
BEIRUT: The coronavirus pandemic will plunge
8.3 million people in the Arab region into poverty,
the United Nation’s Economic and Social Com-
mission for Western Asia said on Wednesday.
ESCWA also warned that two million people
could become undernourished as a result. “With
today’s estimates, a total of 101.4 million people
in the region would be classified as poor, and 52
million as undernourished,” the UN agency said.  

Women and young adults working in the in-
formal sector and who
have no access to social
welfare are among the
most vulnerable, said
ESCWA executive secre-
tary Rola Dashti. “Arab
Governments must ensure
a swift emergency re-
sponse to protect their
people from falling into
poverty and food insecu-
rity owing to the impact of COVID-19,” Dashti
added. ESCWA last month warned that the coro-
navirus pandemic could wipe out more than 1.7
million jobs across the Arab world this year.  

Food crisis 
Meanwhile, the heads of three global agencies

has warned of a potential worldwide food short-
age if authorities fail to manage the ongoing
coronavirus crisis properly. Many governments

around the world have put their populations on
lockdown to slow the spread of the virus but that
has resulted in severe slow-downs in interna-
tional trade and food supply chains. Meanwhile
panic buying by people going into isolation has
already demonstrated the fragility of supply
chains as supermarket shelves emptied in many
countries.

“Uncertainty about food availability can spark
a wave of export restrictions, creating a shortage

on the global market,” said
the joint text signed by Qu
Dongyu, head of the UN’s
Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO), Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
director-general of the
World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) and Roberto
Azevedo, director of the
World Trade Organization

(WTO). That is not an idle threat. After the 2007
global financial crisis, rice producing countries
India and Vietnam restricted exports to ward off
expected price increases. The result: food riots
in several developing countries as the price of
rice soared.

The warning could be directed at Russia as
officials there have mulled restricting wheat ex-
ports and have already tapped the nation’s re-
serves to ensure prices don’t jump. “In the midst

of the COVID-19 lockdowns, every effort must
be made to ensure that trade flows as freely as
possible, specially to avoid food shortage(s)”
from developing, the joint statement said. “When
acting to protect the health and well-being of
their citizens, countries should ensure that any
trade-related measures do not disrupt the food
supply chain,” it added.

Over the longer term, confinement orders and
travel restrictions risk causing disruptions in

agricultural production due to the unavailability
of agricultural labor and the inability to get food
to markets. “Such disruptions including hamper-
ing the movement of agricultural and food indus-
try workers and extending border delays for food
containers, result in the spoilage of perishables
and increasing food waste,” the three leaders
noted. Closing borders has exposed just how
much certain countries are dependant upon for-
eign workers to bring in crops. — Agencies
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SHARJAH: An elderly man wearing a protective mask lifts his hands in prayer outside a mosque which
has been closed to worshipers amid the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic, in Sharjah, in the United
Arab Emirates. — AFP 
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World could face food crisis: UN, WTO

Coronavirus to plunge 8 million 
into poverty in Arab world: UN

Libya marks year
of fighting, fears
worse to come
TRIPOLI: While the world is gripped by the
coronavirus pandemic, war-shattered Libya
marks one year Saturday of its latest bloody
conflict that is plunging it ever deeper into
chaos. Russia, Turkey, the United Arab Emirates
and others have fuelled the fighting in the oil-
rich but poverty-stricken North African nation
where hundreds have been killed and over
150,000 displaced.

Medical experts warn that Libya is at height-
ened risk of the fast-spreading COVID-19 illness,
given the deteriorated public health system in the
gateway country for desperate Europe-bound mi-
grants. As much of the world has hunkered down,
militias in the south of the capital Tripoli have kept
firing bullets, mortars and grenades at each other,
the explosions echoing across the city. Libya has
been gripped by chaos for almost a decade, since
longtime dictator Muammar Gaddafi was brought
down and killed in a 2011 uprising backed by sev-
eral Western powers.

It is now split between the UN-recognized
Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli

and forces loyal to eastern-based strongman
Khalifa Haftar, who launched his offensive to try
to capture the capital on April 4 last year. One year
on, and several failed ceasefires later, “we are sim-
ply witnessing the decimation of a nation”, said
analyst Jalel Harchaoui of the Clingendael Institute
in The Hague.

The United Nations’ envoy to Libya, Ghassan
Salame, threw in the towel in early March following
the repeated failure of efforts to restore order, al-
though he said his resignation was for health rea-
sons. A Berlin summit in late January saw Moscow,
Ankara and other foreign players engaged in Libya
pledge to respect an arms embargo and support a
truce. But barely 10 days later, Salame was de-
nouncing violations and a continuous influx of for-
eign arms and mercenaries.

‘Existential battle’ 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has

openly sent military equipment and fighters to
the GNA. Russia, Egypt and the United Arab
Emirates have meanwhile supported what Haftar
claims is a campaign against jihadist “terrorists”
and “criminals”. As Haftar’s offensive has so far
failed to take Tripoli, said Harchaoui, Erdogan’s
government has been able “to increase its pres-
ence and influence in the Libyan capital”. In re-
cent months, Erdogan sent hundreds of
pro-Turkish Syrian fighters to battle the pro-
Haftar forces, who are supported by Russian
mercenaries Moscow denies having sent. — AFP 

Libya: Strongman’s
offensive to seize
the capital
TRIPOLI: A year ago, Libyan strongman
Khalifa Haftar began his offensive to seize the
capital Tripoli from the UN-recognized gov-
ernment, a conflict which has left hundreds
dead and over 150,000 displaced. Here is a
recap.

Haftar orders advance 
On April 4, 2019, Haftar orders his troops to

advance on Tripoli, seat since 2016 of the Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA), which he
claims is backed by “terrorist” groups.  Haftar
supports a parallel administration based in the
eastern city of Tobruk and his forces already
control the country’s main southern oil fields.
The assault is ordered as United Nations Sec-
retary-General Antonio Guterres is in Libya for
a visit aiming to cement a political deal on hold-
ing elections.

The next day, the Security Council calls on
Haftar’s forces to halt their advance. On April 7,
Haftar’s forces say they have carried out their
first air strike on a suburb of Tripoli, where the

GNA is based.  The GNA announces it has
launched a “counteroffensive”. On April 19, the
White House says President Donald Trump rec-
ognized Haftar’s “significant role in fighting ter-
rorism and securing Libya’s oil resources”.
Fighting intensifies the next day. 

Setbacks for Haftar 
On June 26, GNA forces retake the town of

Gharyan, the main supply base for Haftar’s
forces southwest of the capital. In late July, UN
envoy Ghassan Salame proposes a three-point
plan: a truce, a high-level meeting of concerned
countries, and intra-Libyan talks. 

International involvement 
On November 5, The New York Times re-

ports that Russia has sent some 200 merce-
naries to support Haftar. Moscow denies the
claim. Ten days later, the United States urges
Haftar to end his offensive. On November 27,
Turkey and the GNA sign a military and secu-
rity deal. A UN report on December 10 ac-
cuses several countries of breaching a 2011
arms embargo by supplying the opposing
camps.  While Turkey and Qatar support the
GNA, Haftar is backed by Egypt, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates among
others. - On January 5, 2020, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan announces the
deployment of Turkish soldiers to Libya, days
after getting parliament’s approval.  —AFP


