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for foreigners, the minister said, without setting a dateline
for the launch of the project.

At present, the majority of expatriates are obliged to
obtain health insurance from the ministry of health by paying
up to KD 50 per year to receive essential medical services at
ministry hospitals and centers. Expatriates are also required to
pay additional fees for a variety of medical procedures, espe-
cially surgeries, hospital stays and radiology examinations.
Expatriates also pay KD 1 for each visit to public clinics and KD
2 to casualty sections at hospitals. 

Meanwhile, Minister of Social Affairs and Labor and
Minister of State for Planning and Development Hind Al-
Subaih stressed that the planning ministry has set a strategic
plan to handle the state’s demographic imbalances within its
2015-2016/2019-2020 development plan. She added expats’
residency periods would be limited, in addition to more
restrictions on recruiting domestic helpers and stricter penal-
ties for visa traffickers. 

Responding to an inquiry made by MP Khalil Abdullah,
Subaih said that new measures would be followed to increase
the number of citizens compared to expats. “The government
intends to set a fixed rate of expat population growth which is
less than that of citizens,” she underlined, noting that these
limits would take into consideration the labor needs of devel-
opment projects. 

Separately, the Ministry of Electricity and Water stressed
that paying overdue bills in installments is only available for
citizens and that expats do not have such a privilege. They will
either have to pay off their bills in full or have the power dis-
connected after receiving warnings. The ministry also stressed
that the deposit paid to get a power connection was only
used on changing addresses or paying off bills to get clear-
ances.  MEW undersecretary Mohammed Bosherhi added that
once the new tariffs go into effect next May, consumers might
be given some incentives, such as getting a 50 percent dis-
count for those who manage to rationalize consumption by
10 percent, and a full free month for those who manage to
rationalize 15 percent of their consumption. 

Govt to launch separate hospitals...
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Emirati Energy Minister Suhail Al-Mazrouei hailed the “posi-
tive step”. Nigerian Petroleum Minister of State Emmanuel
Kachikwu added it was “good news” that “should help firm the
price” if both sides agree to a “strong level of discipline in terms
of production”. OPEC and Russia together account for about
half of the world’s oil output. President Vladimir Putin had met
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in China
on Sunday - and vowed to address a global glut and overpro-
duction that has hammered prices for two years.

Putin, speaking at a closing G20 news conference yesterday,
repeated his call that Iran should be allowed to return to pre-
sanction production - a key sticking point with Saudi Arabia -
and also appealed for a “fair” crude price that “could be a bit
higher”. Putin - whose economy slumped into recession on the

back of oil price falls - has already stated that an output freeze
would be “the right decision” and called for “compromise”.

Around 1645 GMT, prices had tempered their gains some-
what. Brent for November delivery stood at $47.49 a barrel, up
66 cents from Friday’s close. WTI for October was 75 cents
higher at $45.19. “There were no... immediate indications that
this (deal) will lead to lower oil output,” FXTM analyst Jameel
Ahmad told AFP. “If there is no agreement to change output,
or at least remove the excessive oversupply in the markets
then the same oversupply will continue to weigh on investor
sentiment - and this has ultimately led to oil retracing nearly
half its gains already.” The oil market has been plagued by a
stubborn supply glut that saw prices crash to near 13-year
lows below $30 at the start of 2016. While it has recovered
recently, the price is still well off highs of above $100 seen in
mid-2014. — AFP 

Russia, Saudis to stabilize oil output
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in the coastal province of Tartous, a stronghold of
President Bashar Al-Assad’s government. The bomb-
ings hit a bridge outside the provincial capital Tartous
city, killing at least 35 people and wounding 43, state
media said.

The blasts targeted the Arzuna bridge, “the first a
car bomb and the second a suicide bomber who deto-
nated his explosive belt when people gathered to
help the wounded,” according to state television.
Tartous has been largely spared the worst violence of
Syria’s conflict since it began with anti-government
protests, and has become a refuge for many Syrians
fleeing the fighting. In the northeastern city of
Hasakeh, a bomber on a motorbike killed six members
of the Kurdish security forces and two civilians. The
city is mostly controlled by Kurdish forces, though the
regime is also present.

In central Homs city, the target was the Al-Zahraa
neighborhood, whose residents mostly belong to the
same Alawite sect as Assad and have regularly been
targeted by devastating bombings. Four people were
killed there yesterday, in a car bomb that hit a check-
point at the district’s entrance. State television broad-
cast images from the aftermath of the blast in Homs,
showing rubble strewn on the streets and smoke ris-
ing from the charred remains of vehicles.

An additional attack hit the Al-Sabura road west of
the capital Damascus, with state media saying one
person had been killed and three wounded. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-based
monitoring group, said that attack targeted a check-
point and gave a toll of three dead. The IS-affiliated
Amaq agency carried a statement saying the jihadist
group was behind a “string of simultaneous suicide
attacks”.

They came a day after Turkish forces and allied

rebels seized the last part of the Turkish-Syrian border
under IS control. Turkey began an operation inside
Syria on Aug 24, targeting both IS but also Syrian
Kurdish forces that have been a key US partner in the
fight against the jihadist group in Syria. The operation
has put Washington in an awkward position, with two
key allies at times clashing on the ground in Syria.

