
Timeline: The 
agonies of 
crisis-hit Lebanon
BEIRUT: Mired in what the World Bank calls one
of the worst economic crises since the mid-19th
century, Lebanon finally got a new government
Friday after 13 months of deadlock. Here is a recap
of the country’s escalating crisis:

Dollar shortages
Protesters take to the streets of central Beirut

against economic hardship on September 29, 2019.
Among the worst hit are petrol station owners who
need dollars to pay their suppliers. But media
reports say banks and exchange offices are limiting
dollar sales for fear of running out of the US curren-
cy on which the country relies.

Last straw
Mass protests follow a government announce-

ment on October 17 of a planned tax on voice calls
made over messaging services such as WhatsApp.
Many see the tax as the last straw, with some
demanding “the fall of the regime”. The government
of prime minister Saad Hariri scraps the tax the

same day. But protests continue over the ensuing
weeks, culminating in huge demonstrations calling
for the overhaul of a ruling class in place for
decades and accused of systematic corruption.
Hariri’s government resigns in late October.

Eurobond default
Lebanon, with a $92 billion debt burden equiva-

lent to nearly 170 percent of its gross domestic
product, announces in March 2020 that it will

default on a payment for the first time in its history.
In April, after three nights of violent clashes, then-
prime minister Hassan Diab says Lebanon will seek
International Monetary Fund help after the govern-
ment approves an economic rescue plan. But talks
with the IMF quickly go off the rails.

Catastrophic explosion
A massive explosion on August 4 at Beirut port

devastates entire neighborhoods of the capital, kills
more than 200 people, injures at least 6,500 and
leaves hundreds of thousands homeless. The gov-
ernment says the blast appears to have been caused
by a fire that ignited tons of ammonium nitrate left
unsecured in a warehouse for six years. Popular
anger-kept on hold by the COVID pandemic-
erupts. Top officials are investigated over the explo-
sion, but no politicians are arrested.

Political impasse
Diab’s government resigns in August after just

over seven months in office. Diplomat Mustapha
Adib is named new premier but bows out after less
than a month, and Hariri, already prime minister
three times, is named in October. Authorities
announce in February 2021 that bread prices will
rise by around a fifth. In June, the World Bank says
Lebanon’s economic collapse is likely to rank
among the world’s worst financial crises since the
mid-19th century. — AFP 

PARIS: Should a third dose of COVID
vaccine be recommended for the general
population? Some say it’s vital to boost-
ing immunity as the Delta variant
spreads, while others say precious vac-
cines should go to countries-mostly in
the Global South-where most people
haven’t even had their first jab. France
was among the first countries to start
distributing third jabs to the elderly and
people with compromised immune
systems, among others. Those eligible
can get the shot six months after their
second dose.

Countries who are offering the
shots say the additional dose is justi-
fied because vaccines have reduced
efficacy against the Delta variant that
diminishes over time. Other govern-
ments have gone even further or have
plans to: children in Israel who are 12
and older can get a third dose five
months after full vaccination. The US
plans to launch a booster shot distribu-
tion campaign for all Americans with
Pfizer and Moderna shots. But the World
Health Organization (WHO) has more
than once expressed its opposition to
such measures.

“We do not want to see widespread
use of boosters for healthy people who

are fully vaccinated,” WHO chief Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus told journalists
Wednesday. Speaking from WHO’s
headquarters in Geneva, he called on
countries to avoid giving out extra
COVID jabs until the end of the year,
pointing to the millions worldwide who
have yet to receive a single dose. “I will
not stay silent when the companies and
countries that control the global supply

of vaccines think the world’s poor should
be satisfied with leftovers,” he said.

What are the benefits? 
There is scientific consensus that the

third dose is recommended for immune-
compromised patients, including people
fighting cancer or those who have

received an organ transplant. Studies
show that these patients’ immune sys-
tems do not produce a significant
amount of antibodies when they receive
the standard vaccine dosage. While
there is less data to back it up, the same
principle applies to the elderly whose
immune systems have been rendered less
efficient by ageing.

