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MPs are calling for the establishment of an investiga-
tion committee into the issue, as several MPs rejected
the idea of assigning the probe to the public works com-
mittee. Several MPs strongly lashed out at the govern-
ment. MP Abdulkarim Al-Kandari said the country did
not sink because of rain but as a result of corruption.

Representatives of the meteorological and the fire
departments briefed MPs ahead of the debate on the
previous rains and about forecasts predicting heavy
rains in the early hours of today, that is expected to con-
tinue until Friday. A number of MPs called on the govern-
ment to declare today and tomorrow as public holidays.

Minister of State for Housing Jenan Bushehri told the
Assembly that the damage to Sabah Al-Ahmad area,
which was almost submerged by floods, will be referred
to the public prosecution. Lawmakers are demanding
that any investigation should tackle suspicions over pub-
lic works and road maintenance contracts. MP Hamdan
Al-Azemi said the heavy rains prove that the government
has miserably failed and although more rains are expect-
ed, the government has made little preparations. He said
what happened are catastrophes for which the prime

minister is responsible. Opposition MP Shuaib Al-
Muwaizri filed on Monday to grill the prime minister
over the government’s failure to face the rains. The
grilling is expected to be debated after two weeks.

In another development, MPs clashed with Oil
Minister Bakheet Al-Rasheedi over the results of an
investigation into allegations made against him and top
oil executives during his grilling in May. After the grilling,
the government formed an independent committee to
study the allegations, and it has completed the probe.
MPs demanded the report of the committee, but the min-
ister said it has been referred to a judicial committee
formed to study the report and demanded delaying
sending the report to them.

But lawmakers strongly rejected this, saying that large
parts of the report have already been published in the
local media and thus MPs must see it. After Rasheedi
insisted on refusing to give the report, the Assembly vot-
ed on a resolution asking the minister to submit the
report to the Assembly on Sunday. During the session,
three opposition MPs - Mohammad Al-Dallal, Adel Al-
Damkhi and Mohammad Hayef - resigned from the legal
and legislative committee and three members were elect-
ed to replace them.

Shiite MP Saleh Ashour criticized their action, saying
that the resignation came after pro-government Shiite
MP Khaled Al-Shatti was elected head of the committee.
Hayef also traded jabs with MP Safa Al-Hashem, the only
female member in the house, over merging the women’s
panel with the human rights committee.
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fire, as well as an anti-tank missile that hit a bus that
Hamas says was being used by Israeli soldiers. A soldier
was severely wounded in the attack.

Missile defenses intercepted more than 100 rockets
from Gaza and most others fell in open areas, though
some hit houses and other civilian structures. “Within
two seconds (after air sirens) we heard a huge boom, we
saw our curtains flying in the air, windows (broken), and
only after a few minutes when we went out, we realized
that the missile had hit the building next to us,” said
Claude Bonfito, who lives near an block of flats hit by a
rocket in the Israeli city of Ashkelon.

Israel hit back with major air strikes, with targets
including Hamas’s Al-Aqsa TV station and internal secu-
rity headquarters in Gaza City. The military said it struck

some 160 targets in the Gaza Strip. “What happened
was like an earthquake,” said Abu Ayman Lemzeni, who
lives near the destroyed TV building. At least five of the
dead in Gaza were claimed as members of various mili-
tant groups. Some 26 other people were wounded in the
Palestinian territory, according to Gaza’s health ministry.

The escalation came despite Netanyahu’s decision to
allow Qatar to transfer millions of dollars in aid to the
Gaza Strip for salaries as well as fuel to ease an electric-
ity shortage. The agreements had led to calmer protests
along the Gaza border after months of deadly unrest.
Sunday’s special forces operation and resulting clash
upset those efforts, leading to questions over the timing
of the covert Israeli move. Israel said it was an intelli-
gence-gathering operation and that those efforts must
continue to defend the country.

Israel and Palestinian militants in Gaza have fought
three wars since 2008, and protests and clashes along
the Gaza border since March 30 have repeatedly raised
fears of a fourth. At least 234 Palestinians in Gaza have
since been killed by Israeli fire, the majority during
protests and clashes. Two Israeli soldiers have been
killed over the same period. — Agencies 
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International students have become an important
funding source for American colleges as traditional rev-
enue sources, such as state funding, come under pres-
sure. Most undergraduate foreign students do not qual-
ify for need-based financial aid and must pay close to
full tuition and fees to attend US schools.

