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A number of Kuwaiti NGOs made pledges worth $122.5
million, and the rest came from NGOs from Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Iraq and Britain. The UN refugee agency
said the conference offered a “unique opportunity” to help
displaced Iraqis rebuild their lives. “Sustainable return is
not just about bricks and mortar,” Bruno Geddo, UNHCR’s
representative in Iraq, said in a statement. “Rebuilding and
restoring communities is a complex effort, covering every-
thing from clearing explosive hazards to repairing damage
to infrastructure to restoring basic services, and facilitating
social cohesion so that communities can again begin to
flourish.”

UN agencies UNICEF and UN-Habitat called for
urgent investment to restore basic infrastructure and serv-
ices for children and families. “Violence may have subsided
in Iraq, but it has upended the lives of millions across the
country, leaving one in four children in poverty and push-
ing families to extreme measures to survive,” they said in a
joint statement. The World Health Organization called for
investment in hospitals and other medical facilities, pointing
to more than 14 hospitals and 170 health facilities
destroyed.

Today, the conference will focus on private sector
investment while tomorrow, national leaders are expected
to announce governmental aid packages. French Foreign
Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian, whose country is a key mem-
ber of the anti-IS coalition, visited Iraq yesterday ahead of
attending the conference. “I have come to tell you of
France’s support and to accompany you. We will always be
there. We were there to participate in the coalition. We will
also be there in the reconstruction phase,” Le Drian said
after landing in Baghdad.

NGOs pledge $330m
as Iraq seeks $90bn...
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This is very bad for us as family,” said Shiela, who
spoke to Kuwait Times via Facebook. 

The move prompted a local company to put the annu-
al leaves of its Filipino employees on hold, citing the case
of an employee who was barred from returning to
Kuwait despite holding a valid work permit. In a circular
seen by Kuwait Times, the company said the move aimed
to protect its employees, adding those who still want to
leave can do so at their own risk after notifying the man-
agement. 

Philippines authorities have not ruled out revoking the
permits of Filipinos currently working in Kuwait or of
previous hires returning on new contracts. “With the

advent of the series of reports involving abuses and
deaths of overseas Filipino workers in Kuwait, a total ban
on deployment of all overseas workers ... is hereby
enforced,” Bello said, reading an order. “This order takes
effect immediately.” The move would affect thousands of
workers, labor spokeswoman Abegail de Vega said. The
fresh move came after President Rodrigo Duterte last
month barred Filipinos from seeking work in Kuwait,
although the ban exempted those who had already
secured permission. The Philippine foreign affairs depart-
ment said yesterday authorities were repatriating 10,000
overstaying Filipinos from Kuwait, taking advantage of an
amnesty program arranged with the Kuwaiti government. 

In an earlier interview in Manila, Bello said they may
lift the ban if Kuwait agrees to sign a memorandum of
agreement for the protection of OFWs. “We have
received copies of the investigation reports from the
Kuwaiti interior ministry regarding the deaths of seven
OFWs. Our president wants to know the real reason why
they died. We are going to translate these documents
before sending them to Manila,” he said. 

Manila slaps ban 
on ‘all’ Filipinos...
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importance to Israel. The comments come as Netanyahu
is under pressure from right-wing politicians to move ahead
with legislation that would apply Israeli sovereignty to set-
tlements in the West Bank. Two lawmakers, including one
from Netanyahu’s party, have such proposed legislation.

Netanyahu blocked it from being advanced on Sunday,
with officials citing the need to focus on security issues fol-
lowing a confrontation that led to Israeli air strikes in Syria
at the weekend. Unilateral annexation of settlements would
be sure to draw international outrage, though Netanyahu’s
government has been bolstered by the unstinting support of
US President Donald Trump. Trump recognized Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital in December in a move praised by
Netanyahu as “historic”, but denounced by the Palestinians
and most of the rest of the world.

Nabil Abu Rdainah, a spokesman for Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas, said any annexation
would “destroy all efforts to try and save the peace
process”. “No-one has the right to discuss the situa-
tion of the occupied 

Palestinian lands,” Abu Rdainah said from Moscow,
where Abbas was holding talks with President Vladimir
Putin amid reports they may discuss new options for
Middle East mediation. Saeb Erekat, secretary general of
the Palestine Liberation Organization, condemned the
remarks as amounting to “land theft” with US complicity.

Putin said yesterday at the start of talks with Abbas that
he had discussed the Middle East conflict with Trump. “I
just spoke with American President Trump,” Putin told
Abbas before continuing the talks behind closed doors.
“Obviously we spoke about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”
The “situation is far from what we want to see,” Putin told
his guest, adding that he has “always supported the
Palestinian people”. “It is very important for us to know
your personal opinion in order to set the record straight
and put in place a common approach to solve this prob-
lem,” Putin said.

Abbas has refused any contact with Trump’s adminis-
tration since Washington’s decision at the end of last year.
“Given the atmosphere created by the United States’
actions, we... refuse any cooperation with the United
States as a mediator,” said Abbas. “In case of an interna-
tional meeting, we ask that the United States be not the
only mediator, but just one of the mediators.” Abbas’
meeting with Putin came two weeks after Netanyahu also
visited Moscow.

As Netanyahu’s comments made headlines yesterday, an
Israeli official issued a clarification. Netanyahu “did not
present the United States with specific annexation propos-
als, and in any case the United States did not give its con-
sent to the proposals”, the official said on condition of
anonymity. “Israel updated the United States on various
proposals raised in the (parliament), and the United States
expressed its clear position that it seeks to advance
President Trump’s peace plan.” The official added that
Netanyahu’s position “is that if the Palestinians persist in
their refusal to negotiate peace, Israel will present its own
alternatives”.

