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KUWAIT: Al-Ahli Bank of Kuwait (ABK), recently
listed as one of the top 10 safest banks in the
Middle East by Global Finance, was conferred the
prest igious ‘Achievement in Credit  Risk
Management in the Middle East and Africa’ award
by The Asian Banker. The award ceremony was
held in conjunction with the Middle East & Africa
International Finance Dialogue 2018 on 29th
November in Dubai. 

The award acknowledges ABK’s Risk manage-
ment expertise and recognizes the reinforcement
of its Credit Risk Management department in
order to pursue strategies that build long-term
value. As a result of ABK’s healthy capital position
and credit strengths, which is fully aligned with
the Central Bank of Kuwait’s robust regulations,
the Bank continues to maintain positive ratings on
both Fitch and Moody’s, receiving A+ and A2 rat-
ings respectively. 

Jamal Ahmad, Group Chief Risk Officer - ABK
said, “Asset quality is one of the key success fac-
tors of a financial institution and hence Credit Risk
management assumes increased importance, posi-
tioning it at the heart of decision making. We are

delighted to be honored with the ‘Achievement in
Credit Risk Management in the Middle East and
Africa’ award by The Asian Banker, as it reflects
our sound risk management practices. The award
manifests the Group CEO’s approach towards a
balanced credit strategy and a prudent policy
towards simplification of business activities and
processes. It also reflects sound guidance from
our Board Credit & Risk Committees, driving the
credit decision-making, promoting the independ-
ence of the Risk Management function, and defin-
ing the bank’s overall risk appetite through active
engagement with Risk Management and Business
lines.”

The Asian Banker is one of Asia’s leading con-
sulting companies in financial services research,
benchmarking and intelligence The Asian Banker
Risk Management Awards is a landmark recogni-
tion program that identifies and benchmarks the
best practices and achievements across a stringent
set of criteria. ABK’s risk management strategy
and framework was carefully assessed against
other banks by a panel of industry experts and
judges prior to receiving the award. 

Award ceremony held during MEA International Finance Dialogue 2018

ABK wins The Asian Banker Credit 
Risk Management Award for 2018

J&J knew for
decades that
asbestos lurked 
in its Baby Powder
LOS ANGELES: Darlene Coker knew she was dying. She
just wanted to know why. She knew that her cancer,
mesothelioma, arose in the delicate membrane surrounding
her lungs and other organs. She knew it was as rare as it was
deadly, a signature of exposure to asbestos. And she knew it
afflicted mostly men who inhaled asbestos dust in mines and
industries such as shipbuilding that used the carcinogen
before its risks were understood.

Coker, 52 years old, had raised two daughters and was
running a massage school in Lumberton, a small town in east-
ern Texas. How had she been exposed to asbestos? “She
wanted answers,” her daughter Cady Evans said. Fighting for
every breath and in crippling pain, Coker hired Herschel
Hobson, a personal-injury lawyer. He homed in on a suspect:
the Johnson’s Baby Powder that Coker had used on her infant
children and sprinkled on herself all her life. Hobson knew
that talc and asbestos often occurred together in the earth,
and that mined talc could be contaminated with the carcino-
gen. Coker sued Johnson & Johnson, alleging that “poisonous
talc” in the company’s beloved product was her killer. J&J
denied the claim. Baby Powder was asbestos-free, it said. As
the case proceeded, J&J was able to avoid handing over talc
test results and other internal company records Hobson had
requested to make the case against Baby Powder.

Coker had no choice but to drop her lawsuit, Hobson
said. “When you are the plaintiff, you have the burden of
proof,” he said. “We didn’t have it.”

That was in 1999. Two decades later, the material Coker
and her lawyer sought is emerging as J&J has been com-
pelled to share thousands of pages of company memos,
internal reports and other confidential documents with
lawyers for some of the 11,700 plaintiffs now claiming that
the company’s talc caused their cancers - including thou-
sands of women with ovarian cancer.

A Reuters examination of many of those documents, as
well as deposition and trial testimony, shows that from at
least 1971 to the early 2000s, the company’s raw talc and
finished powders sometimes tested positive for small
amounts of asbestos, and that company executives, mine
managers, scientists, doctors and lawyers fretted over the
problem and how to address it while failing to disclose it to
regulators or the public. The documents also depict success-
ful efforts to influence US regulators’ plans to limit asbestos
in cosmetic talc products and scientific research on the
health effects of talc.

