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This file photo shows a tourist operating a
stand up paddle board at Muri beach on
Rarotonga, the largest island in the Cook
Islands. — AFP 

A woman is evacuated from the partially destroyed Beirut neighborhood of Mar
Mikhael on August 5, 2020 in the aftermath of a massive explosion in the
Lebanese capital. — AFP photos

A man collects his belongings in the trendy partially destroyed Beirut neigh-
borhood of Mar Mikhael.

An injured man sits next to a restaurant in the trendy partially destroyed Beirut
neighborhood of Mar Mikhael.

Montenegro’s medieval walled city of Kotor is suffering under a huge influx of visitors.—AFP

Al-Ula is notable for its natural heritage and
rich history. It is home to important historical
and archaeological sites. — RCU

Heritage buildings, trendy bars and
hip art galleries, all gutted: the
vibrant Mar Mikhail district, once

one of Beirut’s gems, is now a wasteland
of broken glass and destroyed cars. A
short walk from Lebanon’s main port,
where a huge blast on Tuesday flattened
buildings and killed more than 100 peo-
ple, the bustling nightlife hotspot was
among the hardest-hit areas. Today it is
unrecognizable even to those who grew
up there. “Mar Mikhail was Beirut’s beat-
ing heart,” said Lina Daoud, a 45-year-
old volunteer distributing food and water.
“Now, I feel like I’m entering an unfamil-
iar place,” she said. “I never thought
there would come a day... when I would
see Mar Mikhail like this.”

Inside a damaged house more than a
century old, Michel Asaad gathered
shards of glass in a bucket.  In a room
that looked like it was hit by a tornado, a
toppled statue of the Virgin Mary had
been resurrected-but was missing its
head. “I’ve lived in this house my entire
life,” said Asaad, 53. “I could have died
here.” 

‘Worse than the war’ 
Asaad pointed to other architectural

gems that gave the street its traditional
character, popular with Lebanese and
foreigners alike. The oldest among them
have totally collapsed, while those that
sustained less damage now have
craters in their walls or are missing roofs.
Beirut’s governor has said the blast
made nearly 300,000 people homeless.
Asaad said he was “only one of the hun-

dreds, if not thousands, of people”
affected in the neighborhood. Mar
Mikhail’s concrete pavement was car-
peted with broken glass that crackled
underfoot as residents streamed in to
check on their properties on Wednesday
morning.

Mangled vehicles with air bags pok-
ing out of broken windows lined the
sidewalk, their owners waiting for them
to be lifted. Dozens of people dragging
heavy suitcases made their way up a
steep road, joining the exodus from a
district rendered almost uninhabitable.
Rescue workers carried an elderly
woman out of her house on a wooden
chair from her living room. Another frail
and elderly woman pushed past crowds,
four heavy tote bangs dangling from her

thin arms as debris fell overhead. 
Wearing a face mask, Mar Mikhail

resident Khalil said he had lived in the
neighborhood for 50 years, including
throughout Lebanon’s 1975-1990 civil
war. “During the war, we would see
shells fall here and there,” said the 78-
year-old.  “But we have never seen
something like this. Not even in our worst
nightmares could we have imagined it.”

‘Lost all hope’ 
People walking through the street did

not know where to look: at the utter dev-
astation around them, or overhead,
where sharp stalactites of broken glass
threatened to break off at any moment.
“It looks like World War II,” said one
passerby, examining the damage.

Nearby, a woman broke down crying as
she described the scene to a friend over
the phone.  Historically an Armenian dis-
trict, Mar Mikhael counted several
Armenians among Tuesday’s casualties.
Nurse Jessica Beckjian died under the
rubble of her office at the heavily dam-
aged Saint George Medical Center near
the port.  In more recent times it has
been gentrified to become the heart of
Beirut’s cultural life, bustling with young
crowds frequenting its galleries, restau-
rants and bars.

But Wednesday’s traffic jams weren’t
caused by revelers heading to their
favorite watering hole. Instead, cars
lined the road bumper-to-bumper as
people flocked to inspect their homes
and shops. Tuesday’s blast came on top

of a spiraling economic crisis com-
pounded by a coronavirus lockdown,
adding some $3 billion-worth of damage
to the heavy burden weighing on the
small Mediterranean country. Sweeping
shards of glass from the floor using a
broom, volunteer Tala Masri said the
damage done by the blast went well
beyond its immediate economic impact.
“Mar Mikhail is our second home, espe-
cially us the youth,” said the 18-year-old
student. “Even with the coronavirus, and
everything else that has happened in the
country, I always had hope,” she added.
“But now, I’ve lost it.”— \AFP

Volunteers and members of the civil society clean the rubble in a street of the damaged trendy
Beirut neighborhood of Mar Mikhael.

An injured Lebanese woman sits in front of her damaged shop in the trendy Beirut neighbor-
hood of Mar Mikhael.

New Zealand plans to open a virus-
free “travel bubble” with the tiny
Pacific realm of Cook Islands before

year’s end, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern
said yesterday, while expressing caution
about a similar arrangement with Australia.
Ardern said the quarantine-free travel cor-
ridor was possible because New Zealand
and the Cooks-an archipelago of under
10,000 people-had successfully contained
the coronavirus. “Our expectation is that it
would be in place before the end of the
year,” she told reporters, adding that offi-
cials were being careful not to move too
quickly on the proposal. “The last thing
anyone wants is to reopen travel, only to
have it closed down again because it has-
n’t been done properly.” 

