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- Lebanese Lawyers Sue UK-Registered Company Over Beirut Port
Blast - Financial Times - 22 Aug 2021

- Middle Eastern leaders have learnt not to count on the US - Financial
Times - 1 Sept 2021

- Shifting geopolitics offer glimmer of hope for Lebanon’s new
government — David Gardner — 15 Sept 2021
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- Lebanese Lawyers Sue UK-Registered Company Over Beirut
Port Blast - Financial Times - 22 Aug 2021

Lebanese lawyers have sued a UK-registered chemical company at the
High Court in London over its alleged role in the massive explosion last
year at Beirut’s port that killed more than 200 people.

The lawsuit was filed against Savaro Ltd this month by the Beirut Bar
Association and four others, including a survivor of the blast and the
families of two people who were killed. It alleges that the chemical
company failed to properly store or dispose of hundreds of tonnes of
ammonium nitrate that ignited on August 4 last year, causing one of the
largest non-nuclear explosions in history.

Lawyers said the case was an attempt to hold to account those allegedly
responsible for the explosion, which devastated huge areas of Beirut, killed
at least 218 people, wounded thousands of others and caused about $4bn
of damage to the Lebanese capital.
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Families of the victims have increasingly pinned their hopes on
international investigations to bring them justice, blaming Lebanon’s ruling
elite for hampering a domestic probe.

This case is being brought in London because Savaro, listed as a chemical
wholesaler, is registered in the UK. The lawyers are seeking damages from
the company, although these will be quantified later.

The legal challenge argues that Savaro owned the 2,750 tonnes of
ammonium nitrate, which was destined in 2013 for an explosives company
in Mozambique. The ageing ship transporting the cargo foundered in
Beirut’'s port en route to southern Africa and the chemical material, which is
used in explosives, was offloaded in 2014 to a port warehouse on the
instructions of a Lebanese court.

Richard Slade, a lawyer at the eponymous legal firm that is representing
Savaro, said the chemicals company “has never traded” and did not enter
into the transactions referred to in the claim.

Slade said the company would make its defence “in due course”. A new
Savaro director was appointed on Friday, Ukrainian lawyer Volodymyr
Hliadchenko, who said he had “acquired the company’s corporate
ownership”.

The lawsuit is being led by Camille Abousleiman, a former Lebanese labour
minister, and law firm Dechert, where he is a partner.

Abousleiman told the Financial Times he believed Savaro was the owner of
the ammonium nitrate, and as such Savaro was responsible under
Lebanese law for its proper storage, disposal and any damage caused by
it.

“The victims and the surviving family members of the victims believe that
anybody who has direct or indirect responsibility for this blast should be
brought to justice, both criminal and civil, wherever there is jurisdiction,”
Abousleiman said. “| don’t think anybody should escape justice in this
particular horrendous situation.”

An FT investigation last year found Savaro had made inquiries about the
shipment in 2015, but the FT was not able to confirm whether the company
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took further action after learning from a Lebanese court-issued report that
more than half of the bags holding the ammonium nitrate were damaged.

Since its incorporation in 2006, Savaro has often filed accounts as a
“‘dormant” firm.

“We are highly confident that we’re going to have evidence of who the
beneficial owner is,” Abousleiman said last week, adding that he was
seeking to include them in the claim. “We want to bring this person to
justice either in England as part of the current action or in some other way.”
He declined to comment on the newly declared owner.

Slade declined to comment on Savaro’s ownership.

The company had sought to begin liquidation proceedings in January but
that process has been halted by the lawsuit.

Abousleiman said other potential defendants could be pursued.

- Middle Eastern leaders have learnt not to count on the US -
Financial Times - 1 Sept 2021