A small portion of the documents have been produced at
trial and cited in media reports. Many were shielded from
public view by court orders that allowed J&J to turn over
thousands of documents it designated as confidential. Much
of their contents is reported here for the first time.

“Rather high”
The earliest mentions of tainted J&J talc that Reuters

found come from 1957 and 1958 reports by a consulting lab.
They describe contaminants in talc from J&J’s Italian suppli-
er as fibrous and “acicular,” or needle-like, tremolite. That’s
one of the six minerals that in their naturally occurring
fibrous form are classified as asbestos.

At various times from then into the early 2000s, reports
by scientists at J&J, outside labs and J&J’s supplier yielded
similar findings. The reports identify contaminants in talc and
finished powder products as asbestos or describe them in
terms typically applied to asbestos, such as “fiberform” and
“rods.” In 1976, as the US Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) was weighing limits on asbestos in cosmetic talc
products, J&J assured the regulator that no asbestos was
“detected in any sample” of talc produced between
December 1972 and October 1973. It didn’t tell the agency
that at least three tests by three different labs from 1972 to
1975 had found asbestos in its talc - in one case at levels
reported as “rather high.”

Most internal J&J asbestos test reports Reuters reviewed
do not find asbestos. However, while J&J’s testing methods
improved over time, they have always had limitations that
allow trace contaminants to go undetected - and only a tiny
fraction of the company’s talc is tested.

The World Health Organization and other authorities rec-
ognize no safe level of exposure to asbestos. While most
people exposed never develop cancer, for some, even small

amounts of asbestos are enough to trigger the disease years
later. Just how small hasn’t been established. Many plaintiffs
allege that the amounts they inhaled when they dusted
themselves with tainted talcum powder were enough.

The evidence of what J&J knew has surfaced after peo-
ple who suspected that talc caused their cancers hired
lawyers experienced in the decades-long deluge of litigation
involving workers exposed to asbestos. Some of the lawyers
knew from those earlier cases that talc producers tested for
asbestos, and they began demanding J&J’s testing docu-
mentation. What J&J produced in response to those
demands has allowed plaintiffs’ lawyers to refine their argu-
ment: The culprit wasn’t necessarily talc itself, but also
asbestos in the talc. That assertion, backed by decades of
solid science showing that asbestos causes mesothelioma
and is associated with ovarian and other cancers, has had
mixed success in court.

In two cases earlier this year - in New Jersey and
California - juries awarded big sums to plaintiffs who, like
Coker, blamed asbestos-tainted J&J talc products for their
mesothelioma.

A third verdict, in St. Louis, was a watershed, broadening
J&J’s potential liability: The 22 plaintiffs were the first to suc-
ceed with a claim that asbestos-tainted Baby Powder and
Shower to Shower talc, a longtime brand the company sold
in 2012, caused ovarian cancer, which is much more common
than mesothelioma. The jury awarded them $4.69 billion in
damages. Most of the talc cases have been brought by
women with ovarian cancer who say they regularly used J&J
talc products as a perineal antiperspirant and deodorant.

At the same time, at least three juries have rejected claims
that Baby Powder was tainted with asbestos or caused
plaintiffs’ mesothelioma. Others have failed to reach verdicts,
resulting in mistrials.

“Junk” science
J&J has said it will appeal the recent verdicts against it. It

has maintained in public statements that its talc is safe, as
shown for years by the best tests available, and that the
information it has been required to divulge in recent litiga-
tion shows the care the company takes to ensure its prod-
ucts are asbestos-free. It has blamed its losses on juror con-
fusion, “junk” science, unfair court rules and overzealous
lawyers looking for a fresh pool of asbestos plaintiffs.

“Plaintiffs’ attorneys out for personal financial gain are
distorting historical documents and intentionally creating
confusion in the courtroom and in the media,” Ernie Knewitz,
J&J’s vice president of global media relations, wrote in an
emailed response to Reuters’ findings. “This is all a calculat-
ed attempt to distract from the fact that thousands of inde-
pendent tests prove our talc does not contain asbestos or
cause cancer. Any suggestion that Johnson & Johnson knew
or hid information about the safety of talc is false.”

