
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s currency hit a new low against
the dollar on the black market yesterday, continuing
its freefall in a country gripped by political dead-
lock, an economic crisis and increasing shortages.

The pound, officially pegged at 1,507 to the US
dollar since 1997, was selling for 15,400 to 15,500
to the greenback on the black market, several mon-
ey changers said. After hovering around 15,000 to
the dollar in mid-March, the unofficial exchange
rate dropped to between 12,000 and 13,000 later
that month before soaring back up in recent days.

The latest plunge means the pound has lost more
than 90 percent of its value on the informal market
since October 2019, in what the World Bank has
called one of the worst financial crunches world-
wide since the mid-19th century. Lebanon has been
without a fully functioning government for 10
months since the last one stepped down after a
deadly port explosion in Beirut last summer.

Politicians from all sides have failed to agree on a
line-up for a new cabinet even as foreign currency
cash reserves plummet, causing fuel, electricity and
medicine shortages.

In recent days, frustrated drivers have waited for
hours in long car queues outside petrol stations to
fill up their tanks. Pharmacies went on strike on
Friday and Saturday in protest at the central bank
allegedly failing to provide them with dollars as a
preferable exchange rate so they could continue
working. Electricity cuts have increased in length as
the state struggles to secure enough fuel to operate

power stations.
People earning salaries in Lebanese pounds have

seen their purchasing power drastically reduced as
they battle to keep up with price hikes. The country,
where more than half the population now live in
poverty, is in desperate need of financial aid but the
international community has conditioned any such
assistance on the formation of a new government to
launch sweeping reforms. 

The World Bank said in a recent report that
Lebanon’s economic collapse is likely to rank
among the world’s worst financial crises since the
mid-19th century. The report has predicted that
Lebanon’s economy will shrink by close to 10 per-
cent in 2021 and stresses there is “no clear turning
point in the horizon”.

Lebanon defaulted on its debt last year, the cur-
rency lost around 85 percent of its value and pover-
ty is devastating a country once seen as a beacon
of prosperity in the region.

“The economic and financial crisis is likely to
rank in the top 10, possibly top 3, most severe cri-
sis episodes globally since the mid-nineteenth
century,” the report said. The latest World Bank
Lebanon Economic Monitor report, entit led
“Lebanon Sinking: To the Top 3”, said such brutal
economic collapses are usually the result of war.
The complete meltdown of Lebanon’s economy
during the past 18 months is widely blamed on
corruption and mismanagement by the country’s
hereditary political elite.

“Policy responses by Lebanon’s leadership to
these challenges have been highly inadequate,” the
report says.

Lebanon’s ruling class has failed to act on the
country’s worst emergency in a generation, which
was compounded by the coronavirus pandemic and
a devastating explosion at Beirut port last August.

“The increasingly dire socio-economic condi-
tions risk systemic national failings with regional
and potentially global effects,” the World Bank said.
The International Monetary Fund has offered assis-
tance but the country’s political barons have failed
to even form a government that could deliver the
reforms on which foreign aid is conditioned. — AFP 
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World ‘way off 
track’ on climate: 
UK business lobby
LONDON: World efforts to tackle climate
change are “way off track”, the head of
Britain’s main business lobby group said yes-
terday after a G7 pledge to step up action.
Tony Danker, director-general of the
Confederation of British Industry, also urged
the UK government to speed up greener
housing, energy and transport measures to
help meet its carbon-slashing goal.

The assessment comes after the Group of
Seven rich nations on Sunday vowed to deliver
a “green revolution” that cuts emissions, halts
and reverses biodiversity loss, and reaffirms
their pledges to go carbon neutral by 2050.
Britain, which hosted the weekend G7 leaders’
summit, will also anchor the COP26 UN cli-
mate gathering in Glasgow in November.

“We’ve now got just under five months to
go until the UK hosts COP26,” Danker told the
CBI’s virtual climate conference. “We have
what remains of this decade to fundamentally
reshape the world economy, halve carbon
emissions and limit the global temperature
increase to 1.5 degrees.

“The scale of this challenge has always
been seismic... The world has no room for fail-
ure. The climate crisis is worsening and cur-
rently we are way off track.”

The CBI also argued that British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson must adopt a new
buildings strategy to make homes more ener-
gy efficient, citing as an example the use of
hydrogen boilers.

It called for more investment in offshore
wind plus carbon capture and storage. “Put
simply: the best way to inspire global action
on decarbonisation is to lead the charge
right here at  home,” Danker added.
“Nothing less than unprecedented unstop-
pable action from the UK government, in
partnership with us in UK business, will be
enough.

“It’s in our hands to set the world on an
irreversible path to net zero by 2050.” The
2015 Paris climate agreement aims to limit
global temperature rises to less than two
degrees Celsius (3.6 Fahrenheit) above pre-
industrial levels and to pursue efforts to go
down to 1.5 degrees.— AFP

Lebanon currency hits new low
Pound freefall continues amid economic crisis and increasing shortages

BEIRUT: People exchange Lebanese pound and US dollar notes in Lebanon’s capital. —AFP

KUWAIT: The Central Bank of
Kuwait (CBK) published yesterday
the preliminary data of the State of
Kuwait’s Balance of Payments (BoP)
for 4Q 2020, and the revised data of
3Q 2020. The data revealed a surplus
during 4Q 2020 of KD 3,546.4 million
in the Current Account (that sums up
receipts and payments on transac-
tions between the domestic economy
and other economies in terms of
goods, services and income) against a
surplus of KD 2,354.9 million during
the previous quarter, i.e. an increase
by 50.6 percent equivalent to KD
1,191.5 million.

