
UK nightclubs
downbeat at 
virus delay
LONDON: Will Paterson’s voice
echoes around a large dark room at
the E1 nightclub, once one of London’s
biggest party venues but which has
not seen a customer for 16 months.

The venue, on an industrial estate
in the east of the British capital,
opened to a fanfare in 2017 with a
marathon 27-hour rave and regularly
played host to 1,600 clubbers. But
after months of preparations to finally
reopen on June 21, club manager
Paterson is struggling to put a gloss
on Boris Johnson’s latest announce-
ment of a four-week delay in lifting all
coronavirus restrictions.

The prime minister’s move on
Monday was designed to stem the
spread of the Delta variant of the virus
after a surge in cases of the highly
infectious strain first identified in
India. Restrictions have been gradually
eased since March and as part of the
government’s roadmap out of lock-
down, nightclubs were always going
to be the last to reopen.

But Paterson said having to stay
shut even longer is frustrating. “There

were many, many steps we’ve had to
take over the last few months to make
sure we’d be able to open,” he told AFP.

People have gradually become
more confident about socializing
indoors because of high vaccination
rates. In practical terms, venues have
ordered in supplies of food and drinks.

Now that is on hold, and could
force even more people in the industry
to seek work elsewhere, he said. 

“They’re going to be thinking to
themselves, ‘how many times will
reopening have to be delayed before I
think that it’s not an industry that’s
stable enough to support my food, my
rent, my living costs?’” he added. 

Staff shortages 
Like many places in the belea-

guered hospitality and entertainment
sector, E1 has had to diversify to sur-
vive, by opening an outdoor pub. But
some staff have already left the sector,
exacerbating losses of workers who
are EU nationals because of new
employment rules after Brexit.

Johnson’s postponement of so-
called “Freedom Day” has caused out-
rage even among some of his own
Conservative MPs, given the success
of the vaccination program. Latest fig-
ures show that about 80 percent of
the adult population has had a first
dose of a COVID-19 vaccine, and
about 57 percent both doses.

“Many in the industry saw the posi-
tive message some two weeks ago
from the prime minister and started to
ramp up their preparation,” said
Michael Kill, chief executive of the
Night Time Industries Association, a
trade body. “They got to the point
where they committed financially to be
able to open on June 21.” “Each week
of the delay will cost pubs £100 mil-
lion ($140 million, 116 million euros),”

said the head of the British Beer & Pub
Association, Emma McClarkin. The
association has been one of the most
vocal critics of coronavirus closures
and says the latest move “increases the
chances of pubs disappearing forever”.
For Kill, nightclubs run a similar risk
and estimated that a quarter of venues
could close in the next month, as gov-
ernment support for hard-hit business-
es is phased out. —AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanon is unable to pay its soldiers
enough, the army warned yesterday ahead of a
UN-backed conference during which donors will
seek to shore up one of the bankrupt country’s key
institutions.

Unlike previous conferences designed to provide
training, weapons or equipment for Lebanon’s
armed forces, the virtual meeting hosted by France
today aims to offer the kind of humanitarian assis-
tance usually reserved for countries grappling with
conflict or natural disaster. “We are in need of food
parcels, healthcare assistance and support with sol-
diers’ pay,” a military source told AFP on condition
of anonymity.

“The devaluation of the Lebanese pound is
affecting soldiers and they are in need of support.
Their salaries are not enough anymore.”

Lebanon’s economic crisis, which the World Bank
has labeled as one of the world’s worst since the
1850s, has eaten away at soldiers’ pay and slashed
the military’s budget for maintenance and equip-
ment, further threatening the country’s stability.
Already mid last year, the army said it had scrapped
meat from the meals offered to on-duty soldiers,
due to rising food prices.

“We are doing the impossible to ease the suffer-
ing and the economic woes of our soldiers,” army
chief Joseph Aoun said in a speech on Tuesday. “We
are forced to turn to allied states to secure aid, and
I am ready to go to the end of the world to procure
assistance so that the army can stay on its feet.”

Milk, flour, medicine
Around 20 countries, including the United States,

EU member states, Gulf countries, Russia and China
have been invited to take part in the conference
alongside UN representatives. It follows a visit by
Aoun last month to Paris, where he warned that the
army could face even darker days without emer-
gency support. “The Lebanese army is going
through a major crisis, which could get worse due
to the deteriorating economic and social situation in
Lebanon, which may worsen when subsidies are lift-
ed,” he said.