J&J declined to comment further for this article. For more
than two months, it turned down repeated requests for an
interview with J&J executives. On Dec. 8, the company
offered to make an expert available. It had not done so as of
Thursday evening. The company referred all inquiries to its
outside litigation counsel, Peter Bicks. In emailed responses,
Bicks rejected Reuters’ findings as “false and misleading.”
“The scientific consensus is that the talc used in talc-based
body powders does not cause cancer, regardless of what is
in that talc,” Bicks wrote. “This is true even if - and it does
not - Johnson & Johnson’s cosmetic talc had ever contained
minute, undetectable amounts of asbestos.” He dismissed
tests cited in this article as “outlier” results.

In court, J&J lawyers have told jurors that company
records showing that asbestos was detected in its talc
referred to talc intended for industrial use. Other records,
they have argued, referred to non-asbestos forms of the
same minerals that their experts say are harmless. J&J has
also argued that some tests picked up “background”
asbestos - stray fibers that could have contaminated samples
after floating into a mill or lab from a vehicle clutch or fray-
ing insulation.

The company has made some of the same arguments
about lab tests conducted by experts hired by plaintiffs. One
of those labs found asbestos in Shower to Shower talc from
the 1990s, according to an Aug. 11, 2017, court report.
Another lab found asbestos in more than half of multiple
samples of Baby Powder from past decades - in bottles from
plaintiffs’ cupboards and acquired from eBay, and even a
1978 bottle held in J&J’s corporate museum. The concentra-
tions were great enough that users “would have, more likely
than not, been exposed,” the plaintiffs’ lab report presented
in several cases this year concluded.

Matthew Sanchez, a geologist with consultants RJ Lee
Group Inc and a frequent expert witness for J&J, dismissed
those findings in testimony in the St. Louis trial: “I have not
found asbestos in any of the current or modern, what I con-
sider modern, Johnson & Johnson talc products,” Sanchez

told the jury. Sanchez did not return calls seeking comment.
RJ Lee said it does not comment on the work it does for
clients.

Since 2003, talc in Baby Powder sold in the United States
has come from China through supplier Imerys Talc America,
a unit of Paris-based Imerys SA and a co-defendant in most
of the talc litigation. Imerys and J&J said the Chinese talc is
safe. An Imerys spokesman said the company’s tests “consis-
tently show no asbestos. Talc’s safe use has been confirmed
by multiple regulatory and scientific bodies.”

J&J, based in New Brunswick, New Jersey, has dominat-
ed the talc powder market for more than 100 years, its sales
outpacing those of all competitors combined, according to
Euromonitor International data. And while talc products
contributed just $420 million to J&J’s $76.5 billion in rev-
enue last year, Baby Powder is considered an essential facet
of the healthcare-products maker’s carefully tended image
as a caring company - a “sacred cow,” as one 2003 internal
email put it.

“When people really understand what’s going on, I think
it increases J&J’s exposure a thousand-fold,” said Mark
Lanier, one of the lawyers for the women in the St. Louis
case.

The mounting controversy surrounding J&J talc hasn’t
shaken investors. The share price is up about 6 percent so
far this year. Talc cases make up fewer than 10 percent of all
personal injury lawsuits pending against J&J, based on the
company’s Aug. 2 quarterly report, in which the company
said it believed it had “strong grounds on appeal.”

J&J Chairman and Chief Executive Officer Alex Gorsky
has pledged to fight on, telling analysts in July: “We remain
confident that our products do not contain asbestos.”

Gorsky’s comment, echoed in countless J&J statements,
misses a crucial point. Asbestos, like many environmental
carcinogens, has a long latency period. Diagnosis usually
comes years after initial exposure - 20 years or longer for
mesothelioma. J&J talc products today may be safe, but the
talc at issue in thousands of lawsuits was sold and used over
the past 60 years.

“Safety first”
In 1886, Robert Wood Johnson enlisted his younger

brothers in an eponymous startup built around the “Safety
First” motto. Johnson’s Baby Powder grew out of a line of
medicated plasters, sticky rubber strips loaded with mustard
and other home remedies. When customers complained of
skin irritation, the brothers sent packets of talc.

