
LONDON: Children clutching glow sticks shrieked
with delight and onlookers gazed awestruck as
Blackpool’s Illuminations lights festival launched to a
spectacular volley of fireworks from its 158-metre
Victorian tower.

The northwest English town’s lights display crowns
an extended tourist season as Britain’s traditional sea-
side resorts benefit from a domestic tourism boom dur-
ing the coronavirus pandemic. Expensive COVID tests,
vaccine certification, quarantines and the UK govern-
ment’s ever-changing traffic-light system for interna-
tional travel have made overseas trips less attractive and
even inaccessible for British holidaymakers.

But the lifting of restrictions has helped domestic
tourism, providing a boon to seaside resorts that were
once Britons’ favorite destinations before the advent
of cheap overseas package holidays to warmer and
sunnier climes. 

Rise, fall, revival? 
Blackpool, on the Irish Sea north of Liverpool and

Manchester, embodies the rise and fall of the quintes-
sential British seaside resort. After the arrival of the
railways, it became Britain’s premier mass tourist des-
tination in the 19th and 20th centuries for city
dwellers to escape smog and enjoy bracing sea air
and cheap entertainment. But affordable air travel and
holidays from the 1960s lured Britons overseas and
knocked Blackpool off its perch. By 2008, it offered
40 percent fewer bed spaces than in 1987.

Once synonymous with leisure and pleasure,
Blackpool became a byword for decline and poverty.
A 2019 UK government study found Blackpool had
eight of England’s 10 most deprived neighborhoods.
And its historic dependence on tourism and hospitali-
ty meant the coronavirus pandemic dealt a devastat-
ing blow to the town’s economy and vulnerable social
groups. But Blackpool and seaside towns like it have
seen soaring domestic visitor numbers while interna-
tional travel remains unpredictable. Tourists thronged
its promenade on Illuminations switch-on day earlier
this month, to explore its tower, piers, theme park,
beach, amusement arcades and shops selling fish and

chips, ice cream and local sweet treat Blackpool rock.
Owen Wells, 23, a flamboyantly dressed welder,

plumped for Blackpool instead of the hard-partying
Spanish resort of Magaluf to celebrate his bachelor
party. “With COVID, it’s been awkward. A lot of my
friends haven’t been vaccinated. It’s where we can go
where we don’t have to isolate for two weeks,” he
said. Administrator Michelle Potter, 55, said she was a
seasoned visitor to Spain, Turkey and Cyprus but this
year opted to take her nine-year-old daughter to
Blackpool. “I couldn’t be bothered with the hassle of
going abroad and having to stick to restrictions. The
UK is just as good,” she added.

Back on the map
Surveys by Britain’s tourism board have indicated

that domestic holidaymakers have preferred tradi-
tional coastal towns this summer. Rail and coach com-
panies have recorded strong demand for other classic
destinations such as Brighton and Bournemouth in
southern England, and Scarborough in the north.
Blackpool restaurant owner Alex Lonorgan, 37, has
enjoyed two busy summers in a row amid the hard-
ship of three pandemic-enforced closures since
March 2020.

“It’s been amazing that so many families have had
something different by having a UK holiday-
Blackpool is going to be back on everybody’s map,”
he said.

Lockdowns were also tough for 18-year-old Alfie

Hayden, a doughnut and sweets seller.
His shop had to shut on multiple occasions but the

future seems brighter, even if trade has not reached
pre-pandemic heights. “We were losing a lot of sales
and it wasn’t very good. It is what it is,” he said.

“This is the best place to come for a quick get-
away and it’s brought up our sales a lot.”

Great expectations 
Blackpool Council leader Lynn Williams said

recent regeneration work was aiming to attract pri-
vate investment and retain UK tourists who would
usually holiday abroad. Blackpool “has changed from
when people came as a child and how it’s portrayed.
But we won’t change in that we are a welcoming sea-

side resort,” she added.
Vaccines may tame the pandemic across Europe

and North America and facilitate international travel
again, meaning the British seaside’s revival could be a
flash in the pan. But Williams believes Blackpool’s
renaissance will be sustainable, as Britons rediscover
attractions closer to home.