What scientists are less convinced
about is the usefulness of a booster
shot for young people and people in
good health. The data is just not
there, say some. “We aren’t sure the
benefits are significant,” cardiologist
Florian Zores said. “We could do
studies or think about target popula-
tions instead of offering the third
dose to everyone,” he said, adding
that tests could determine who
might-or might not-need a booster.
“That might be a bit smarter in terms
of science,” added the doctor, who is

a member of French scientific integrity
watchdog, On the Side of Science.

‘Boomerang effect’
The question of unequal vaccine

access raised by the WHO is not only an
ethical issue but a practical one, say
experts. “I am not at all convinced that

rich countries ought to be giving a third
dose before a large proportion of peo-
ple on the planet get their first two,”
epidemiologist Antoine Flahault said. By
allowing the virus to spread throughout
a large part of the world, rich countries

expose themselves to a “particularly
severe boomerang effect”. “Foreign epi-
demics could generate new variants that
could be even more contagious, viru-
lent, and resistant to current vaccines,”
he said. — AFP 
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Compulsory jabs: 
Pressure mounts 
on anti-vaxxers
PARIS: As the United States requires compa-
nies to ensure their workers are vaccinated or
tested, we look at the growing number of
countries coming up with measures to pressure
people into getting jabbed against COVID-19.

Compulsory
Ex-Soviet Tajikistan and Turkmenistan,

along with the Vatican - the world’s smallest
state - are among the rare countries that have
made vaccinations mandatory for all adults.
The South Pacific French territory of New
Caledonia has also said it will make vaccination
compulsory for all its inhabitants and visitors.

United States
President Joe Biden announced strict new

rules Thursday that will directly affect an esti-
mated 80 million people. The most broad-
reaching requires companies with more than
100 workers to ensure they all or vaccinated or
take weekly tests. Among the US states and
cities to issue their own regulations, California
and New York City are demanding the same
from public sector workers. San Francisco has
said it will require all municipal employees to be
vaccinated or they could face penalties up to
and including dismissal. And children aged 12 or
over who attend public schools in Los Angeles
must be fully vaccinated by the start of 2022.

France
French healthcare staff, retirement home

workers and others working with vulnerable
people have until Wednesday to get vaccinat-
ed. The country’s health pass, restricting access
to places like cinemas, museums, restaurants
and long distance travel to the vaccinated or
those with a negative test, also piles on the
pressure to be jabbed.

Greece
Health workers in both the public and pri-

vate sectors have been required to be vacci-
nated since September 1.

Italy 
Italian doctors and health workers must get

vaccinated or face being banned from working
directly with patients. Vaccinations will be
compulsory for retirement home workers from
October 10. Unvaccinated teachers, school and
university staff and students must show proof
of a negative test every two days.

Britain
From November 11 anyone working or vol-

unteering in a care home will need to be fully
vaccinated.

Canada
Justin Trudeau’s government said in mid-

August that it would require all  federal work-
ers to be vaccinated by the end of September
and most commercial rail, air and ship passen-
gers to also have shots.

Russia
Moscow has ordered mandatory jabs for any-

one working in the service industry, with other
cities including Saint Petersburg following suit.

Hungary
Prime Minister Viktor Orban has said

vaccination will become compulsory for
caregivers. — AFP

SYDNEY: A member of the local Sikh community gets his first dose of Pfizer vaccine inside a
Glenwood Sikh Temple in Sydney. — AFP

BEIRUT: Prime Minister-designate Najib Mikati
attends prayers at the Al-Omari mosque in the
Lebanese capital Beirut, ahead of meeting with the
Lebanese President. — AFP 

ADDIS ABABA: Tesfaye Hagos usu-
ally rings in the Ethiopian New Year
by buying embroidered cotton dress-
es for his wife and young daughters,
slaughtering a goat and inviting
friends around for a feast. But not this
time. With war raging in the country’s
north and ethnic Tigrayans like him-
self fearing arbitrary arrest, Tesfaye
plans to keep his head down during
the holiday. 

“The new year is coming, but it’s
far from my mind,” he told AFP. “I’m
just going to stay at home and pray
for peace.” Africa’s second most pop-
ulous country adheres to a unique 13-
month calendar that begins in
September and runs seven to eight
years behind the Gregorian version.
Saturday marked the first day of 2014
for Ethiopians.