Soon, mothers began applying the talc to infants’ diaper-
chafed skin. The Johnsons took note. They added a fragrance
that would become one of the most recognizable in the
world, sifted the talc into tin boxes and, in 1893, began sell-
ing it as Johnson’s Baby Powder.

In the late 1950s, J&J discovered that talc from its chief
source mine for the US market in the Italian Alps contained
tremolite. That’s one of six minerals - along with chrysotile,
actinolite, amosite, anthophyllite and crocidolite - that occur
in nature as crystalline fibers known as asbestos, a recog-
nized carcinogen. Some of them, including tremolite, also
occur as unremarkable “non-asbestiform” rocks. Both forms
often occur together and in talc deposits.

J&J’s worry at the time was that contaminants made the
company’s powder abrasive. It sent tons of its Italian talc to
a private lab in Columbus, Ohio, to find ways to improve the
appearance, feel and purity of the powder by removing as
much “grit” as possible. In a pair of reports from 1957 and
1958, the lab said the talc contained “from less than 1 per-
cent to about 3 percent of contaminants,” described as
mostly fibrous and “acicular” tremolite. —Reuters 

In this photo illustration, a container of Johnson’s baby powder
made by Johnson and Johnson sits on a table in San Francisco,
California.  —AFP

Ooredoo launches 
Shamel Home 
basic plan 

KUWAIT: Ooredoo Kuwait announced the launch of a
new internet bundle under the name Shamel Home
basic plan, the plan offers fiber internet service at
home powered by FASTtelco and a portable internet
on the go from Ooredoo. Customers can now get
10Mbps unlimited fiber connection from FASTtelco, a
subsidiary of Ooredoo Kuwait, and an Ooredoo
500GB data SIM with 4G portable router, starting
from KD12. Customers looking for speed boosts can
upgrade the unlimited fiber service to speeds of up to
100Mbps. FASTtelco fiber optics are now available in
35 residential areas which include Mishref, Bayan,
Sabah Al Salem, South Surra, Mangaf, Mahboula, and
Jaber Al Ahmad. These residential areas can now ben-
efit from this premium internet solution. This internet
bundle was tailored to match the needs of users look-
ing for high speed internet with unlimited capacities,
consistency, and reliability.  

With the launch of Shamel Home basic plan,
Ooredoo continues to prove its commitment to
embracing digitalization and leads the way in meeting
the growing demands for online digital services in
Kuwait, especially in the fast-paced telecom industry.
This service gives Ooredoo customers all their inter-
net needs in one great plan, at a crucial time when
digital entertainment content is witnessing substantial
growth in the region due to the rising popularity of
smart devices.

This move complements the company’s core values
of caring, connecting and challenging, while also
upholding its commitment to providing customers with
services and plans that match their expectations and
lifestyle, be it at home or outdoors. 

The Shamel Home basic plan, and all other Shamel
Home pre-launched plans and offers from Ooredoo are
available in any of Ooredoo’s branches and official
dealers, and on its online store.

Portugal’s tourist 
arrivals dip 
LISBON: The number of foreign tourists visiting
Portugal edged lower in the first 10 months of this year,
the first cumulative decline after years of record figures,
data showed on Friday, with Britons accounting for a
large part of the drop. The National Statistics Institute,
which monitors hotel stays, said total arrivals were 0.1
percent lower than a year earlier at just below 11.4 mil-
lion. In the same period of 2017, arrivals were up by
almost 12 percent to exceed 11.4 million.

Seven years of booming tourism have hugely bene-
fited Portugal’s economy as it recovered from a debt
crisis and economic recession of 2011-14, but its hopes
for another record year after 2017’s 12.7 million tourists
look set to fall flat.

Hotel revenues were still 6 percent higher in the
period, helped by growing domestic travel and high-
er room rates, but the growth is about a third what it
was a year ago, since when dozens of new hotels
have opened.

Arrivals started to decline at the height of the
summer  season in  Ju ly, but  i t  was  not  unt i l
October’s 2 percent drop that the cumulative num-
ber for the year became smaller than at the same
point of 2017. — Reuters


