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“Qatar’s amir should have accepted the fair demands
(of the boycotting states) and attended the summit,”
Bahraini Foreign Minister Sheikh Khalid bin Ahmed Al-
Khalifa said in a tweet. In response, Ahmed bin Saeed
Al-Rumaihi, director of the information office at Qatar’s
foreign ministry, said: “Qatar can make its own deci-
sions and had attended (last year’s) Kuwait summit
while the leaders of the boycotting countries did not.”
Saudi Arabia had invited Qatari Amir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad Al-Thani to attend the summit, but the foreign
ministry in Doha said he would not go. Instead Qatar
was represented by minister of state for foreign affairs
Sultan Al-Muraikhi.

Saudi Arabia’s King Salman opened the gathering,
urging fellow member states Kuwait, Oman, Bahrain, the
UAE and Qatar to maintain a united front against Iran
and terrorism. “This requires all of us to maintain our
countries’ gains and to work with our partners to pre-
serve security and stability in the region and the
world,” he said in a speech. King Salman defended the
intervention by a military coalition led by Riyadh and
the UAE in Yemen and called for a “political solution” in
the impoverished country.

The closed-door session was expected to focus on
oil politics, security issues including the Yemen war and
the row with Qatar, which says the trade and transport
boycott aims to curtail its sovereignty. GCC Secretary
General Abdullatif Al-Zayani had said the summit would
review ties with Iran after the US re-imposed an oil
embargo and other sanctions on Tehran following
Washington’s withdrawal from a landmark 2015 nuclear
deal. Saudi Arabia, along with allies the UAE and
Bahrain, accuses Tehran of fomenting unrest among
Shiites in the Gulf, and has backed the US in piling
pressure on Iran. This contrasts with Kuwait and Oman
which prefer normalizing ties with the Islamic republic.

A US State Department official yesterday urged Gulf
states to mend fences to confront Iran and help enable
a proposed new Middle East security alliance that
would include the Gulf bloc, Egypt and Jordan. “We’d
like to see that unity restored, not on our terms, but on
terms of the countries that are involved,” Timothy
Lenderking, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Arabian
Gulf Affairs, told reporters at a security forum in the
UAE capital Abu Dhabi.

While the boycotting states insist the row is not a
priority for them and that the GCC remains valid, Doha
has said the dispute harms regional security by weak-
ening the bloc. Kuwait’s ties with Riyadh are also
strained over control of shared oilfields in the so-called
Neutral Zone, further weakening unity of the GCC
which was set up in 1980 as a bulwark against larger
neighbors Iran and Iraq. — Agencies 
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Saleh said that he had submitted the draft law in the
previous term and it was approved by the health com-
mittee, which has already submitted its report on the
issue to the Assembly. He said that there is a consensus
among the government and lawmakers on the impor-
tance of the draft law, and it is expected to be passed
during tomorrow’s session. The lawmaker said prepar-
ing the draft law took a long time and it was reviewed
by experts, adding that the economic situation requires
approving the legislation.

Meanwhile, MP Majed Al-Mutairi asked the health
minister about the awarding process of the contract for
the registration of resident expatriates for the health
insurance scheme, which was recently disrupted.
Mutairi asked the minister to provide him with the date
of announcing the tender, the closing date and the

awarding date. He also demanded the names of bidding
companies and the names of their owners. He also
asked if the ministry has awarded the contract to the
highest bidder and if the Audit Bureau has been
informed of the procedures.

MP Rakan Al-Nasef also asked the health minister if
the ministry has signed contracts with foreign companies
through Kuwait’s health offices in Britain, France,
Germany, Egypt and Jordan to provide services to
Kuwaiti patients in those countries against a commission.
He asked the minister to supply those contracts, if avail-
able, signed this year and also in the previous three
years, and demanded the pre-approval of the Audit
Bureau, the government’s legal department and the
Central Tenders Committee of such contracts. He also
demanded a list of the amounts paid to those companies.

