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BEIRUT: Protesters in crisis-hit Lebanon
clashed with security forces in Beirut, a day after
demonstrators outraged by restrictions on dollar
withdrawals attacked bank branches with metal
rods, fire extinguishers and rocks.

Hundreds gathered again outside the central
bank on Wednesday evening, moving to a police
station where more than 100 people were still
detained following clashes between demonstra-
tors and security forces the previous night.

They chanted slogans and demanded the re-
lease of their comrades before security forces
fired teargas to disperse them. Four months into
a protest movement against Lebanon’s political
class, demonstrators have turned their anger at
the banks, most of which have imposed informal
capital controls to stave off a liquidity crunch.

That has trapped the savings of ordinary
depositors in Lebanon’s worst economic crisis
since the 1975-1990 civil war. Protester Yumna
Mroue, 22, said the central bank’s financial poli-
cies had been harming small savers for years.
“We’re in free-fall now. What happened last
night comes from people’s real pain and anger,”
she said.

‘A lot of anger’ 
After a long day of protests and clashes, se-

curity forces released 10 people out of more
than 50 who were detained Tuesday night, ac-
cording to local media and activists.

The Red Cross said a total of 47 people were
injured Wednesday night, 37 of whom were
taken to nearby hospitals. The ten others were
treated on the spot.

A lawyer in the place told local media that 17
protesters were also arrested during Wednesday
clashes, the latest since Lebanon’s anti-govern-
ment protests demanding sweeping reform
began on October 17.

On Wednesday morning in Hamra, most bank
branches were left with smashed windows, de-
stroyed ATMs and graffiti-daubed walls after vi-
olent protest the previous night.

Banks opened despite the wreckage, as
cleaners scrubbed paint off walls and workers
replaced smashed windows.

“There is a lot of anger,” Alia, a passerby, told
AFP in front a damaged branch. “You have to go
to the bank twice to withdraw just $200.” 

Deposits ‘held hostage’ 
On Wednesday evening, hundreds of demon-

strators gathered in front of the central bank,
whose governor Riad Salameh they partly blame
for the country’s financial crisis.

Security forces meanwhile imposed tight
movement restrictions in Hamra, closing the main
road to the central bank. The state-run National
News Agency reported that some teargas can-
isters had fallen inside the Russian embassy, near
the police station housing the detainees.

Activists said several people including at
least one video journalist had been injured in the
clashes. Since September, banks have limited the
number of dollars customers can withdraw or
transfer abroad, in a country where the green-
back and the Lebanese pound are used inter-
changeably.

Although no formal policy is in place, most
lenders have limited withdrawals to about
$1,000 a month, while others have imposed
tighter curbs. Prompted by a grinding liquidity
crisis, the controls are increasingly forcing de-
positors to deal in the pound.

But the local currency has plunged by over
a third against the dollar on the parallel mar-
ket, hitting almost 2,500 against the US dollar
over the past week. The official rate was
pegged at 1,507 Lebanese pounds to the
greenback in 1997.

Demonstrators accuse banks of holding
their deposits hostage while allowing politi-
cians, senior civil servants and bank owners to
transfer funds abroad. The central bank has an-
nounced it is investigating capital flight, saying
it wants to standardise and regulate the ad hoc
banking restrictions.

‘Dangerous chaos’ 
Compounding the situation, debt-burdened

Lebanon has been without a government since
Saad Hariri resigned as prime minister on Octo-
ber 29 under pressure from the anti-government
protests. Its under-fire politicians have yet to
agree on a new cabinet despite the designation
last month of Hassan Diab, a professor and for-
mer education minister, to replace Hariri. Diab
has pledged to form a government of independ-
ent experts — a key demand of protesters —
but said last week that some parties were hin-

dering his attempts. Authorities on Wednesday
condemned the night-time attacks and called for
perpetrators to be prosecuted. Hariri called the
rampage “unacceptable,” while parliament
speaker Nabih Berri questioned whether the aim
was to “destroy the country.”