The limits to American geopolitical reach now on show in Afghanistan could
yet lead to new ways of wielding power DAVID GARDNER Add to myFT
Afghans struggle to show their credentials to western forces as they try and
flee the country via Kabul airport evacuation flights © Akhter
Gulfam/EPA/Shutterstock Share on twitter (opens new window) Share on
facebook (opens new window) Share on linkedin (opens new window) Save
David Gardner SEPTEMBER 1 2021 37 Print this page US foreign policy
updates Sign up to myFT Daily Digest to be the first to know about US
foreign policy news. The last American flight has left Kabul airport, to the
din of celebratory Taliban gunfire. The US and western debacle in
Afghanistan is setting off alarms from eastern Ukraine to the Taiwan Strait.
The Taliban’s lightning seizure of the country after a 20-year war has
spread a chill across Central and South Asia. Yet in the Middle East, arena
of serial Anglo-American forays, leaders’ reaction to the US capitulation
has been restrained. It was already dawning on allies and adversaries alike
that they cannot count on the US. No one is blind to the military might the
US possesses in unique abundance. But long before Washington accepted
defeat in Afghanistan, the 2003 US-led invasion and occupation of Iraq
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showed the limits to America’s power and its inability to shape geopolitics
in the region. Despite trillions of dollars spent in Iraqg and Afghanistan on
training and equipping their armed forces, an Iragi army hollowed-out by
corruption and sectarianism melted before the Isis onslaught from Syria in
2014, just as the Afghan military, left to its own devices by the US,
imploded against the Taliban. But American unreliability has led leaders
across the Middle East to start dialogue aimed at detente, rather than
depending on outsiders. Critics worldwide have rounded on President Joe
Biden for bungling the withdrawal from Afghanistan. Yet in the Middle East
officials discern a pattern stretching back many presidencies. George W
Bush chose to stay in Afghanistan while shifting US attention and
resources to the fiasco in Iraq. This rekindled the ancient conflict between
Sunni and Shia into region-wide proxy wars headed by Saudi Arabia and
Iran or their clients. Barack Obama in 2013 failed to enforce his “red line”
against the Syrian regime using nerve gas on the Sunni rebels Washington
had egged on from the sidelines. Recommended Rachman Review
podcast24 min listen America’s Afghan legacy Donald Trump was already
heading chaotically for the exit in Syria and Iraq when, in February last
year, he struck his withdrawal deal with the Taliban, undermining the
Afghan government he did not even bother to consult. Most disconcerting
for US allies, Trump declined to come to Saudi Arabia’s aid after Iran
exposed the kingdom’s vulnerability with a devastating drone and missile
attack on Saudi Aramco in 2019. Binning American security guarantees,
Trump decided it was the Saudis, not the US, that had been attacked. “The
basic problem is Arab dependence on foreigners, and then, when the
foreigners change their policies, we're lost,” a veteran Arab foreign minister
observed before Trump’s reaction to Iran’s assault. Now Arab leaders are
trying to get ahead of the wave of events before it crashes over them.
Visceral enemies are talking to each other. Iran and Saudi Arabia, at
loggerheads from Yemen to Syria and Iraq to Lebanon, began meeting in
April. The United Arab Emirates and Egypt, on opposite sides to Turkey
and Qatar in Libya’s civil war, are trying to mend fences. Iraq, struggling to
survive as a unitary state, last Sunday hosted a summit bringing together
the region’s adversaries. All this is tentative. Trump was offering blank
cheques to Saudi Arabia and Israel. Yet Biden has been dismissive of the
impulsive Mohammed bin Salman, crown prince and de facto Saudi ruler,
and firmer towards an Israel encouraged by Trump to unilaterally annex
occupied Palestinian territory. Last week, Israeli and Palestinian leaders
met for the first time since Obama’s peace efforts collapsed in 2014. But
Biden now has to find a way of preventing the Afghan disaster from further
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emboldening Iran. US policy has helped Tehran build a Shia axis across
Arab land since the invasion of Iraq brought its coreligionist majority to
power there. A key Biden objective is to revive the 2015 nuclear restraint
deal Iran signed with the US and five world powers, from which Trump
unilaterally withdrew in 2018. The US and its allies also want to restrain
Iran’s aggression and Tehran-backed Shia paramilitaries in the Levant and
the Gulf. Indirect meetings in Vienna brought Washington and Tehran
tantalisingly close to a nuclear deal before the election of new hardline
Iranian president Ebrahim Raisi. He has said Iran will back a nuclear deal
that lifts the sanctions Trump reimposed. The US says that is on the table
in Vienna. But Biden may need to go further. The US withdrew from the
2015 deal unilaterally, but Iran only started breaching its nuclear limits a
year later. Biden could start lifting sanctions just as unilaterally, setting a
deadline for Iran to return verifiably to compliance. Iran may also be willing
to collaborate with the US on Afghanistan (as it did after the 9/11 attacks)
to guard against a re-incubation of Isis. The US and Iran were aligned
against the group after it swept into Irag from Syria in 2014. Iran needs
economic relief, and Arab leaders want to concentrate on development and
diversification away from oil — imperatives across a region bursting with
the unmet expectations of young populations. The US withdrew from
Afghanistan, even sharing intelligence with the Taliban, in line with its own
perceived interests. In a region that has just been taught one more lesson
in US unreliability, it would surely be worth Washington'’s while to explore
the power of the self-interest of others.