He was referring to a government plan to scrap
subsidies on essential goods such as fuel, food and
flour to shore up dwindling foreign currency
reserves. A source close to French Defense Minister
Florence Parly said yesterday that the crisis was
alarming as the Lebanese military is the “key insti-
tution” maintaining security in the country. The
army has highlighted “very specific needs” for milk,
flour, medicine, fuel and spare parts for mainte-
nance, the source said, in requests amounting to
“several tens of thousands of euros”. The aid was
needed “as soon as possible”, the source said,
stressing “the urgency of the situation”.

‘Singular battle’ 
Whether or not the aid would be in cash or in

kind was to be discussed today. France is expected
to announce deliveries of medical equipment to
combat the coronavirus and spare parts for

armored vehicles and helicopters.
The United States pledged to make a contribu-

tion during a meeting Tuesday in Brussels between
Parly and her American counterpart Lloyd Austin.
The Lebanese army has been relying heavily on
food donations from allied states since last sum-
mer’s monster port explosion in Beirut that killed
more than 200 people and damaged swathes of the
capital. France, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates and

Turkey are among the army’s main food donors.
Iraq and Spain have offered medical assistance.

The United States remains the biggest financial
backer of the Lebanese military. It has bumped up
funding for the army by $15 million for this year to
$120 million. Aram Nerguizian of the Carnegie Middle
East Center said the “Paris conference is meant to
prompt partner nations to think creatively about how
to help the LAF (army) through 2021.” —AFP
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News in brief

Junta, villagers trade accusations 

YANGON: Myanmar’s junta and villagers traded
accusations yesterday after a settlement was
razed almost entirely to the ground in the center
of the coup-wracked country. Villagers of Kin Ma
in central Magway region told AFP junta forces
were to blame for its near-destruction, while the
military said “terrorists” and windy weather were
responsible. Mass protests against the February 1
coup have been met with a brutal military crack-
down and violence has flared in several communi-
ties across Myanmar as civilians form “self-
defence” forces to oppose the junta. — AFP

France to end mandatory outdoor masks 

PARIS: France yesterday said it was ending the
obligation to wear masks outside and would bring
forward the lifting of a nighttime curfew, as
COVID infections fall and the country’s vaccine
drive picks up. Prime Minister Jean Castex said
the requirement for people to wear masks out-
doors in much of the country would be lifted from
today, with some exceptions, while an unpopular
11 pm COVID curfew will be scrapped on June 20,
10 days earlier than initially planned. Mandatory
mask-wearing outdoors and the curfew, which
was put in place on October 30 and had at one
point been as early as 6 pm, had begun to
encounter growing opposition among the French
public in the hot summer weather. —AFP

Botswana finds ‘third largest’ diamond

GABORONE, Botswana: Botswanan diamond
firm Debswana said yesterday it had unearthed
a 1,098-carat stone that it described as the third
largest of its kind in the world. The stone, found
on June 1, was shown to President Mokgweetsi
Masisi in the capital Gaborone. “It is believed to
be the third largest gem-quality find in the
world,” said Debswana Managing Director
Lynette Armstrong. The “rare and extraordinary
stone... means so much in the context of dia-
monds and Botswana,” she said. “It brings hope
to the nation that is struggling.” —AFP

Sri Lanka court frees top detective 

COLOMBO: A Sri Lanka court yesterday freed
on bail the country’s top detective after 10
months behind bars, in a case that attracted
international condemnation of Colombo’s human
rights record. The Court of Appeal asked a low-
er court to free Shani Abeysekara and another
detective who had been accused of falsifying
evidence in a trial that led to the conviction of a
senior policeman for murder. “They were
ordered to be released on personal bail of one
million rupees ($5,000) each,” a court official
said. Abeysekara was the head of the Criminal
Investigation Department which was investigat-
ing high-profile corruption cases and murders
involving members of the powerful Rajapaksa
family and their associates.  —AFP

TRIPOLI: In this file photo, Lebanese army reinforcements arrive in the northern port city of Tripoli during clash-
es with protesters as anger over a spiraling economic crisis re-energized a months-old anti-government move-
ment in defiance of a coronavirus lockdown. —AFP

Size matters at 
Putin-Biden 
summit venue
GENEVA: The Swiss venue for the
US-Russia summit is appropriate not
only for its neutrality and grandeur-it
has the added bonus of being perfect-
ly divisible, giving both camps an
equal number of rooms and no chance
for one-upmanship, a protocol point-
person said yesterday.