But in a strongly worded statement, United
Nations envoy to Lebanon, Jan Kubis, blamed
politicians for the turmoil, accusing them of inac-
tion while watching the economy “collapse”.
“Politicians, don’t blame the people, blame your-
selves for this dangerous chaos,” he said. — AFP

Ethiopia, Egypt, 
Sudan make 
progress in dam row
WASHINGTON: Ethiopia made progress with Egypt and Sudan
in US-brokered talks in easing concerns over a hotly contested
mega-dam on the Nile, with a tentative agreement to fill it only
during the rainy season.

The three countries had set a deadline of Wednesday to
reach an accord over the Grand Renaissance Dam in Ethiopia,
which Egypt fears could deplete its scarce drinking water.

After three days of talks in Washington, the countries’ foreign
ministers “noted the progress achieved,” a joint statement said.

But they stopped short of announcing a resolution, saying
the three countries would meet again in the US capital on Jan-
uary 28-29 to finalize an agreement.

Analysts have feared that the three Nile basin countries
could be drawn into a conflict if the dispute is not resolved be-
fore the colossal 1.8-kilometer-long dam, under construction
since 2011, begins operating.

In a draft deal, Ethiopia agreed that it will fill the dam —
set to be Africa’s largest hydroelectric project — only in the
wet season from July to August, or also in September if con-
ditions are right.

Ethiopia will aim rapidly to reach the level of 595 meters
(1,952 feet) above sea level, with later filling to be determined
based on the conditions of the river.

The filling “will be executed in stages and will be undertaken
in an adaptive and cooperative manner that takes into consid-
eration the hydrological conditions of the Blue Nile and the po-
tential impact of the filling on downstream reservoirs,” said the
statement released by the United States.

The three foreign ministers “reaffirmed the importance of
transboundary cooperation in the development of the Blue
Nile to improve the lives of the people of Egypt, Ethiopia, and
Sudan, and their shared commitment to concluding an agree-
ment,” it said.

The draft deal also calls for special mitigation measures for
Egypt and Sudan on years that they are especially dry.

In early negotiations, Ethiopia had said it would fill the dam’s
reservoir in three years while Egypt wanted the process drawn
out over 15 years.

Appeals for mediation 
Ethiopia says the $4.2 billion hydroelectric barrage would

double its electricity and be indispensable for a growing econ-
omy. It is expected to begin generating power by the end of
2020 and be fully operational by 2022.

But Egypt fears disruption in the river that provides 90 per-
cent of its drinking water. Discussions between the three coun-
tries broke down, prompting Egypt to call for international
mediation.

The US Treasury Department agreed to broker talks after
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi made a pitch to Presi-
dent Donald Trump, his close ally. Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed, who won the Nobel Peace Prize for his democratic re-
forms, promised Sunday to take into consideration the other
Nile nations’ concerns.

“Ethiopia always believes in a win-win approach with Egypt
and Sudan,” Abiy said on a visit to South Africa, adding that
peace was essential to “realize our vision of development and
growth.” Abiy also invited South Africa’s President Cyril
Ramaphosa, the incoming chairperson of the African Union, to
help push forward negotiations on the dam. The International
Crisis Group, in a report last year, urged the three nations not
to see the dam dispute as an “existential conflict” but as a way
to improve resource-sharing.

“Waiting until the dam is operational — when its impact on
downstream countries is clearer — would raise the risk of vio-
lent conflict,” it warned. — AFP

Lebanon anti-bank protests 
rock Beirut for second night

BEIRUT: (COMBO) This combination of pictures created yesterday shows riot police dragging a detained
protester into the police barracks after Lebanese anti-government protesters gathered to demand the
release of detainees who were arrested overnight, in the capital Beirut on January 15, 2020. Lebanon’s
security forces were holding at least 100 anti-government protesters yesterday, lawyers told AFP, after
two nights of demonstrations that turned violent in Beirut. — AFP


