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prices but posted a budget deficit in the 2015/2016
year which ended March 31. For the 2016-17 fiscal year, it
projects a record deficit of $38 billion, equivalent to 30
percent of gross domestic product.

Kuwait has liberalized the price of diesel and kerosene
and is considering cutting subsidies on other services.
But it is facing difficulties in cutting spending which has
increased more than fourfold since 2006, mostly on
wages and subsidies.

MPs yesterday hailed the decision to call off the three-
day strike. MP Ahmad Al-Azemi welcomed the initiative
by the union to call of the strike and resort to peaceful
talks to resolve the dispute. Azemi however insisted that
he has not backed down on a request by himself and sev-
eral MPs to hold a special parliamentary session to
debate the oil strike and the workers’ demands. He said
he and some MPs are trying to push for a negotiated set-
tlement between the government and the workers that
safeguards Kuwaiti national interests at the same time.

The special session was requested by 10 MPs for today
to debate the rights of oil workers and their strike but the
government rejected the request because it was not con-
sulted before filing the request. MP Mansour Al-Dhafiri
also welcomed the workers’ initiative to return to work,
adding that negotiations are the best way to resolve any
dispute. He said that all are required to give priority to
national interests ahead of personal interests, adding

that the workers’ initiative to call off the strike is evidence
of their love and dedication to their country.

MP Ali Al-Khamees said calling off the strike will give
MPs the motivation to defend the rights of workers,
adding that he will oppose any measure to cut the bene-
fits of the oil workers or other employees. MP Abdullah
Al-Turaiji reiterated his calls for the resignation of KPC
chief Nezar Al-Adasani after holding him responsible for
the strike. KUNA had reported that the unions ended the
strike by praising HH the Amir Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad
Al-Sabah, and saying their action showed their “ability to
affect the production process”. The unions “entrusted His
Highness the Amir (with) the protection of rights of the
employees in the oil sector,” the unions said, according to
KUNA. It said workers wouldn’t be disciplined for taking
part in the strike.

Adel Al-Fadhel, a spokesman for the Kuwait Oil
Company Workers’ Union, confirmed workers went back
to work yesterday. He said HH Sheikh Sabah spoke to
the head of one of the unions Tuesday by telephone to
assure his support for the workers. “We’re glad to
announce that the strike has succeeded in preserving
the rights of the workers in the oil sector,” Fadhel told
AP. “His Highness the Amir intervened and guaranteed
to preserve the rights of the workers according to the
law.” Fadhel did not elaborate. The Amiri Diwan later
denied HH the Amir spoke to any union official regard-
ing the strike. Fadhel declined to immediately comment
on the denial.

In about-face, oil workers end strike...
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Policy, wrote in Foreign Policy magazine. “For Obama,
the key issue in the Middle East is the fight against the
Islamic State... For the House of Saud, the issue is Iran.” Iran’s
emergence from international isolation after the nuclear
deal has raised deep concerns among Gulf Arab states, who
oppose Tehran indirectly in a range of Middle East conflicts.
The weeks before the visit were marked by Saudi outrage
over Obama’s comments published in the April edition of
US magazine The Atlantic. He said the Saudis needed to
“share” the Middle East with their Iranian rivals, because
competition between Riyadh and Tehran has helped to
feed proxy wars and chaos in Syria, Iraq and Yemen.

Arab News columnist Mohammed Fahad Al-Harthi yes-
terday became the latest Saudi commentator to lament
“the United States’ disengagement from assisting in resolv-

ing the region’s problems”. Also clouding the visit is con-
gressional draft legislation that would potentially allow the
Saudi government to be sued in US courts over the Sept 11,
2001 attacks on the United States, in which nearly 3,000
people were killed.

Fifteen of the 19 hijackers in the attacks claimed by Al-
Qaeda were Saudi citizens. No Saudi complicity has been
proven and the kingdom has never been formally implicat-
ed. Obama, making his fourth trip to the kingdom, has stat-
ed his opposition to the draft legislation. Ahead of the visit
the White House emphasized the strength of an alliance
that has endured more than 70 years. Despite worries in
the Gulf, Washington remains a major weapons supplier
and has bases in the region. Obama will be joined at today’s
summit of the six-nation Gulf Cooperation Council by
Defence Secretary Ashton Carter and Secretary of State
John Kerry. — AFP 

Obama meets Saudi king
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The Yemeni government delegation which arrived in
Kuwait at the weekend, had threatened to pull out if the
talks did not start today morning. The delegation, in a
statement, also accused the Houthi rebels of violating
the ceasefire in many areas. 

