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AMMAN: Syria cracked down on currency dealers
blamed for speculation on Tuesday as part of several
measures to stem a rapid collapse in the country’s cur-
rency that has in recent weeks worsened the plight of a
devastated war-torn economy, dealers and traders said.

The Syrian pound hit last week a new record low by
breaking below 1,000 pounds to the dollar. The next
day, the government announced jail time for anyone
caught using the dollar in commercial transactions to
halt further dollarizastion.

On Tuesday, the authorities also announced they had
closed at least 14 exchange firms, among them several
well-known Damascus-based financial companies in a
move that spread panic in the market, traders and busi-
ness leaders said. The moves helped bring down the
dollar 25 percent lower to just a touch below the 1,000
barrier after trading at around 1,250 last week,
exchange dealers contacted from Damascus said.

But bankers and dealers said the measure was
unlikely to bring a rapid recovery to the battered
currency.

“People are afraid and don’t know what to do,” said
a senior banker who requested anonymity saying pan-
icky merchants were now taking stock of the impact of
a ban on commercial dealings in the dollar on imports
and price of goods in the days ahead. The crumbling of
the currency has driven up inflation and aggravated
hardship as many ordinary Syrians struggle to afford
basics such as food and power.

With growing public anger over the rise in basic
goods, thousands of protesters in the mainly Druze
inhabited city of Sweida in southern Syria took to the
streets last week against worsening living conditions. In
rare demonstrations in government-controlled areas
that have not risen against Syrian President Bashar al
Assad’s rule as other opposition areas, protesters
chanted against businessmen associated with Assad
whom they blamed for robbing the country.

In the last year alone the Syrian pound has lost over
half its value with expanded US and European sanc-
tions against business executives close to Assad and
targeted non-Americans trading with Syria.

The pound has lost almost 80 percent in nearly nine
years of conflict which has caused tens of billions of
dollars’ worth of damage, disrupted agriculture, devas-
tated industry and wiped out foreign currency flows
from tourism and oil exports. It traded at 47 to the dol-
lar before protests against authoritarian rule erupted in
March 2011.

The pound’s decline has accelerated since mid-
October when the financial crisis in neighboring
Lebanon choked a main source of foreign currency
inflows. Also putting pressure on the currency, the
Syrian central bank has largely abandoned efforts in
recent months to support the value of the currency in
order to protect its remaining foreign exchange
reserves which stood at $17 billion before the war, local
businessmen say. —Reuters
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Currency crash deepens hardship among war-weary Syrians

DAMASCUS: A man holds a bunch of Syrian pound coins as he attends a shopping festival organized by the
Damascus Chamber of Industry in support of the local currency, in the Syrian capital Damascus yesterday. —AFP

Global markets 
on alert as killer 
virus fuels new
SARS fears
LONDON: World stocks responded yesterday as
investors shrugged off fears over a deadly virus
from China, while Frankfurt briefly struck a record
peak on this month’s landmark trade deal, analysts
said. Frankfurt equities added 0.1 percent, London
won 0.2 percent and Paris gained a marginal
amount in late morning deals. Asia bounced back
on bargain-buying following the previous day’s

sharp losses but investors were on edge after the
deadly coronavirus was confirmed to have spread
to the United States. “European stock markets are
showing small gains despite the fears of coron-
avirus-a case has now been reported in Hong
Kong,” noted CMC Markets analyst  David
Madden. “In early trading, the DAX printed a
record-high but the market is off the highs of the
session. “The Chinese government’s response to
the health situation seems to be more upfront than
their handling of the SARS crisis, so traders are
not as fearful.”

Meanwhile in Frankfurt, the benchmark DAX 30
index zoomed to a record high at 13,640.06
points, with dealers attributing the move to the
recent China-US trade deal. “German companies
are among most exposed global trade worries, and

therefore those enjoying the biggest bounce since
US-China relations improved at the back end of
last year, resulting in this month’s trade deal,” said
Markets.com analyst Neil Wilson. 

Global equities have however been roiled this
week by fears China virus outbreak, which has
killed nine and sickened hundreds, could cause as
much economic damage as the SARS epidemic
that killed hundreds of people in 2003.

Shanghai dropped more than one percent in
early yesterday trade, extending the previous
day’s 1.4 percent drop, with authorities battling to
contain the coronavirus strain as China prepares
for the Lunar New Year holidays, when millions of
people travel across the country.

Officials warned yesterday the strain could
mutate and spread. However, Chinese mainland

shares performed a U-turn to end the day with
gains. Tourism-linked firms-which had been hit by
concerns about the impact on the global economy
just as it shows signs of a tentative recovery from
a long-running slowdown-also enjoyed a reverse.

After a sell-off in Asia on Tuesday, news that
the US had reported its first case of the new virus
hit Wall Street, the Dow and S&P 500 sinking
from record highs. Fears of a bigger outbreak rose
on Monday after a prominent expert from China’s
National Health Commission confirmed that the
virus can be passed between people. The World
Health Organization will hold an emergency meet-
ing later yesterday to determine whether to
declare a global public health emergency over the
disease, which has also been detected in Thailand,
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan. —Reuters