While Israel would expect to retain certain settlements

in any two-state peace deal, longstanding international
consensus has been that their status must be negotiated.
The same consensus has been in place for decades regard-
ing the status of Jerusalem, with the Palestinians wanting the
eastern sector of the city as the capital of their future state.

Israeli settlements are located in what is known as Area
C of the West Bank, which accounts for more than 60 per-
cent of the Palestinian territory. Annexing all settlements
would leave little space for a Palestinian state. Netanyahu
heads what is seen as the most right-wing government in
Israeli history, and prominent ministers openly oppose a
Palestinian state. Those who oppose a Palestinian state
advocate for Israel to annex most of the West Bank, citing
Jews’ historical ties to the land from the biblical era.

Netanyahu says he wants the Palestinians to govern
themselves, but in recent months has declined to specify
whether that would mean an independent Palestinian state
or some lesser form of autonomy. He has stressed recently
that Israel must retain security control in the Palestinian ter-
ritories under any peace arrangement. “Whether or not it’s
defined as a state when we have the military control is
another matter, but I’d rather not discuss labels, but sub-
stance,” he said when meeting German Foreign Minister
Sigmar Gabriel on Jan 31. Gabriel said there was “growing
frustration” in Europe with Israel’s actions.

While Trump has offered strong support of Israel, he
said in an interview published Sunday that he was “not nec-
essarily sure” the country was seeking to reach a peace
agreement with the Palestinians. “Right now, I would say the
Palestinians are not looking to make peace. They are not
looking to make peace,” Trump said in the interview with
right-wing Israeli paper Israel Hayom. “And I am not neces-
sarily sure that Israel is looking to make peace. So we are
just going to have to see what happens.”

Trump also expressed concerns about Israeli settlement
building, although his administration has been far less criti-
cal of settlements than his predecessor Barack Obama.
Trump’s ambassador to Israel, David Friedman, has in the
past been a supporter of Israeli settlements in the West
Bank. “The settlements are something that very much com-
plicates and always have complicated making peace, so I
think Israel has to be very careful with the settlements,”
Trump said. — Agencies  
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CAIRO: US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said yes-
terday Washington stood by Egypt in its fight against
Islamist militants as he began a Middle East tour at a
time of increasingly complex local and proxy conflicts.
Tillerson stressed a need for free and fair elections in
all countries ahead of a March presidential vote in
Egypt, but withheld direct comment on what critics say
is a crackdown on some rivals seeking to challenge
President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi at the polls.

The United States has become more embroiled,
diplomatically and militarily, in regional conflicts since
President Donald Trump took office more than a year
ago. It stepped up support for Kurdish-led forces in
Syria before its NATO ally Turkey began a military
operation against them last month, and has sided firmly
with Israel in recognizing Jerusalem as its capital,
angering Palestinians and drawing rebukes from Arab
leaders.

The United States has also forged closer ties with
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Arab states while taking a
tougher line against Iran since Trump took office.
Tillerson and his Egyptian counterpart Sameh Shoukry
delivered a message yesterday that relations remained
strong with one of the key US Arab allies. “We agreed
we would continue our close cooperation on counter-
terrorism measures,” Tillerson said. “Egypt deals with
the threats of ISIS themselves and are dealing with it
certainly currently in the Sinai. “The US commitment in
continuing to support Egypt in its fight against terror-
ism and bringing security for the Egyptian people is
steadfast and will continue,” he said.

Egypt last week launched a large military operation
against Islamist militants, focused on defeating Islamic
State in the Sinai peninsula. Tillerson arrived in Egypt,
one of the main recipients of Washington’s foreign aid,

at the start of a regional tour amid heightened tension
between Israel, Syria and Damascus’s ally Iran after an
Israeli F-16 aircraft was shot down crashing in northern
Israel.

Shoukry said Cairo and Washington had agreed to
hold strategic dialogue talks at the level of foreign min-
isters later this year. “This relationship is essential to
achieve stability in the region,” he said. Tillerson also
met Sisi before leaving the country. He was to attend a
conference on Iraqi reconstruction in Kuwait.

Sisi is running against a single competitor in the
March 26-28 poll after more challenging opponents
pulled out, some citing intimidation of supporters and
other tactics designed to give the incumbent an easy
win. Sisi, a former military chief, gave the armed forces
three months to clear Sinai of militants after more than
300 people were killed by gunmen at a mosque in
Sinai in November. The Egyptian army said at least 28
suspected militants have died in clashes since the oper-
ation began on Friday.

Egypt receives $1.3 billion annually from the
United States. Last year, Washington withdrew some
financial aid to Egypt saying it had failed to make
progress on respecting human rights and democracy.
Asked about concerns over the election, Tillerson said
the United States supported a credible, transparent
vote in Egypt, Libya and elsewhere. “We have always
advocated for free and fair elections, transparent
elections not just in Egypt but in any country,”
Tillerson said. 

Egypt says it will conduct free and fair elections,
but opponents of Sisi have criticized what they say is
a government-led crackdown on challengers. He said
the United States was also keen to continue support-
ing Egypt in its economic recovery, after the country
implemented tough economic reforms tied to a $12
billion International Monetary Fund loan.

Shoukry said Egypt stressed the need for a peace-
ful settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. “We
discussed how to reach a solution for the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict on the basis of a two state solution and
the importance of maintaining U.S. efforts to reach
this final settlement,” Shoukry said.  — Reuters 
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CAIRO: Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi (right) meets US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson
yesterday. — AFP 
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