Head of the Assembly’s human rights panel MP Adel
Al-Damkhi yesterday called on the interior minister to
investigate the case of stateless man Mohammad Al-
Enezi who was illegally detained for 25 days for
allegedly attempting to assassinate the head of the
stateless agency Saleh Al-Fadhalah. Enezi was later
released without bail after the prosecution found the
accusation was false.
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Kelly won credit for imposing some degree of order
on the White House but he struggled with Trump’s habit
of throwing the focus off-course with rogue tweets and
personal attacks, including against members of his own
administration and party. “The question is going to be
whether a new chief of staff can have the same kind of
gravitas that John (Kelly) did, which is the ability to stop
the wrong decision from being made,” said Leon Panetta,
who was chief of staff for former President Bill Clinton
from 1994 to 1997, and later became CIA director and
Secretary of Defense in the Obama administration.

Even the best counsel will matter little unless Trump
trusts his new chief of staff and will listen to frank
advice, said Panetta. “You’re not going to be a good
chief of staff if you can’t speak truth to power ... I don’t
get the impression that this president particularly likes
people speaking truth to him.” Trump said on Saturday
his next chief might be in place only for “an interim
basis” and that he would announce his pick in coming
days. A White House official said that Trump had wanted
a two-year commitment from Ayers, who was unsure
that he could stay that long. Ayers has young children,
and had been planning to leave the White House in
December, the official said.

Strategic skills
Ayers notched his first political win at age 19, when he

left college to join Sonny Perdue’s successful gubernato-
rial campaign in Georgia. Perdue, now Trump’s agricul-
ture secretary and a key link to his rural supporters,
introduced Ayers to his future wife, Jamie Floyd, a sec-
ond cousin of Perdue. The Ayers are parents to five-
year-old triplets. Ayers went on to work with other
Republican governors, and overhauled the Republican
Governors Association (RGA) when he ran it from 2007

to 2010, boosting the group’s coffers and making it more
politically powerful.

Bill Palatucci, a national committee official of the
Republican Party and senior advisor to former New
Jersey Governor Chris Christie, credits Ayers’ work at
the RGA with helping Christie get elected in an over-
whelmingly liberal state. “His strategic skills are unsur-
passed,” Palatucci said. “He understands both the policy
and politics of the big issues.”

As a political consultant, Ayers became wealthy, his
White House financial disclosure forms show. He divest-
ed ownership of his previous company, C5 Creative,
after he entered the government, a sale valued between
$5 million and $25 million, and he also holds valuable
farmland in Georgia worth between $1.5 million and $11
million. A string of wins was broken in 2012, when he
managed the short-lived presidential campaign of Tim
Pawlenty, a former Republican governor of Minnesota.

Pence tapped Ayers to help him with his 2016 Indiana
gubernatorial reelection, and kept him on as adviser
when he became Trump’s vice presidential running mate.
After the campaign, Ayers helped found America First
Policies, a combative political group that advocates for
Trump’s policies. Ayers, an evangelical Christian, has
developed a close relationship with Trump during his
time as Pence’s chief of staff. A rare flashpoint came in
April, when Pence upset Trump by hiring an aide who
had been deemed a “Never Trumper” - a term that
describes anti-Trump Republicans. Two days later, the
aide was gone.

Ayers was not a universally popular candidate among
other White House staff. Some Trump advisers argued
against elevating him out of concern that he might not
necessarily have the president’s best interests at heart,
given his loyalty to Pence and lack of personal history
with Trump himself. Trump was told directly about these
concerns, one source said. Other advisers, however, have
told Trump that Ayers’ political experience would come
in handy as Trump embarks on his re-election campaign,
strategically choosing what events Trump should attend
and how much time he should spend campaigning.
Kelly’s inexperience on matters of politics had been glar-
ingly obvious to Trump, officials said. — Reuters 
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owner Hussein Abdallah, who had hoped to make
lucrative sales. Instead, the businessman had to hand
over ownership of eight flats in the building to the bank
to pay off his debt.

