
BEIRUT: A suicide in Lebanon committed over mount-
ing debt sparked a social media outcry in the protest-
hit country, where weeks of political and economic tur-
moil have raised alarm. Naji Fliti, a 40-year-old father
of two, committed suicide outside his home in the bor-
der region of Arsal on Sunday because he could not
pay outstanding medical bills for his cancer-stricken
wife, his relative told AFP on Monday.

The death resonated with many on social media,
who blamed the country’s under-fire political class for
failing to address a months-long economic downturn
that has resulted in inflation, swelling unemployment
and fears of a currency devaluation. “He is a victim of
this regime, of this political class and their financial and
monetary policies,” Doumit Azzi Draiby, an activist, said
on Twitter. An unprecedented anti-government protest
movement has gripped Lebanon since October 17,
fuelled in part by deteriorating living conditions. 

The World Bank has warned of an impending reces-

sion that may see the number of people living in pover-
ty climb from a third to half of the population.
Unemployment, already above 30 per cent for young
people, would also go up, it said. Prime Minister Saad
Hariri’s cabinet resigned two weeks into the protest
movement, bowing to popular pressure. But the coun-
try’s deeply divided political class has yet to form a new
cabinet, frustrating demonstrators who have remained
mobilized. 

Public fury was fuelled further following Fliti’s death.
“Our anger is as strong as our determination to change
this deadly and corrupt state,” Ghassan Moukheiber, a
former lawmaker, said on Twitter, attaching a picture of
the deceased. Fliti, a former stone quarry worker, had
been unemployed for the past two months because of a
crunch in demand for one of the region’s main exports, his
cousin Hussein told AFP on Monday. “He is a victim of the
economic situation,” Hussein said. “The blame is squarely
on the corrupt political class that brought us here.” 

Plummeting Syrian pound 
Meanwhile, the value of the Syrian pound on the

black market sank to 1,000 to the dollar at some mon-
ey changers yesterday, marking a new record low for
the nosediving currency. The drop comes amid a spi-
raling liquidity crunch in neighboring Lebanon, which
has long served as a conduit for foreign currency
entering the heavily sanctioned government-held
areas of Syria. 

One currency exchange office in the Syrian capital
Damascus told AFP he was selling dollars on the black
market for 1,000 pounds for the first time yesterday.  A
specialized website put the volatile rate at 975 pounds to
the dollar - more than double the official rate of 434
Syrian pounds posted by the central bank on its website.

At the start of the war in 2011, the rate stood at
around 48 pounds to the dollar. In the Old City of
Damascus, a trader who preferred not to give his name
said everything from food to transport had become

more expensive in recent weeks. “Prices have doubled
in the past two months,” the trader said. “Everybody
prices their items according to the new dollar
exchange rate” on the black market, he explained.
Syria analyst Samuel Ramani said the pound had fallen
by 30 percent since anti-government protests erupted
in Lebanon on October 17.

An economic downturn has accelerated since the
protests started, and a liquidity crunch has become
more acute in a country that has long served as an
economic and financial lifeline for dollar-starved
Syrian businesses. As Western sanctions tightened on
Syria during the war, many in the country have
opened businesses in neighboring Lebanon, stashed
their money in its banks and used the country as a
conduit for imports. But Lebanese banks started
introducing controls on dollar withdrawals over the
summer, straining the supply of the greenback to
Syrian markets. — Agencies 
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SIDON, Lebanon: Protesters chant slogans and strike a tabla during an anti-government demonstration in the southern Lebanese city of Sidon. — AFP 
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China targets
quarter of 
vehicle sales to be 
electric by 2025
BEIJING: China should adopt a plan that
will see electric vehicles make up a quarter
of all autos sold in the country in six years’
time, the industry ministry said yesterday, as
the sector struggles with falling sales. A draft
blueprint for the development of the “new
energy vehicle” sector - which includes
hybrids and fully-electric vehicles - comes
after the government withdrew subsidies for
carmakers earlier this year. China is the
world’s largest new energy vehicle market,
but sales of electric motors plummeted 34
percent on-year in September, according to
the China Association of Automobile
Manufacturers (CAAM).

The Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology’s draft proposal said China
should seek to ensure one in four of all vehi-
cles sold in 2025 were either hybrids or ful-
ly-electric vehicles. The measures are partly
to ensure the country meets its air pollution
targets, and to reduce Beijing’s dependence
on imported oil. China would also continue

to develop electric vehicle battery technolo-
gies, improve infrastructure for hydrogen
fuel cell vehicles and driverless cars, it said.

The draft  proposal , which includes
guidelines for the development of the new
energy vehicle sector from 2021 to 2035, is
open for public feedback until December 9.
A previous state target set in 2017 had
called for 20 percent of cars sold to be
electric vehicles by 2020, but the draft
released yesterday gave no indication
whether China was on track to meet that
goal. Fuelled by rising incomes and govern-
ment sales incentives, China is the golden

goose upon which the global automotive
industry has staked its future.

But after years of strong growth, car sales
fell last year for the first time since the
1990s, hit by a slowing economy, US trade
tensions and a Chinese crackdown on shady
credit practices that has crimped car-financ-
ing channels. Passenger vehicles sales in
China have now fallen for 15 consecutive
months, according to the CAAM. The gov-
ernment had earlier said it was planning to
impose quotas requiring carmakers to main-
tain a certain percentage of new energy
vehicles in their Chinese production. — AFP 

New IMF chief 
Georgieva urges 
debt wisdom 
DIAMNIADIO: New International
Monetary Fund chief Kristalina
Georgieva on Monday highlighted
Africa as a lure for investment as she
kicked off her maiden visit to the conti-
nent, but urged leaders to be smart on
debt management. Africa has made
“tremendous improvements”, the IMF
managing director said at a conference
near the Senegalese capital Dakar on
sustainability and debt. “As a result, over
the past two decades, extreme poverty
levels have declined by one-third, life
expectancy has increased by a fifth and
real per capita income has grown by
about 50 percent,” she said. “We have
not been able to communicate suffi-
ciently Africa as an investment destina-
tion,” she added. 

“We have to dispel the perceived
riskiness of investment in the region,”
she said, emphasizing that the key to this
was “providing more up-to-date data.”
But she also pointed to Africa’s chal-
lenges, including demographic growth

that would require up to 13 million new
jobs each year, and the impact of climate
change. To increase social spending and
to create the right conditions to attract
investment requires money, and this
raises the question of debt as a financing
tool, she said.

“Borrowing does make sense if it is
done wisely, if it finances projects that
can boost productivity and living stan-
dards, if it materializes on the ground
(with) more roads... more airports, more
schools, more hospitals,  more opportu-
nities.” But, she said: “Room for borrow-
ing in the region is not endless,” pointing
to a surge in borrowing at commercial
rates by many countries in the region.
State indebtedness has spiked as a
result, although it has recently stabilized,
Georgieva noted.

Countries should generate higher
public revenues, make investment spend-
ing more efficient and strengthen man-
agement of public data, she said.
Georgieva also chided rich countries,
which have pledged to provide 0.7 per-
cent of their GDP in support for develop-
ment. “We are not there, by a long mile,
we are still at around only 0.2 percent,”
she added. After taking office in October,
Georgieva last month warned that global
debt, both public and private, had surged
to an all-time high of $188 trillion, “about
230 percent of world output.” — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: The BMW i8 plug-in Hybrid is on display at the 2019 Los Angeles Auto
Show in Los Angeles, California. The rise of electric cars is proving a challenge not only
for auto makers but also gas stations, supermarkets and malls forced to adapt as more
and more electric vehicles hit the road, experts say. — AFP 