The talks are the most important attempt yet to
resolve Yemen’s devastating conflict, which the United
Nations says has killed more than 6,400 people and
forced almost 2.8 million forced from their homes. A
Saudi-led coalition launched air strikes in Yemen 13
months ago after the rebels, who had seized control of
Sanaa in 2014, advanced in other parts of the country.
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi’s government fled
to main southern city Aden but its members still spend
most of their time in Riyadh.

The loyalists have managed since July to reclaim large
parts of the south, including temporary capital Aden,
but have been unable to dislodge the Houthi rebels and
their allies from Sanaa and other key areas. On Tuesday,
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon had urged Hadi’s
government and the rebels to work with his envoy Ismail
Ould Cheikh Ahmed “so that talks can start without fur-
ther delay”.

The rebels’ Al-Masirah television quoted Houthi repre-
sentative Saleh Al-Sammad as saying they agreed to join
the talks after receiving assurances from the UN envoy
and ambassadors that loyalists would respect the cease-
fire. A Western diplomat in Kuwait said representatives of
the five permanent members of the UN Security Council
sent a message to the rebels saying they “understand
their fears” and urging them to “quickly join” the talks.

The rebels had been assured the agenda for the talks
would be “clear and tackle issues that could help achieve
peaceful solutions,” said Mahdi Al-Mashat, a representa-
tive of rebel leader Abdulmalik Al-Houthi. Writing on
Facebook, Mashat warned however that “we will have
the right to suspend our participation” if the assurances
are not met.

A representative of the rebel-allied General People’s
Congress party, Yasser Alawadi, had said on Twitter that
his delegation would travel to Kuwait today. The GPC is
led by former Yemeni president Ali Abdullah Saleh, who
ruled the country for 33 years until 2012 and has joined
forces with the Houthis. Yemeni sources close to the
talks say the insurgents are demanding the lifting of UN
sanctions against Saleh and Houthi leaders.

Yemen’s internationally recognized government is
demanding the Houthis abide by a Security Council res-
olution calling for a political process and for the rebels to
withdraw from cities they seized while surrendering
their weapons. Clashes have continued despite the
ceasefire. A military officer said yesterday that 16 rebels
and three pro-government fighters had been killed over
the previous 24 hours in clashes in the Nahm region,
northeast of Sanaa. There were intermittent clashes in
Nahm and Marib, east of Sanaa, yesterday, local sources
said.

Committees formed jointly by the rebels and loyalists
to monitor the ceasefire deployed yesterday in both
areas, said Ahmed Rabie, a spokesman for pro-govern-
ment members of the committees. The conflict has
raised tensions between Sunni Arab states led by Saudi
Arabia and its main regional rival, Shiite powerhouse
Iran. — AFP 

Houthis join peace talks in Kuwait

PARIS: Students at an elite Paris university sparked fierce
debate yesterday by inviting classmates to wear the
Muslim veil for a day in a bid to “demystify” a practice that
is highly divisive in France. Students at Sciences Po urged
women to take part in Hijab Day “if you too think all
women should have the right to dress as they wish and
have their choice respected”. France is grappling with rising
Islamophobia after a wave of terror attacks by jihadists,
and the students’ Facebook page said that those agreeing
to put on the veil would “experience the stigmatisation
experienced by veiled women in France”.

A dozen students handed out flyers at the university by
a table covered in colorful headscarves with a sign reading:
“France got 99 problems but Hijab ain’t one”, adapted from
a hit by US rapper Jay Z. “It is to raise awareness, open the
debate and give the floor to women who are often debat-
ed on in public but rarely heard,” said Laetitia, one of the
organizers. Another student, Imen, said she wore a veil for
the first time yesterday morning on the metro and felt
“stares” in her direction.

The organizers’ Facebook page lashed out at Prime
Minister Manuel Valls who earlier this month said the veil
was being used as a political symbol for the “enslavement
of women”. France has banned the full-face veil in public
places, and Valls said the headscarf was being used by
some as a challenge to the country’s prized secular society.
His comments came after the minister for women’s rights
sparked a furore last month when she compared veiled

women to “negroes who accepted slavery”.