This upturn is mainly attributable
to the rise in the total value of
receipts on the credit side of the
Current Account by KD 1,251.0 mil-
lion or 16.7 percent compared with
the previous quarter, and the increase
in the total value of payments on the

debit side of the Current Account by
KD 59.5 million or 1.2 percent com-
pared with the previous quarter. 

Furthermore, preliminary data indi-
cated a decline in the surplus of the
Balance on Goods by KD 143.7 million
or 11.4 percent to reach KD 1,113.4
million during 4Q 2020, against KD
1,257.1 million during the previous
quarter. The Services Account (net
value of services transactions
between residents and non-residents
that include transportation, travel,
communications, construction, other
services as well as government serv-
ices and goods) recorded an increase
in the deficit by KD 37.7 million or 4.5
percent to reach KD 878.9 million
during 4Q 2020, compared with a
deficit of KD 841.1 million during the
previous quarter. 

Regarding the Financial Account
(recording transfers of financial assets

and liabilities between residents and
non-residents), the preliminary data indi-
cate net capital outflows (growth in resi-
dents’ net investments abroad) of KD
2,890.6 million during 4Q 2020 against
net capital outflows of KD 3,018.4 mil-
lion during the previous quarter.

As a result, the overall position of
Kuwait’s BoP recorded a deficit of KD
0.9 million during 4Q 2020 against a
surplus of KD 680.2 million during the

previous quarter. From a broader
sense, and taking into consideration
the change in the net value of external
assets of some institutions listed
under “General Government” and
changes in CBK’s reserve assets, the
BoP’s overall position, in a broad defi-
nition, indicates a surplus of KD 993.5
million during 4Q 2020 against a sur-
plus of KD 2,503.8 million during the
previous quarter.

Key developments in BoP 
of Kuwait for Q4 of 2020

French nuke firm seeks 
to fix ‘performance 
issue’ at China plant
BEIJING: A French nuclear firm said yesterday it
was working to resolve a “performance issue” linked
to a gas build-up at a plant it part-owns in southern
China following a US media report of a potential leak
there. CNN reported earlier that the US government
is assessing a report of a leak at the Taishan Nuclear
Power Plant in populous Guangdong province after
the French company, Framatome, warned of an
“imminent radiological threat”.

EDF, the majority owner of Framatome, said in a
statement that it had requested an extraordinary
meeting of the power plant’s board “for management
to present all the data and the necessary decisions”.
Framatome said in a statement to AFP that it is “sup-
porting resolution of a performance issue” at the plant.

“According to the data available, the plant is
operating within the safety parameters,” the compa-
ny said. EDF later said that there was an “increase in
the concentration of certain noble gases in the pri-
mary circuit of reactor no. 1” at Taishan, referring to
a part of the reactor’s cooling system.

Noble gases are elements like argon, helium and
neon which have low chemical reactivity. Their pres-
ence in the system “is a known phenomenon, studied
and provided for in the reactor operating proce-
dures,” EDF said. David Fishman, manager at ener-
gy-focused consulting group The Lantau Group,
said that the presence of noble gases could suggest
the problem was caused by a cracked fuel rod.
“When you have a cracked fuel rod... you get a small
release potentially of fission materials from inside
that cracked fuel rod into the cooling loop, where it
wouldn’t normally be,” he said. 

“Failed fuel or cracked fuel is a fairly normal and
common-undesirably certainly-but not uncommon
phenomenon in the nuclear fuel industry.” 

Not at ‘crisis level’ 
Citing a letter from Framatome to the US energy

department, CNN said the warning included an

accusation that the Chinese safety authority was
raising the acceptable limits for radiation outside the
facility in order to avoid having to shut it down.

But a US official told the broadcaster that the
administration of President Joe Biden believes the
facility is not yet at “crisis level”. The operator of the
power station, state-owned China General Nuclear
Power Group (CGN), said in a statement on Sunday
evening that “the environmental indicators of
Taishan Nuclear Power Plant and its surroundings
are normal”. It did not reference any leak or incident
at the power station, which it said meets “the
requirements of nuclear safety regulations and pow-
er plant technical specifications.”

The International Atomic Energy Agency, a UN
body, said it had contacted its counterpart in China
regarding the issue. “At this stage, the Agency has
no indication that a radiological incident occurred,”
the IAEA said in a statement, adding that it would
share more information “as it becomes available”.

AFP did not get an immediate response to a
request for comment from either the Chinese foreign
ministry or the Chinese nuclear power group.

If the problem is a cracked fuel rod, said Fishman,
it would have to be logged by the Chinese nuclear

safety administration with a mitigation report to fix
the problem.

What’s more, “if (Framatome) were going to
transfer over any information that they have gotten
from working in the US, they would have to apply
for an exemption... because CGN is on the US entity
list,” he added. “It is a no-fly zone for any US infor-
mation, any information or data or technology or IP
to go to China.”

Powered up in 2018, the Taishan plant was the
first worldwide to operate a next-generation EPR
nuclear reactor, a pressurised water design that has
been subject to years of delays in similar European
projects in Britain, France and Finland. There are
now two EPR power units at the plant in the city of
Taishan, which sits close to the coastline of southern
Guangdong-China’s most populous province.

EPR reactors have been touted as promising
advances in safety and efficiency over conventional
reactors while producing less waste. Nuclear plants
supplied less than five percent of China’s annual
electricity needs in 2019, according to the National
Energy Administration, but this share is expected
to grow as Beijing attempts to become carbon neu-
tral by 2060. — AFP

BRUSSELS: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson
arrives to pose for photos with NATO Secretary
General Jens Stoltenberg at the NATO summit at
NATO headquarters in Brussels Sunday. —AFP

The joint Sino-French Taishan Nuclear Power Station outside the city of Taishan in Guangdong province. — AFP


