain in particular had a responsibility to
“avoid war” in the region.

Morocco annexed the Western Sahara in 1975 fol-
lowing the withdrawal of colonial power Spain in the
dying days of right-wing dictator Francisco Franco’s
regime, sparking a war with the Algeria-backed
Polisario Front movement. The two sides agreed to a
ceasefire in 1991, and a UN mission was deployed to
monitor the truce and prepare a referendum on
Western Sahara’s independence from Morocco, but it
never materialized. The UN peacekeeping force
(MINURSO) of 240 Blue Helmets is charged with
monitoring the nearly three-decade-old ceasefire.

‘Blood and violence’ 
After a long break, the UN-led dialogue between

Morocco, the Polisario Front, Algeria and Mauritania
resumed in Switzerland in Dec 2018, followed by a
second round in March, without achieving a break-
through. The Polisario Front is demanding a referen-
dum on independence for Western Sahara, which
Morocco has rejected. Rabat considers Western
Sahara integral to the kingdom and has said it will not
accept anything beyond autonomy for the resource-
rich territory.

Haidar lamented that in the nearly three decades
since the Polisario Front lay down its arms, Morocco
and the international community have largely ignored
the people’s non-violent demands for justice, dignity
and self-rule. She warned that the last round of
unfruitful talks had left Sahrawi youth especially disil-
lusioned. “They are angry, and they are frustrated...
They say that the international community only acts in
conflicts where there is blood and violence,” she said,
describing how she and other advocates of non-vio-
lent resistance had become the targets of insults. More
worrying, she said, “they are pressuring the Polisario
Front to pick up their arms again.”

The activist slammed the international community
for lacking the political will to enforce various UN res-
olutions and international court rulings that the
Sahrawi people should have a say on the independ-
ence question. “This is due to the complicity of some
international powers,” Haidar said. “Spain is responsi-
ble, and France is responsible,” she said, also slamming
the European Union for blindly supporting Morocco, in
part out of its desire to retain access to resources in
the territory. “Without European support, Morocco
could not pillage and exploit the natural resources, and
it could not continue its occupation and to ignore all of
the Security Council resolutions,” Haidar said. — AFP 

Activist Thunberg channels
youth fury to climate summit

Tourism in Israel? 
US charity’s Gaza 
offer irks Palestinians
GAZA/JERUSALEM: A US charity building a tent
hospital in the Gaza Strip is causing Palestinian unease
by offering foreign medical volunteers the opportunity
of weekend tourism in Israel, just across the volatile
border. The facility, to be operated by the US evangeli-
cal Christian group FriendShips, had won rare joint sup-
port from Gaza’s Islamist rulers Hamas and their enemy,
Israel, which maintains a blockade along its frontier with
the enclave.

Now, however, eyebrows are being raised in Gaza
over a Holy Land pilgrimage pitch on the Louisiana-
based organization’s website that is promoting an
endeavor to improve health services strained by years
of conflict. The 50-bed encampment in northern Gaza
across from Israel’s Erez border crossing “will offer a
wonderful opportunity to work in an important and pro-
ductive project and, at the same time, to see and enjoy
the Biblical sites of Israel”, the website said.

Volunteers at the facility would be expected to work
and live onsite Monday through Thursday but they “will
be free to go to Israel and tour” on their days off, it said.
Asked about the NGO’s tourism perk to volunteers,
Hamas official Basim Naeem said: “We are certainly
against using our people’s suffering to market Israel or
attracting employees at our people’s expense.” There
was no suggestion from Hamas that it was about to scrap
the project as a result of the sightseeing offer. — Reuters 