Similar to previous years, the largest numbers of stu-
dents came from China, India and South Korea, which
together made up 56.1 percent of all international stu-
dents. IIE did not track new international student num-
bers before the 2004-05 school year, but Goodman
said the recent declines in new enrollments were com-
parable to the period after the Sept 11, 2001 attacks.
The annual survey of foreign-student enrollment is
funded by the US State Department.

Some immigration policy experts and college admin-
istrators attribute the decline to the Trump administra-
tion’s drive to restrict immigration and an overall sense
of a US political climate that is hostile to immigrants
and foreigners. “It is not a welcoming environment,”
said Doug Rand, a former White House official working
on immigration issues during the Obama administration.
He noted that Trump has moved to restrict the issuance
of skilled-worker visas and permanent residency, which
many incoming students may apply for in the future.
“It’s an act of willful ignorance to suggest that our
immigration policies aren’t having a direct impact on
foreign student enrollment,” Rand said.

Caroline Casagrande, a State Department official,
said the “flattening” in international student enrollments
began with the 2015-2016 year, prior to the start of the
Trump administration. That year, new enrollments still
increased by 2.4 percent compared with the prior year.
“The US Department of State is committed to facilitat-

ing the legitimate travel to the United States of individ-
uals who want to study in US academic institutions,”
Casagrande said during a phone call with reporters.
“It’s quite frankly unwarranted to say that it is com-
pletely the result of a political environment.”

Cary Jensen, assistant vice provost for international
advocacy and engagement at the University of
Rochester in New York, said international students had
been receiving more scrutiny from the US government
since the Sept 11 attacks, but that “this last year and a
half has just taken it to another level.” Jensen said a
major issue facing American universities was the lack of
clarity surrounding the Trump administration’s policies,
in part due to lengthy court battles over policies like
Trump’s travel ban on people from several Muslim-
majority countries. “That has kind of been the worst
part of this, is the uncertainty,” Jensen said. “That
breeds fear and people tend to overreact.”

The administration is pursuing concrete steps to
restrict visa policy regarding international students.
Last month, it said it would seek to establish a fixed
maximum period of stay for international students.
Students currently can stay for an indefinite duration of
study, and exchange advocates worry such a change
would make it harder to recruit students and limit their
flexibility once they are in the country.

In August, the administration changed the way
international and exchange visitors are found to
accrue “unlawful presence,” a violation that could
result in being barred from the country for up to 10
years. Several colleges sued over the change, arguing
it would cause the “banishment of untold numbers of
international students and exchange visitors acting in
good faith.”

The total number of new international students in the
United States in 2017-2018 grew by 1.5 percent to a
record high of nearly 1.1 million, but it was the smallest
year-over-year increase since 2005. The growth in total
enrollment was driven by a nearly 16 percent increase
in the number of students opting to remain in the
United States after finishing their studies for short-term
work known as “optional practical training”. — Reuters  
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The IMF’s director for the Middle East and Central
Asia, Jihad Azour, said the decline in oil prices will not
impact the lender’s forecasts because they were based
on prices of around $70 a barrel. “It is clear that oil
prices are volatile and becoming more so recently,”
said Azour, who urged GCC states to consolidate their
economic stability.

“If there is one lesson to learn from this it is that
countries need to ... use this as an opportunity to
increase their (fiscal) buffers, reduce their level of
deficit ... and as away to accelerate some of their struc-
tural reforms,” Azour told AFP. He said that oil prices
are forecast to further decline to around $60 a barrel.
Azour said that while GCC states have made some
progress in economic reforms and the introduction of
value-added tax by Saudi Arabia and the UAE, they
still need to do more.

They have to rationalize spending, reduce current
expenditures used mainly for salaries and defence,
redirect subsidies to serve the needy only and raise
spending on the infrastructure and education, he said.
The IMF still needs a few months to assess the imple-
mentation of VAT in Saudi Arabia and UAE “but based
on the feedback we got from authorities it was smooth

and the impact on prices was fairly limited,” he added.
The IMF called on GCC states, which are among the
few countries with no taxation regimes, to impose cor-
porate and personal income tax in order to diversify
their revenue sources. Azour said that the IMF has not
raised this politically sensitive issue with authorities in
the Gulf states.