Russian President Vladimir Putin
and his US counterpart Joe Biden are
meeting Wednesday at the La Grange
villa in Geneva, a plush 18th-century
mansion surrounded by a tree-lined
park overlooking the lake. The classi-
cal villa’s symmetrical design means it
can be split down the middle and both
leaders can have access to exactly the
same amount of space.

“Each delegation gets the same
number of rooms,” Marion Bordier
Buschi, Geneva’s deputy head of pro-
tocol, told RTS public radio.
“Fortunately, the villa is perfectly
symmetrical. This allows everyone to

have exactly the same number of
rooms and the same number of square
meters. It’s true that that was the
advantage of the villa.” Biden arrived
in Geneva on Tuesday ahead of the
one-day summit, while Putin will be
flying in shortly before the talks begin.

The villa, which was in the hands of
patrician families of Geneva before
being bequeathed to the city in 1917,
was a whirlwind of activity ahead of
the summit. The paint was touched up
and the chandeliers polished, while
antique furniture was rearranged to
make way for the two presidents.

The scene is set in the showpiece
library: two wooden armchairs clad in
red leather have been placed either
side of a globe, with some of the
15,000 books as a backdrop.

Frantic work to rearrange the furni-
ture is still ongoing-though some
things can only be shifted and installed
with the agreement of both parties.

“We still have a few interior design
issues that remain unresolved. I think
that will carry on right up until the last
minute,” said Bordier Buschi. “There
are two or three small furniture
rearrangements-technical equipment
that must be put in place in agreement
with the two delegations.”

The protocol chief said both sides
could make requests, but they could
only be adhered to if the other side
agrees. “I cannot accept them if the
other delegation has not approved it,”
she said. “There’s nothing extravagant
about the requests.

“It’s furniture, coffee breaks, ear-
phones for the meeting. Things like
that.” Despite the meeting being
expected to last four to five hours,

Biden and Putin will not be sitting
down to eat together. Instead, the lux-
ury Eaux-Vives hotel-restaurant-the
neighboring plush villa surrounded by
a park, will provide some simple
catering. “It’s the Eaux-Vives restau-
rant that will prepare little things to
eat, and coffee, tea, water, but it’s very
simple. There is no meal. It’s really just
for breaks and refreshments,” Bordier
Buschi said. — AFP

GENEVA: A man uses a pressure washer to clean the low wall surrounding the “Villa La
Grange”, possible venue of the meeting between US President Joe Biden and Russian
counterpart Vladimir Putin in Geneva  yesterday. — AFP

In this file photo, Zack Rowe, a technician in PRYZM nightclub in Birmingham, poses
for a photograph in the superclub in Birmingham, central England, as it remains
closed due to ongoing government restrictions on the nightclub sector to suppress
the transmission of coronavirus. — AFP

Nicaraguan 
ex-president 
Bolanos dies 
MANAGUA: Nicaragua’s former president
Enrique Bolanos, who led a fierce fight against
corruption, has died at the age of 93, his family
said Tuesday. Bolanos, who beat a favored Daniel
Ortega in the 2001 elections and was in power
until 2007, was buried Tuesday in the western city
of Masaya, where he lived. 

During his tenure, he popularized the phrase

“let’s roll up our sleeves” as he promoted public
austerity to clean up public debt and battle cor-
ruption. He held several corruption trials, including
of his predecessor and former boss Arnoldo
Aleman, who was accused of laundering millions of
dollars in public funds. 

“The Nicaragua I have dreamed of . . . is a
Nicaragua in which truth, honesty and justice
reign for all,” said Bolanos at the time.  During
Bolanos’ administration, Nicaragua ratified a free
trade agreement between Central America and the
United States. The country-one of the poorest on
the continent-also managed to get 80 percent of
its foreign debt forgiven during his presidency. 

Bolanos had five children with his late wife Lila.
After retiring from politics, he dedicated the last
years of his life to building a library that bears his

name. To mark his death, the government ordered
flags be flown at half-mast for three days of
mourning. —AFP 
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