Other entrepreneurs have decided to halt building
altogether. A road back from the Beirut seafront, the
construction of another tower grinded to a halt two
years ago, with only the concrete outer shell completed.
“We only sold a single apartment off plan,” its owner
said, asking to remain anonymous. He reduced the price
by 20 percent, “but it didn’t help”, he added.

Near the capital’s iconic Martyrs’ Square, the founda-
tions of another high-brow project - “Beb Beirut” -
stand frozen in time, concrete pillars jutting out from the
ground, and rusty rebar rods protruding from them. Still
cranes loom overhead, while all around the stunted con-
struction site sparkling new apartment blocks appear
completely empty. Owner Mireille Choufany decided to
stop building two years ago. “Demand is almost non-
existent,” she said.

Outside the capital, real estate sales have also dwin-
dled. Sales dropped by 19 percent during the first ten
months of the year in southern Lebanon, and by the same
percentage in the north, according to the country’s real
estate registry. Multi-confessional Lebanon has been
without a government since May, threatening to derail an
already fragile economy. The deadlock is the latest in a
series of political crises that make Lebanese reluctant to
invest in apartments - both luxury and smaller-scale.

To make matters worse, at the start of the year, the
central bank suspended a subsidy to real estate loans for
less well-off Lebanese. Among them, 33-year-old bank
employee Marwan, who signed a contract to buy a flat in
January. “The next day, I learnt that the subsidized loans
had been suspended”, he said, asking that his family
name be withheld. Marwan paid 20 percent of the apart-
ment’s cost when he signed, but “was counting on the
loan to pay the rest”, he said. “Now I risk losing the
amount I already paid, without even getting a flat.”

To avoid a devaluation of the Lebanese pound -
which has been trading at a fixed rate of 1,500 against
the dollar since the mid-1990s - banks increased deposit
rates, causing lending rates to jump more than 10 per-
cent, which further discourages buyers from taking out
loans. A banking source said they feared any collapse of
the real estate sector could have repercussions on the
banking sector. Builders and home buyers owe $24 bil-
lion to banks, which is equivalent to more than a third of
credits to the private sector, the source told AFP.

To avoid disaster, bank and real estate companies
launched an investment platform in October that aims to
raise $250 million to purchase some of the unsold prop-
erties. “The aim is to buy up more than 200 flats in
greater Beirut and sell them on the foreign market,”
focusing on Lebanese expatriates, said Massaad Fares,
head of the Legacy One platform. But Wael El-Zein, chief
of Lucid Investment Bank which is taking part in the
project, says that it will not even cover 10 percent of
unsold dwellings. “It’s a lifebuoy to avoid drowning, while
waiting for political respite,” he said. Jihad Hokayem, a
real estate investment expert at the Lebanese American
University, agreed such initiatives were only temporary
fixes. “These measures cover up existing or potential
bankruptcies. It’s the beginning of a total collapse” of the
real estate sector, he said. — AFP 
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ground capable of holding more than 50,000 people,
and filled the surrounding streets. Some carried maces and
tridents - weapons traditionally wielded by Hindu gods - and
travelled great distances by train and bus to reach the rally.
“We have come here to protect our religion and Hindu pride.
We want a temple for our Lord Ram,” Hitesh Bharadwaj, a
teacher from Delhi’s satellite city Noida, told AFP.

The hardline VHP has applied pressure on Modi in recent
weeks, staging a huge show of force in Ayodhya itself last
month. A close ally of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
the group is spearheading a push to raise the Ram temple,
and is calling for more protests as the premier prepares to
go to the polls by May. The BJP was on the margins until the
1980s when its top leaders, including Modi, backed a grow-
ing movement for the construction of the Ram temple.