A State Department spokesman said yesterday that
Washington’s envoy to the US-led coalition against IS
had been in Syria and Turkey last week holding talks
with Syrian Kurdish forces and Turkish officials.
Washington has urged Kurdish forces to honor a
pledge to withdraw east of the Euphrates river to allay
Turkish fears of a contiguous semi-autonomous
Kurdish zone in Syria.

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yesterday
said he was working with Russia and the US to have
northern Syria declared a no-fly zone, a proposal that
has fai led to get off  the ground in the past .
Washington backs the uprising against Assad, but is
working with the Syrian leader’s key ally Moscow on a
deal to stem the bloodshed. Hopes had been raised
that a deal would be announced over the weekend,
but US officials said it floundered after Russia back-
tracked.

Despite the failure, Obama said yesterday that a
meeting with Putin on Syria had included “productive
conversations about what a real cessation of hostili-
ties would look like”. Putin meanwhile said he felt
there was “some alignment of positions and an under-
standing of what we could do to de-escalate the situ-
ation in Syria.” He said a deal with Washington could
be firmed up in the “coming days” but refused to give
concrete details, saying that US and Russian officials
are still “working out some of our preliminary agree-
ments.” US Secretary of State John Kerry and his
Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov are expected to
continue the talks in the coming days.— AFP

Dozens killed in string of deadly Syria...
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The value of imports into Saudi Arabia
plunged 24 percent from a year earlier in
June; while some of the drop may be due
to reduced purchases of equipment for
government projects, some appears due
to weaker imports of consumer goods.

Purchasing Power
The official unemployment rate among

Saudi citizens is around 11.5 percent. So
far, relatively few have lost their jobs
because of this year’s slowdown; legal
restrictions make firing Saudis difficult, so
the kingdom’s population of 10 million for-
eign workers has borne the brunt of lay-
offs. However, government ministries and
state-owned firms, who employ about
two-thirds of working Saudis, are adopting
a more frugal approach to their staff.

Lavish bonuses, overtime payments
and other benefits - once considered rou-
tine perks in the state sector - have been
slashed. Essam Al-Zamel, another Saudi
economist, said such benefits accounted
for up to 30 percent of Saudis’ take-home
income, so many people now felt signifi-
cantly poorer. Meanwhile, the government
has raised domestic gasoline and utility
prices to save money on state subsidies,
almost doubling the annual inflation rate
to around 4 percent.

Although Riyadh is encouraging Saudis
to establish private businesses to reduce
the economy’s dependence on oil rev-
enues, the economic slowdown is making
this harder by cutting the incomes of
some entrepreneurs. “I used to travel three
times a year to Dubai and Europe, but this
year I didn’t and I am not going anywhere
this Eid...I cannot afford it anymore,” said
Sultan Al-Dossary, 27, a Saudi who runs a
small enterprise helping firms interact
with the government. He said his net
income had fallen to around 3,000 riyals
($800) per month from 10,000 to 12,000
six months ago. He plans to sell one of his
three cars to shore up his finances.

The impact of such belt-tightening can
be seen in shopping centers and restau-
rants in Riyadh, Jeddah and oil-producing
Eastern Province. Glitzy malls display signs
such as “70% Sale”, “Further Reduction” and
“Clearance”; many restaurants offer cut-
price lunch packages. Jarir Marketing Co,
one of the biggest retailers in the king-
dom, reported a 25 percent year-on-year
drop in net profit for the first half of 2016
as sales fell 15 percent. The slide in retail
consumer purchases at Jarir’s stores has
been in the high single digits, while the
cut in corporate and government spend-
ing on office and computer supplies has
been even steeper, Jarir ’s chairman
Muhammad Alagil told Reuters.

There are reasons to think consumer
spending may soon stop falling. Corporate
surveys in the past two months suggest
private sector growth is picking up some-
what on the back of rising oil output, and
many people expect modestly higher oil
prices next year, which could ease pres-
sure on state finances. “We believe it will
stabilize next year,” said Alagil. But few
expect any major rebound. Even with aus-
terity,

Riyadh is expected to run a budget
deficit in the tens of billions of dollars this
year - unsustainable in the long run - and
officials have said more subsidy cuts are in
store. In 2018, the government plans to
introduce value-added tax, probably at a
rate of 5 percent with exemptions for
items such as food. Many Saudis accept
that low oil prices make austerity
inevitable, and there is no sign of a signifi-
cant political backlash against govern-
ment policies. But belt-tightening is being
widely discussed on Twitter under hash-
tags such as “Salary doesn’t meet our
needs”. “We are nowhere near the bottom,
and we think the years to come will be
even more painful,” said Samih Jarjoura, an
operations manager who handles distribu-
tion of foreign luxury goods to retailers in
Jeddah.  —  Reuters 

Saudis tighten belts for Eid...

A Sudanese man sits in front of a piece of artwork reading in Arabic ‘Darfur’ in North Darfur’s state capital El Fasher yesterday, ahead of
political leaders’ visit to the area. — AFP 