New Zealand has recorded only 22
coronavirus deaths in a population of five
million, and marked 100 days since its last
case of community transmission on
Sunday, while the Cooks declared itself
virus-free in mid-April. The economic ben-
efits of the travel bubble are expected to
be felt mostly in the Cooks, a popular
tourist destination where Ardern estimated
60 percent of pre-virus visitors were from
New Zealand. A trans-Tasman bubble with
Australia would be far more advantageous
to New Zealand’s economy, where interna-
tional tourism screeched to a halt when
borders were closed in March. The
prospect looked tantalisingly close a few
months ago, before Australia was hit with a
second wave of infections centered on
Victoria state. “We’re still undertaking the
foundational work for trans-Tasman travel
arrangements but obviously that’s going to
be some time off,” Ardern said. All interna-
tional arrivals into New Zealand are cur-
rently required to spend at least 14 days in
strictly supervised quarantine.—AFP

Beaches along Montenegro’s Adriatic
coast, normally packed with tourists
in August, were largely empty last

week in a sign of how badly the coron-
avirus is hurting the country’s economy.
Revenues from the summer tourist season
are expected to drop by around 90% from
280 million euros ($330 million) in 2019.
Tourism accounts for more than 20% of
Montenegro’s economy. In the coastal
resort of Budva, patrons in cafes were few
and far between. Krsto Niklanovic gazed
at the sea from his restaurant’s empty ter-
race. “The turnover now is at about 12%
compared to the same date last year,”
Niklanovic told Reuters on Sunday.

To salvage the season, Montenegro
last week opened its borders to Russians,
who normally make up a third of the 2.6
million tourists visiting annually. Russia
must still adopt reciprocal measures
before its tourists start arriving. Ties
between Podgorica and the Kremlin
soured after Montenegro joined NATO in
2016, but Russians still own around a third

of all the foreign companies and real
estate in the country.

Zeljka Radak-Kukavicic, head of
Montenegro’s Tourist Organization, said
the arrival of the Russians would help. “I
believe ... we will manage ... to at least
minimize the effects of the previous seven
months,” she said. Montenegro in March
closed borders, airports and seaports,
and banned public gatherings and out-
door activities. Prime Minister Dusko
Markovic declared the country coron-
avirus-free on May 25, but cases
rebounded in mid-June. So far, 3,618 of
Montenegro’s 620,000 people have
caught COVID-19 and 64 have died, far
less than elsewhere in the region.

Zarko Radulovic, co-owner of the
Montenegro Stars hotel chain, said an
increase in cases could ruin hopes for a
recovery this season. “If there are 300
(more) ill, God forbid, everything goes
down the drain,” he said. — AFP 

An Italian Alpine resort on Sunday
lifted a state of alert declared last
week over fears that a chunk of

glacier on the Mont Blanc mountain
range might crash down on them. Around
15 people who were evacuated can now
return to their homes in Courmayeur and
traffic in the Cap Ferret valley is permitted
again, said a statement from town offi-
cials. Climate change has been increas-
ingly melting the world’s glaciers, creat-
ing a new danger for the town of
Courmayeur, a resort community in Italy’s
Aosta Valley region, near the French bor-
der. The town was put on high alert on
Wednesday as a block of ice estimated
at about 500,000 cubic meters-the size of
the Milan cathedral, one official said-from
the Planpincieux glacier risked falling and
threatening homes.

But on Sunday, town officials
announced that all security measures
had been lifted. Some locals were dismis-
sive of the closure, and said it further hit a
tourism season already affected by the

coronavirus measures. But the mayor’s
office said again on Sunday: “The evacu-
ation was necessary and inevitable
because of the glacier risk.” While regret-
ting what it said was the alarmist tone of
some news coverage, officials insisted
that the threat to the town had been real.

During a recent helicopter flypast, an
AFP reporter saw a gaping chasm on
the lower part of the Planpincieux, from
which two cascades of water flowed
towards the valley, as it hung from the
mountainside like a gigantic block of
grey polystyrene. In September and
October last year, the Planpincieux gla-
cier also threatened a partial collapse,
after which extra surveillance measures
were put in place. A study last year by
Swiss scientists found that Alpine gla-
ciers could shrink between 65 and 90
percent this century, depending on how
effectively the world can curb green-
house gas emissions. — AFP

A picture taken from a helicopter shows the Planpincieux glacier of the Grandes Jorasses, on
the Italian side of the Mont Blanc massif, with the Courmayeur village in the background, Val
Ferret, northwestern Italy. — AFP

Saudi Arabia has agreed with
Europe’s biggest hotel group Accor
for the group to expand and operate

a resort at the $20 billion Al-Ula tourism
project in the kingdom’s northwestern
region, the Royal Commission for the proj-
ect said on Sunday. Al-Ula, the site of an
ancient civilization in a remote northwest-
ern corner of the country, is part of plans
by the world’s top crude exporter to diver-
sify its economy away from oil and open

up after decades of seclusion. The agree-
ment will see Accor operate an expanded
Ashar Resort under the Banyan Tree
brand, with 47 new units bringing the
resort’s total capacity to 82 high-end vil-
las, along with a spa and several gourmet
restaurants, a commission statement said.

The project is located in the Ashar val-
ley, 15 km (9 miles) from the Kingdom’s
first UNESCO World Heritage Site, Hegra.
In April, Saudi Arabia’s tourism minister

told Reuters the sector could see a 35-
45% decline this year due to measures
taken by the government to fight the coro-
navirus pandemic. The ultra-conservative
Muslim kingdom, relatively closed off for
decades, has in recent years relaxed
strict social codes such as the segrega-
tion of men and women in public and the
requirement that women wear all-covering
black robes, or abayas. —Reuters