Its advocates want parliament to introduce a law bypass-
ing legal hurdles blocking the temple before Modi’s term
ends. The Supreme Court has delayed hearings into the dis-
puted site but hardliners have vowed to lay a foundation
stone next year regardless. “We don’t care about the courts.

A grand temple will be constructed in 2019,” Sushil
Chawdhary, a VHP leader, told AFP. Exhorting the crowd to
take a vow to build a temple in Ayodhya, Hindu monk
Avdheshanand Giri ji Maharaj, said: “The government and
the Supreme Court must realize that it is a matter of religious
sentiment for Hindus who have been waiting to see a grand
Ram temple in Ayodhya.”

As millions of Hindus believe that the mosque stood at the
birthplace of Ram, one of their most revered deities, the dis-
pute remains at the core of tensions between the Hindus
majority and India’s minority Muslims who constitute 14 per-
cent of the country’s 1.3 billion people. Hindu groups insist
that there was a temple at the site before the mosque was
built in 1528 by a Muslim ruler. “I’ve come here to attend the
religious congregation as a Hindu woman; not as a politician,
as I believe that the issue of Ram temple is linked with the
faith of India’s 80 percent people,” said Meenakashi Lekhi, a
lawmaker from the BJP.

Ahead of yesterday’s rally, police stepped up security in
the city. Anti-Muslim slogans reverberated on roads lead-
ing to the gathering near the old part of the city, where
many Muslim families live. On their way to attend the reli-
gious meeting, some youths brandished swords. In the run-
up to a general election due by May 2019, the BJP and oth-
er Hindu groups have ratcheted up their demand for a new
temple at the disputed site. Most analysts expect Modi’s
BJP to fare worse than it did in the 2014 general election,
and critics often accuse the party of using communal issues
to whip up support. — Agencies  
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SERJILLA, Syria: Eight-year-old Maya Merhi had to
struggle around a Syrian displaced persons camp on
artificial limbs made of plastic tubing and tin cans. But
now the girl, who was born with no legs due to a con-
genital condition, is walking on new prosthetics after
undergoing treatment in Turkey. Pictures of her plight,
including those taken by AFP in Syria, were seen
around the world in June, and she was taken to Istanbul
for the life-changing procedure.

Dressed in a pink sweater and matching shoes, Maya
on Saturday was able for the first time to walk along
the rutted roads of the Serjilla camp after arriving back.
Finally she joined in the games and dancing with the
other children. “I was so happy when I saw her walk-
ing,” says her father Mohammed, sitting in their
makeshift tent. “The whole family and all our loved ones
were so happy.”

Mohammed suffers the same condition as his daugh-
ter, known as congenital amputation which means the

person is born without lower limbs. He cobbled togeth-
er the homemade prosthetics on which she used to
shuffle around the camp. Originally from Aleppo region,
the father and daughter had to move to rebel-held Idlib
province as fighting from Syria’s civil war began to rage
around their home.

After the pictures of Maya’s difficulties sparked atten-
tion across the globe, the Turkish Red Crescent inter-
vened. The father and daughter were evacuated from
Syria by the Turkish authorities and brought to Istanbul
for treatment at a specialized clinic. Mohammed received
prosthetic limbs as well, but admits that he isn’t yet as
steady on them as his daughter.

Sitting on a foam mattress, his daughter unwraps the
artificial legs and attaches them. “To begin with there
were difficulties getting used to them,” says her uncle
Hussein, who accompanied his brother and niece to
Turkey. “All of a sudden she found herself up high on
the new prosthetics.” — AFP 

Syrian girl born without legs
walks on new prosthetics 

SERJILLA, Syria: (Left) Syrian Maya Merhi poses for a picture next to her prosthetic legs that are decorated with the Turkish flag inside a tent at this Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camp in northwestern Syria yesterday. (Right) Maya poses for a picture
with the support of crutches next to her brother and disabled father. - AFP 


