
BEIRUT: Hundreds of people were injured
in Beirut yesterday in clashes between
security forces and protesters who rejected
the new government as it sought to win a
parliamentary vote of confidence. Smoke
wafted through Beirut where riot police
fired tear gas at protesters seeking to block
MPs from reaching the heavily barricaded
parliament. 

The Lebanese Red Cross said it treated
373 people for injuries, taking 45 of them to
hospital. One of the world’s most heavily
indebted states, Lebanon is facing an
unprecedented financial crisis rooted in
decades of state waste and corruption
which have fuelled public anger. Parliament
Speaker Nabih Berri was quoted saying
Lebanon should seek IMF technical help to
draw up an emergency plan though it could
not surrender itself to the IMF because the
nation could not bear its conditions. 

In comments reported by an-Nahar
newspaper and confirmed to Reuters by a
government source, Berri also said Lebanon
should decide whether to pay maturing for-
eign debt next month based on IMF advice.
Lebanon’s crisis came to a head last year as
slowing capital inflows from abroad led to a

hard currency crunch and protests erupted
against the ruling elite.

“People are suffering and the govern-
ment is not listening, said Lama Tabbara, 34,
an unemployed protester. “It takes a long
time to uproot an old rotten tree and that’s
what the government represents.” Eggs and
paint were hurled at the cars of MPs and
ministers arriving near parliament, but the
session went ahead despite the scuffles. At
the start, Berri said an MP had received
stitches after being hit in the face and head
by stones. Men and women, their faces
wrapped in scarves, lobbed rocks at securi-
ty forces deployed at several locations.
Police fired water cannon.

Some MPs skirted the clashes, reaching
parliament on the back of motorcycles.
Crowds chanted revolution, waved Lebanese
flags and held signs that said “no confi-
dence”. A branch of one of Lebanon’s biggest
banks, BLOM, was set ablaze. Flames
engulfed the bank where people smashed the
facade and furniture. Banks have severely
curbed savers’ access to their money and
blocked transfers abroad. The Lebanese
pound, pegged at the same level since 1997,
has lost more than a third of its value.

‘Lebanon is not Greece, Argentina’
At yesterday’s session, Prime Minister

Hassan Diab, whose government took office
last month, read out its policy statement
which urges some “painful steps” to
address the crisis. It calls for moves includ-
ing cutting interest rates and seeking for-
eign help. His government was formed with
backing from the powerful, Iran-backed
Shiite Hezbollah, Berri’s Amal Movement
and the Free Patriotic Movement (FPM)
founded by President Michel Aoun. 

Berri was quoted as saying Lebanon
must take advantage of the time remaining
before its next debt maturity on March 9 to
send a message abroad, “specifically to the
Americans” that the country needs IMF
technical help through a rescue plan.
“There is still room for Lebanon during the
coming two weeks and before the end of
the current month to benefit from this
measure,” Berri was quoted as saying.

Based on this, “Lebanon will be able to
form its position on the maturing Eurobonds
- whether to pay its commitments or not to
pay them - based on what the IMF advises.”
But Berri also said the Lebanese people
would be unable to bear IMF conditions and

the country was not Greece or Argentina -
which have experienced their own financial
crises. Senior FPM lawmaker Alain Aoun
told Reuters the country needs IMF techni-

cal assistance and should draw on IMF
advice in its decision on whether to pay the
Eurobond, and his party was expected to
adopt the same position. — Reuters
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BEIRUT: Riot police use tear gas to disperse anti-government demonstrators during a protest, against parliament giving a confidence vote to the cabinet in the capital Beirut yesterday.  — AFP 

Protests rock Beirut; hundreds injured 
Security forces clash with protesters 

BEIRUT: Lebanese MP Salim Saade arrives to attend a parliamentary session after
being attacked by protesters, in the Lebanese capital Beirut yesterday. — AFP 

Egypt population 
hits 100 million
CAIRO: Egypt’s population has reached 100
million, the statistics agency said yesterday,
highlighting the threat of overpopulation in a
poverty-stricken country where many live in
crowded megacities. The North African
country retains its position as the most popu-
lous Arab nation and Africa’s third most pop-
ulous country behind Ethiopia and Nigeria. A
counter installed atop the Central Agency for
Public Mobilisation and Statistics (CAPMAS)
ticked over into nine digits for the first time,
the agency said.