The celebrations are usually merry,
with families singing and dancing as
small children gather bouquets of the
bright yellow daisies that bloom every
year. But this year’s festivities have been
dampened by the conflict - particularly

for ethnic Tigrayans - and related eco-
nomic woes, notably inflation that
exceeded 30 percent last month for
food. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed is
trying to rally the country, with a five-
day social media campaign in the run-
up to the holiday highlighting such
themes as heroism and victory.

“Those who challenge Ethiopia are
those who don’t know Ethiopia,” he
said Friday in his New Year message,
adding that the country “has never
been defeated”. US President Joe
Biden voiced hope Friday that
Ethiopians can negotiate a ceasefire to
end the growing bloodshed. “We
believe Ethiopia, a great and diverse
nation, can overcome its current divi-
sions and resolve the ongoing conflict,
beginning with a negotiated ceasefire,”
Biden said in a statement.

But for Tigrayans like Tesfaye, the
life they knew was upended in
November, when the acrimonious
relationship between Abiy and the
Tigray People’s Liberation Front, the
regional rulers of Tigray, erupted into

violence. Many thousands have lost
their lives in a conflict marked by bru-
tal massacres and mass rapes, and
some 400,000 people face famine-
like conditions, with a “de-facto aid
blockade” choking humanitarian
access, according to the UN.

In the capital Addis Ababa, mean-
while, Tesfaye has been fired from his
job at a government office after more

than a decade of service, with a dis-
missal letter accusing him of giving
money to the TPLF. He now says he
avoids speaking in the Tigrinya lan-
guage and has deleted Tigrinya songs
from his phone in a bid to evade a
campaign of mass arrests that rights
groups say has swept up hundreds of
Tigrayans - and possibly many more -
in recent weeks. — AFP 

ADDIS ABABA: A man holds a live chicken in the Shola district during the prepa-
rations for the Ethiopian New Year in Addis Ababa. —AFP 

‘Worried and anxious’: Conflict
hit Ethiopia confronts new year

4 separatists 
sentenced to die in
troubled Cameroon
YAOUNDE: Four suspected separatists in
Cameroon’s troubled anglophone region have been
sentenced to death over the killing of seven school-
children, the defense ministry announced on Friday.
A military court on Tuesday sentenced the four to
“execution in public by firing squad,” it said in a
statement to AFP. The seven children, aged between
nine and 12, were killed in October last year when
armed men opened fire on their school in Kumba in
the Southwest Region-one of two western regions
gripped by a long-running breakaway campaign.

The four defendants were sentenced by a mili-
tary tribunal in the regional capital of Buea for “acts
of terrorism, hostility towards the motherland,
insurrection and murder,” the ministry said. “This

judgment isn’t just,” said Daniel Ikose Etongwe, a
lawyer for the accused who said they would appeal.
“There was not enough evidence to render such a
verdict and the rules of criminal procedure were
violated,” the lawyer added.

Western Cameroon is in the grip of a four-year
old conflict triggered by militants demanding inde-
pendence for two predominantly English-speaking
regions in the francophone-majority state. More than
3,500 people have been killed and over 700,000
have fled their homes. Rights groups say abuses have
been committed by both separatists and the armed
forces. Several death sentences have been issued
against separatists in past years, although no execu-
tion has been carried out in Cameroon for more than
two decades. The defendants have 10 days in which
to appeal, the ministry said. Their lawyers could not
be immediately reached by AFP.

WWI legacy
The presence of the anglophone regions in

Cameroon derives from the colonial era. The former

German possession of Cameroon was partitioned
after World War I between Britain and France. In
1961, part of the British territory, the Southern
Cameroons, joined Cameroon after it gained inde-
pendence from France.

Anglophones have repeatedly complained about
perceived discrimination at the hands of the fran-
cophone majority, especially in education and law.
Demands for reform and local autonomy were
rejected by Cameroon’s veteran president, Paul
Biya, culminating in the separatists’ declaration of
independence on October 1 2017.

Their self-declared entity, Ambazonia, is not rec-
ognized internationally. In addition to attacking
troops and police, separatists in the two English-
speaking regions have targeted buildings deemed
to be a symbol of the francophone state. These
include schools, and some of the fatalities have been
teachers, although the attack in Kumbamarked the
first time that students had died. The assault target-
ed a dual-language school, the Mother Francisca
International Bilingual Academy. — AFP 