“The three piers and the tower-no one else has
that. To see the tower lit up in all its glory is a lovely
sight,” she said. Lonorgan added: “A lot of people
come religiously to Blackpool every year-that group
has grown. “That should have a knock-on effect. The
positive side of a very difficult 18 months for
Blackpool is that people have seen how good it is.
Long may it continue.” —AFP
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Big Tech made 
billions during 
‘war on terror’
WASHINTON: Tech giants made billions
through contracts with the US military and
other government agencies during the so-
called “war on terror”, according to a report
released ahead of the 20th anniversary of 9/11.
The “Big Tech Sells War” report, published by
three US campaign groups, documented an
explosion of government contracts with
Amazon, Facebook, Google, Microsoft and
Twitter since 2004. The tech companies’ con-
tracts were “primarily with agencies central to
the War on Terror,” said the report.

“From 2004 to today, Big Tech corpora-
tions have seen a huge climb in federal
demand for their services, particularly from
the Pentagon and Department of Homeland
Security,” it said.

The demand from US military and intelli-
gence agencies for cloud computing and GPS
software has surged since 2001 as the defense
industry has grown increasingly digitized.

The Department of Defense alone has
spent $43.8 billion on Big Tech contracts
since 2004, said the report, a collaboration
between the Action Center on Race and the
Economy and social justice groups LittleSis
and MPower Change. Four of the five top-
spending agencies on Big Tech contracts
were “central to foreign policy or were
established as a direct result of the Global
War on Terror”, it said.

“Amazon and Microsoft in particular
pulled ahead in recent years, with Amazon
signing nearly five times and Microsoft sign-
ing eight times as many federal contracts and
subcontracts in 2019 compared to 2015,” the
report said. The report said Microsoft had
benefited from a leap in defense contracts
during the Trump administration, with a six-
fold increase in the number of deals signed
between 2016 and 2018.

Contracts with “traditional” military and
defense contractors, such as aerospace com-
panies Raytheon and Northrop Grumman,
have meanwhile declined in recent years. AFP
has reached out to the five Big Tech compa-
nies for comment, but has yet to receive a
response. The report pulled its data from Tech
Inquiry, an online tool that allows users to
explore US government contracts.—AFP

Greek PM offers tax
cuts, better growth
in new bid
ATHENS: Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis
promised tax cuts and better economic growth
prospects in a bid to repair the political damage
wrought by last month’s destructive forest fires.

“I am able to announce a revised growth target
of 5.9 percent” for 2021, Prime Minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis said in a keynote speech at the
Thessaloniki International Fair. Official Greek data
last week showed the economy growing 3.4 percent
between the first and second quarters of 2021, and a
better-than-expected 16.2 percent year-on-year,
despite partial lockdowns.

And Greek authorities look forward to positive
tourism takings in July and August being reflected
in the third quarter data. Mitsotakis ruled out
another pandemic lockdown in the fall, stressing:
“The economy and society will not shut down
again.” The PM also announced new tax cuts, bene-
fits for green energy and digital investment, and an
initiative to encourage youth employment. “Greeks
are now paying less tax across the board,” he said.

Three years after Greece exited its last interna-
tional bailout, nearly one in three Greeks under 24 is

unemployed. Halfway through his four-year term,
Mitsotakis has seen his conservative party’s ratings
flag after wildfires destroyed over 100,000
hectares of forest, farmland and crops around the
country. Just before his speech, police fired tear gas
and water cannon at anti-vaccine and anarchist
demonstrators who tried to approach the fair venue.

Around 9,000 people took part in protests,
police said, against the government’s vaccine policy
and recent labor laws on overtime and strikes.

Reshuffle 
Though Mitsotakis is more popular than rival

leaders, his New Democracy party’s lead over the
leftist Syriza party fell to 10.1 percent in August
from between 12.8 and 16.5 percent in July. The lat-
est poll, in Ta Nea daily, found nearly 55 percent of
respondents disagreed with the government’s poli-
cies on tackling the COVID-19 pandemic. Over
14,000 people in Greece have died from causes
related to the pandemic. Over half of the country’s
11 million residents have been fully vaccinated. 