‘A Sharia Day Next?’ 
The Sciences Po initiative, which trended at the top of

French Twitter under the hashtag #HijabDay, drew a mix-
ture of praise and anger. Former agriculture minister Bruno
le Maire, who teaches at Sciences Po and is also angling for
the right-wing Republicans party’s presidential nomina-
tion, expressed his “disapproval” on Twitter. “In France
women are visible. No to proselytizing,” he wrote.

Writing on its Facebook page, the student wing of the
far-right National Front (FN) criticized an initiative coming
from a “Parisian middle class disconnected from social real-
ity”. “This initiative is particularly nauseating when women
all over the world are fighting to throw off their shackles. In
Iran, for example, women have acid thrown in their faces if
they don’t wear the veil,” it said. 

Philosopher and author Bernard-Henri Levy tweeted:
“Hijab Day at Sc Po. When will there be a sharia day?
Stoning? Slavery?” But a feminist group on campus,
Politique’elles, threw its support behind the move.
“Whatever they wear, whether a miniskirt or a veil,
(women) are criticized,” a group statement said. “Feminism
must remain universal to defend all women, independent
of their religion, origin or social class.” The university dis-
tanced itself from the initiative in a statement on Twitter,
saying the fact it was taking place on the campus “should
not be interpreted as support”.  —  AFP

‘Hijab Day’ at Paris 
univ divides opinion

DUBAI: A billionaire businessman from the United Arab
Emirates launched the Arab world’s largest education fund
yesterday, setting aside $1.14 billion (4.2 billion dirhams) in
grants for underserved youth from the region. The Abdulla
Al-Ghurair Foundation for Education said it plans to pro-
vide scholarships for 15,000 Middle Eastern students over
the next 10 years. The recipients will be students in need of
financial assistance who also qualify for entrance to the
region’s top universities.

Fund Chairman Abdul Aziz Al-Ghurair said his family has
allocated a third of their wealth for the initiative. He said
the endowment is likely to grow over the coming years as
the family’s business revenues increase, with the scholar-
ship fund intended to continue well beyond its initial 10-
year mark. “It has to be significant in size. It has to make an
impact in the region,” Ghurair told AP, describing the foun-
dation as a “perpetual endowment”.

The Ghurair family has stakes in a number of businesses,
including the Dubai-based Mashreq Bank, as well as in iron
and steel, packaging, cement and insurance companies. In
the presence of Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid
Al-Maktoum, the foundation signed its first agreements
yesterday with The American University in Cairo, The
American University of Beirut, The American University of
Sharjah and Khalifa University in Abu Dhabi.

The first batch of students will be receiving scholarships

as early as this upcoming fall semester, said the fund’s CEO
Maysa Jalbout. “We’re looking to have young people who
are well-rounded, who can think critically, who are cre-
ative,” Jalbout told the AP. “We’re hoping to help them
enter the top universities, both in the region and globally,
so that they can be competitive and be able to compete on
a global level for the jobs of the future.”

More than half of the 369 million people living in the
Middle East are under 25 years old, but unemployment
runs high in part because many do not have access to qual-
ity education or jobs. According to a Brookings Institute
paper co-written by Jalbout and Columbia University doc-
toral candidate Samar Farah, Arab governments have
struggled to meet the needs of young people, with the
pace of development trailing behind.

The Middle East had the world’s highest youth unem-
ployment rates in 2014, with 46 percent of women and 24
percent of men unemployed, according to the
International Labor Organization. The paper notes that in
Sudan, for example, 39 percent of youth were either unem-
ployed, not in education or not receiving training. In recent
years that rate was around 28 percent for Egypt and the
Palestinian territories, and roughly 25 percent for Joran and
Tunisia. The figure for Saudi Arabia was 19 percent, despite
the kingdom having the region’s largest economy and
spending billions to boost education. — AP

Emirati tycoon launches 
$1.14bn education fund 

Fishermen prepare dinner before they go fishing in the Brahmaputra River in Guwahati in India’s Assam
state yesterday. Brahmaputra is one of Asia’s largest rivers, which passes through China’s Tibet region, India
and Bangladesh before converging into the Bay of Bengal. — AP 