- Shifting geopolitics offer glimmer of hope for Lebanon’s new
government — David Gardner — 15 Sept 2021

After squabbling for more than a year in a country with an economy in
freefall, Lebanon’s political and financial clans just greenlighted a new
government. Yet nothing suggests Lebanon will escape the sectarian
dynasties and superannuated warlords who have plundered its treasury,
confiscated the wealth of its middle classes and wielded power without
responsibility for decades.
The latest government, succeeding the one that resigned in August last
year after a giant stockpile of chemicals exploded in the port of Beirut,
leaving central districts of the capital in shreds, is headed by Najib Mikati, a
billionaire telecoms tycoon who has been premier twice before.
It is @ mix of technocrats and placemen, nominated by the country’s Shia,
Sunni, Christian and Druze power brokers. In this latest compromise, the
puppeteers ostensibly share power without surrendering it. It follows a long
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tug of war that paralysed policy and governance during a crisis the World
Bank rates as one of the worst economic depressions since the mid-19th
century. Leading economist and former Lebanese economy minister
Nasser Saidi says real GDP has declined by a cumulative 45 per cent since
2018 and 77 per cent of Lebanon’s population is below the poverty line,
amid a mass exodus of doctors, engineers, teachers and consultants — the
lifeblood of the formerly upper middle-income country.

The economy was felled by a compound fiscal, financial, debt, banking,
currency and balance of payments crisis. All this was well advanced before
the civic uprising of October 2019, the Covid pandemic, and last August’s
catastrophic port blast, one of the biggest non-nuclear explosions in history.
While almost any government appears welcome, and better than armed
conflict, the forces behind it have dug Lebanon into a worse hole than even
the 1975-90 civil war. This temporary pause in digging has been welcomed
by the country’s foreign donors. Mikati has made the right noises about
reform and the Lebanese are supposed to be grateful to the “poligarchs”
that treat them as supplicants rather than citizens.

The new team does have some impressive members, such as health
minister Firass Abiad, acclaimed leader of the fight against the pandemic,
who has denounced Lebanon’s unequal access to healthcare. Yet even if
the government is serious about reform, it has only until general elections
next May to make a mark. Its ultimate patrons look focused on doing the
minimum necessary to muddle through until then.

The government will go back to the IMF, which, faced with Lebanese
obfuscation, last year froze talks on a standby package French-led donors
were prepared to back. But the political class is banking on the IMF
releasing $1.14bn in special drawing rights, reserve assets held by the
fund. The outgoing caretaker government did much of the unpopular work
of removing subsidies on fuel, medicines and bread. Its successor gets to
issue 500,000 families with ration cards worth up to $126 a month.

Yet will it be up to getting to grips with the fiscal crisis and fixing the
exchange rate? The Lebanese pound has lost 90 per cent of its value
against the dollar over the past two years, yet import levies are still at the
artificial rate fixed in 1997 — a huge loss of revenue that is worth even
more than the smuggling by the political factions.

The government is even less likely to restructure public debt, which is
estimated to be at least twice the size of the economy, since that would
mean restructuring an insolvent banking system and auditing central bank
losses the last government estimated at $50bn. Lebanese bankers and
their political partners reaped windfall profits, which they kept lending back
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to the government and central bank at ever rising rates. Recommended

Rachman Review podcast22 min listen Is Lebanon a failed state?

Having lent 70 per cent of their assets to a bankrupt state — leaving a hole
in the banking system the government last year calculated at $83bn — the
banks still claim to be solvent. In fact, their strategy is to inflate themselves
out of the crisis, forcing dollar depositors to withdraw in Lebanese pounds
at a fraction of the market rate, an expropriation of Lebanese savings.

In an ideal world, what Lebanon needs is a new republic shorn of its
parasitical political class. The mass protests that erupted two years ago
were national and included all sects. But they have yet to come up with a
structure or leadership able to challenge the traditional power brokers, who
are strengthened by the exodus of Lebanon’s middle and professional
classes. Lebanese unable to leave will be even more dependent on
sectarian patronage, however diminished.

Yet if the politics are the same, the geopolitics may be changing somewhat.
France has been lobbying for a government of independents for a year, but
recently President Emmanuel Macron targeted Iran, calling the new Iranian
president, Ebrahim Raisi directly. Once Tehran assented to the new
government, Hizbollah, its Lebanese paramilitary proxy, followed and, as a
de facto parallel state, ensured the support of its Christian allies, headed by
Michel Aoun, the president who had vetoed various cabinets.

This looks to be part of a pattern after the US withdrawal from Afghanistan,
and its gradual pullback from Syria and Irag. Regional actors from Iran to
Saudi Arabia are exploring de-escalation. If that progresses, countries like
Lebanon, arenas of deadly competing influences, might just benefit.
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