There has been opposition to the mandatory
COVID-19 vaccination of all health workers, who
are threatened with suspension unless they comply.
Over 5,000 health staff have been sidelined so far,
including some 500 doctors according to the
health ministry.

Tougher air, sea and rail transport restrictions
also come into effect today, with the unvaccinated
no longer entitled to free testing. They will also be

barred from indoor dining and entertainment unless
they can furnish a negative test, or proof of recent
COVID recovery. Mitsotakis has also been criti-
cized for a recent reshuffle in which he entrusted
the health ministry to a former far-right lawyer who
has expressed strongly anti-migrant views.

Upon becoming minister, Thanos Plevris-the son
of a prominent Greek Holocaust denier-rejected
having any “anti-Semitic sentiments”. Alongside the
ministers for interior and development, Plevris is
now the third cabinet member appointed by
Mitsotakis among defectors from the far-right Laos
party in 2012. —AFP

Domestic tourism boom gives 
UK seaside new lease of life

Blackpool embodies rise and fall of quintessential British seaside resort

BLACKPOOL, UK: A group of women, celebrating a hen party, travel on a ‘pedal pub’ past the Pleasure Beach in Blackpool,
north west England. — AFP

Seeking to change 
deadbeat image, 
Zimbabwe pays debt
HARARE: After 20 years of not paying its debts,
Zimbabwe is taking steps to clean up its balance
sheet and its image by making payments to major
creditors. Even if admittedly token amounts, the
government hopes they will build goodwill towards
Zimbabwe.

Finance Minister Mthuli Ncube announced dur-
ing a video conference this month that Zimbabwe
had made its first payments in two decades to a
group of rich countries known as the Paris Club.

“We have started paying them because, as a
country, we ought to be known as good debtors
and not bad debtors,” Ncube said. In addition to the
first payments in two decades to the 17 nations that
are part of the Paris Club, he said Zimbabwe was
also settling its debts to multilateral lenders.

“We have taken the step of beginning to pay
token payments to the World Bank, the African
Development Bank and the European Investment
Bank,” Ncube said. Clearing Zimbabwe’s debts, or
simply catching up on payments, is a mammoth task.
The $11 billion that Zimbabwe owes to foreign
lenders amounts to about 71 percent of the coun-

try’s GDP. Some $6.5 billion of the total is payments
that are in arrears. Ncube said the government
would need a “sponsor” to bring its debt payments
under control.

It was unclear what exactly he meant by that, but
he said the goal was “really to tackle those arrears
with the World Bank and the African Development
Bank, the preferred creditors.” “We are working
hard on that,” he said. Zimbabwe defaulted on its
debts when the economy fell into a tailspin 20 years
ago under then-president Robert Mugabe.

President Emmerson Mnangagwa, who took
power after a coup in 2017, wants to renew ties
with Europe and the United States, which had
largely cut them over Mugabe’s undermining of
elections and human rights abuses.

‘Essentially a gesture’ 
“The country seeks to re-engage with the inter-

national community in Europe and the US,” econo-
mist Persistence Gwanyanya told AFP. The debt
payments “are positive actions that will convince
the rest of the world that we mean what we say.”

The West may take a lot of convincing.
Mnangagwa, once a top deputy to Mugabe, is
among the senior government officials banned from
travelling or banking in the United States and
Europe. Western countries froze his assets in
protest of human rights violations, and so far have
shown little inclination to ease them. In July, Britain

added new sanctions to a Zimbabwean official for
fraudulently redeeming treasury bills at 10 times
their official value. 

But Gwanyanya said making even small payments
on its debts shows the world that Mnangagwa
wants to do business differently from his predeces-
sor. “That Zimbabwe has started to do so at a time
where our debt is very in excess would unlock some
capital from the external world,” he said.
Zimbabwe’s economy has swung dramatically since
2000, shrinking at a breathtaking rate during years
of hyperinflation, before clawing its way back to
growth in 2009. COVID-19 and a drought pushed
the economy back into recession, with inflation
returning to triple digits. —AFP

Mthuli Ncube