A new baby is born in Egypt roughly
every 17.9 seconds, the statistics body calcu-
lated. Prime Minister Mostafa Madbouly told
a cabinet meeting last week that “population
growth is the single largest challenge facing
the state ... and affects national security”.
Most Egyptians live on the eight percent of
national territory that is the stretch of arable
land along the River Nile basement. The life-
line, which Egypt shares with Sudan and
Ethiopia, critically provides around 97 per-
cent of Egypt’s water needs.

Birth rates in Egypt have skyrocketed in
the past three decades with around 1.5 million
babies born every year - but they have
recently slowed down as Egypt’s government

has encouraged smaller families. Egyptians
numbered around 57 million 30 years ago.
The latest census in 2017 showed nearly 95
million citizens residing in the country.
President Abdel-Fattah El-Sisi said at the time
that terrorism and overpopulation represent-
ed the two most important threats for Egypt.

As with the majority of Arab countries,
Egypt has a youthful population with just
over 60 percent under the age of 30. Around

10 million Egyptians live overseas, most of
them in the Gulf in search of better economic
opportunities. Their remittances have become
an important source of income for Egypt.
Nearly one in three Egyptians live below the
poverty line, according to CAPMAS figures
released last year. The unemployment rate is
hovering 10 percent, with millions leading
precarious lives often without social protec-
tion in the informal economy. — AFP 

SAINT MARTIN’S ISLAND: At
least 15 women and children drowned
and more than 50 others were missing
after a boat overloaded with Rohingya
refugees sank off southern Bangladesh
as it tried to reach Malaysia yesterday,
officials said. Some 138 people - main-
ly women and children - were packed
on a trawler barely 13 meters long, try-
ing to cross the Bay of Bengal, a coast
guard spokesman said.

“It sank because of overloading.
The boat was meant to carry maxi-
mum 50 people. The boat was also
loaded with some cargo,” another
coast guard spokesman, Hamidul
Islam, added. Seventy-one people
have been rescued including 46
women. Among the dead, 11 were
women and the rest children. Anwara
Begum said two of her sons, aged six
and seven, drowned in the tragedy.
“We were four of us in the boat...
Another child (son, aged 10) is very
sick,” the 40-year-old said.

Fishermen tipped off the coast
guard after they saw survivors swim-

ming and crying for help in the sea.
The boat’s keel hit an undersea coral
in shallow water off Saint Martin’s
island, Bangladesh’s southernmost ter-
ritory, before it sank, survivors said.
“We swam in the sea before boats
came and rescued us,” said survivor
Mohammad Hossain, 20. Coast guard
commander Sohel Rana said three
survivors, including a Bangladeshi,
were detained over human trafficking
allegations.

Nearly one million Rohingya live in
squalid camps near Bangladesh’s bor-
der with Myanmar, many fleeing the
neighboring country after a 2017 bru-
tal military crackdown. With few
opportunities for jobs and education in
the camps, thousands have tried to
reach other countries like Malaysia and
Thailand by attempting the hazardous
2,000-kilometre journey. An estimated
25,000 Rohingya left Bangladesh and
Myanmar on boats in 2015 trying to
get to Thailand, Malaysia and
Indonesia. Hundreds drowned when
overloaded boats sank. — AFP 

CAIRO: A general view of Al-Atba district of the Egyptian capital Cairo. Egypt’s population
has reached 100 million, the statistics agency said, highlighting the threat of overpopula-
tion in a poverty-stricken country where many live in crowded megacities. — AFP 

At least 15 refugees drown as
boat sinks off South Bangladesh