Sanctions squeeze Iran 
Growth in non-GCC oil exporters in the MENA

region, which include Iran, Iraq, Algeria and Libya, is
projected to slow to 0.3 percent in 2018, from three
percent the previous year, and pick up to 0.9 percent
in 2019, the IMF said. “This largely reflects the expect-
ed impact of the re-imposition of US sanctions on Iran,
which is likely to reduce Iranian oil production and
exports significantly over the next two years at least,”
the IMF said. It projected Iran’s economy will shrink
by 1.6 percent this year and 3.6 percent in 2019.

For oil-importing countries in MENA, growth is
expected to continue at a pace of 4.5 percent in 2018,
before dropping back to four percent next year, the
IMF said. This level of growth is not sufficient to create
the required jobs for a region marred by instability and
civil strife, it said. Oil revenues for MENA exporters
have increased by about $260 billion (230 billion
euros) over the period 2016 to 2018. This has mostly
been due to a price rise generated as a result of pro-
duction cuts in nations belonging to the OPEC cartel,
as well as non-OPEC producers. The current account
balance will turn from a deficit into a surplus and over-
all budget shortfalls will decline, the IMF said. — AFP 

Gulf economy 
recovering...

PARADISE, California: The deadliest and most
destructive wildfire in California history has burned a
further 8,000 acres and remained only 30 percent con-
tained, California fire officials said yesterday as search
teams resumed sifting through charred wreckage in a
hunt for human remains. The “Camp Fire,” raging about
280 km north of San Francisco, has expanded to 125,000
acres, more than four times the area of the city, the
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection
(Cal Fire) said.

The death toll remained at 42 people, the most on
record from a California wildfire and 228 individuals were
listed as missing. More than 7,600 homes and other
structures were destroyed, also an all-time high. Much of
the damage was concentrated in Paradise, a Butte County
town of 27,000 that was virtually destroyed overnight
Thursday, just hours after the blaze erupted. One hun-

dred fifty search-and-recovery personnel were due to
arrive in the area yesterday, bolstering 13 coroner-led
recovery teams in the fire zone, said Butte County Sheriff
Kory Honea.

The sheriff has requested three portable morgue teams
from the US military, a “disaster mortuary” crew, cadaver
dog units to locate human remains and three groups of
forensic anthropologists. Some 52,000 people remained
under evacuation orders, Honea said. In Southern
California, two people died in the separate “Woolsey
Fire,” which has destroyed 435 structures and displaced
about 200,000 people in the mountains and foothills near
Southern California’s Malibu coast, west of Los Angeles.
The Woolsey Fire was 35 percent contained, up from 30
percent a day earlier, Cal Fire said.

Nearly 9,000 firefighters have been battling the wild-
fires. Cal Fire said that 16 other states, including Oregon,

Texas, Missouri and Georgia, have sent fire crews or oth-
er resources to combat the fires. Authorities were probing
the cause of the fires. A spokeswoman for the California
Public Utilities Commission said yesterday the regulator
has launched investigations that may include an inspec-
tion of the fire sites once Cal Fire allows access.

PG&E Corp, which operates in northern California, and
Edison International, the owner of Southern California
Edison Co, have reported to regulators that they experi-
enced problems with transmission lines or substations in
areas where fires were reported around the time they
started. Speaking to KRCR TV early yesterday, PG&E
spokesman Blair Jones said prior to the outbreak of the
Camp Fire, the site had not been “an area we were look-
ing as a potential shut-off area.”

Winds of up to 60 km per hour were expected to con-
tinue in Southern California through yesterday, heighten-

ing the risk of fresh blazes ignited by scattered embers.
Cal Fire said 57,000 structures were still in harm’s way
from the Woolsey Fire. Some evacuees in Malibu, a sea-
side community whose residents include a number of
Hollywood celebrities, were allowed to return home
Monday but found themselves without power or cell-
phone service.

California has recently endured two of the worst wild-
fire seasons in its history, a situation experts attribute in
large part to prolonged drought across much of the west-
ern United States. President Donald Trump on Monday
night declared a major disaster exists from the fires, mak-
ing federal funds available to people and local govern-
ment agencies in Butte, Los Angeles and Ventura counties.
The pledge came two days after Trump blamed the brush
fires on forest mismanagement, tweeting “Remedy now, or
no more Fed payments!”  —  Reuters 

Search for bodies, answers 
after Calif wildfire kills 42

PARADISE, California: A Halloween decoration remains at a burned home after the Camp fire tore through the region on Monday. — AFP 


