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KHARTOUM: In this file photo taken on March 14, 2019, Sudan’s President Omar Al-Bashir (right) is seated alongside his First Vice President Lieutenant General Awad Mohamed Ahmed ibn
Auf as they pose for a group photo with members of the new 20-member cabinet at the presidential palace. — AFP 
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Recently, Kuwait witnessed attacks against women’s per-
sonal expression and freedom, which is contrary to the
human rights and freedom of expression enshrined in the

Kuwaiti constitution, which must be respected. This article today
will refer to two topics that have been exposed to a lot of need-
less offensive speech on local and social media, and one woman
was exposed to unnecessary abuse.

It is unfortunate that while we are witnessing radical changes
and support for women in the Gulf, including Saudi Arabia, and
fighting racial discrimination, we in Kuwait are confronting an
attack against freedom of expression. For example, in a remark-
able move in Saudi Arabia, King Salman bin Abdul Aziz appoint-
ed Princess Rima bint Bandar bin Sultan as ambassador to the
US. This historic decision undoubtedly confirms that Saudi
women have a great role, especially in light of her appointment
as ambassador in an important country such as the United
States of America.

This is undoubtedly a strong and great change and support
for the role of women and their importance in society and politi-
cal sector, but at the same time we see a clear decline and dis-
crimination against Kuwaiti women. An example: Last year,
Fareah Al-Saqqaf, Chairwoman of LOYAC, was awarded the title
of “Leading Arab Women” for 2018 at a ceremony held at Sheikh

Jaber Al-Ahmad Cultural Center. She called on the audience to be
devoted to human values that call for love and peace.

But this woman was subjected to an unjust media attack
because of her personal opinion on wearing of the veil in a docu-
mentary for the organization. She called it “scary”, and said its
increasing presence in recent decades in the Kuwaiti society was
“disturbing”. She explained that the niqab completely hides the
face except the eyes, so it is different from the burqa, which
reveals the face and allows identifying who wears it. This was
worn by women in old Kuwait. According to her, the niqab is new
in society and obscures the identity of women.

Unfortunately, she was attacked in an abusive manner and
her opinion was described as vain, elitist and against religion. It
also seemed to be an opportunity to fight the activities of LOY-
AC, which is run by a group of Kuwaiti women. LOYAC has
provided a lot to young people of both sexes in Kuwait without
discrimination. 

Now, let’s look at the subject from a realistic and logical
aspect - what she said does not affect religion at all, because in
fact, we do not know who is wearing the niqab and who we are
dealing with. After all, she just expressed an opinion. I thank
Mrs Saqqaf for her courage to express her opinion. I believe
that we must stand up to this unjustified attack on personal
opinion. And thanks to everyone who tried to support this
woman and her view. 

In fact, LOYAC is an incubator of young people. They have
been performing the role of ministries that are responsible for this
generation and providing them with what the ministries do not
provide. My personal opinion is that she is a beautiful Kuwaiti
woman and we are honored in Kuwait to have such active ladies.
She has promoted many beautiful values amongst a large seg-
ment of people of Kuwait. It was upsetting to me that this woman,

who is representing an organization such as LOYAC, was being
exposed to such an attack! And for what? For her view! 

The other subject is what is known as family shisha. A munici-
pal councilmember proposed a ban on shisha offered to families
in restaurants and cafes. Firstly, smoking is a personal matter
whether it is by a man or a woman, although I am opposed to
serving shisha to children and adolescents under the age of 21.

But the term family shisha was understood to be directed
against women, which is considered biased against women
specifically. If this councilman is keen on public health, it is best to
demand that it be prohibited for all men and women, but what
happened is that the proposal seemed directed against women,
which violates the constitution and public freedoms. 

This councilman later explained that he didn’t mean only for
women, but shisha that is provided in closed places such as
cabins in cafes that have become hotbeds of drugs and prosti-
tution, which I think the interior ministry should check. I think
that such proposals, which are biased and appear directed
against women, whether citizens or expatriates, are unaccept-
able and must be clarified.

I think the reason for the ban is unclear, because if it is for
health causes, everyone is responsible for their own health. The
country is full of different nationalities and cultures and they are
free as long as they do not violate the law of the country. Some
press sources confirmed that some of the members who support-
ed the proposal said it should be amended by directing a letter to
the Municipality to implement the decision to remove cabins from
cafes and restaurants. I think this is better and is not against
women or families.

We, as women, should not stand silent to what might be offen-
sive to women or prejudiced against them.
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Vohrde began her career in Denmark, working there for
about 10 years, followed by a year in Germany. She then de-
cided to head overseas, so she went to Dubai, where she
coached for seven seasons. She moved to Kuwait in 2017.
This is her second season training riders in Kuwait. “I was
always curious as a person and wanted to travel and see the
world. This was the opportunity to do so - with my sport. The
way to improve is by seeking the best places, riders and
trainers to work with,” she said.  

Vohrde chose the United Arab Emirates as there was a
good opportunity there for a coach and rider. “It was an in-
teresting place due to the potential they have, as there is
money, which this sport requires. The sport was growing
there. At that time I was considering the Arab region or
America, and the opportunity came along in Dubai,” she
pointed out. 

She is now 42 years old. “Being an athlete fulltime is not
something I could continue doing, because I started having
problems with my back. So I focus now on coaching riders
on techniques and tools to improve and maintain their
horses, so we can create sustainable progress,” explained
Vohrde. According to her, there is a lot of talent and potential
here. “Central Europe is the center of equestrian sport,
where it has its roots and where we find the best riders. We

try to import the sport here so riders can progress and thrive.
It will also help them maintain and school the horses they
buy,” she noted.

“Everything we do with the horse affects its behavior later,
which affects the end result. It’s not a car - it’s a horse - so
we can influence it. It’s important that we - in terms of horse
welfare, schooling, managing, training, vets, and everything
associated with this sport - do things in the right way to make
it sustainable and add value,” Vohrde said.   

The horses are walked about six days a week, and have
a day off. “Currently I work with eight students. We work to-
gether for a couple of hours every week, and we watch
shows. Every week there is a new competition and we man-
age the training according to this competition. We also have
big competitions such as the Amir’s Cup (show jumping) and
others,” she stressed. 

Vohrde trains competition riders. “It’s up to them to im-
prove and progress in this sport. I mainly train riders aged
16 and older, but I also had some talented junior riders aged
12 and 14 whom I trained occasionally,” she added.  Her rid-
ers are students or employees, so they are busy in the morn-
ing and come in the afternoon for training. “We train in the
arena; then depending on the days, we ride flatwork and
jump them about two days before the show. We supple the

horse to make it fresh for the show. On weekends, we have
competitions,” she said.

“The grooms take care of stable management. They clean
the stables, feed the horses and hand walk the horses twice
a day. It’s the same in summer and winter, but usually the
horses fly to Europe to be part of the top sport there. In
Kuwait, it’s only seasonal due to the climate. So they stay
approximately eight months here and four in Europe. This
month the horses start to fly out, and I’m going with them as
well, as there are no competitions in the summer here in
Kuwait,” noted Vohrde.

By Nawara Fattahova

Neel Zum Vohrde turned her love for equines into her profes-
sion - she now trains horses for a living at Kuwait’s Eques-
trian Club. Born in Denmark, she grew up with horses and

started riding from an early age. “I grew up with this hobby. I was
very lucky to have a mother who was a rider and owned a riding
school in Denmark. I had a passion for this sport, so I worked
alongside my mother, coaching, riding and schooling horses and
ponies,” she told Kuwait Times.

Neel Zum Vohrde, an expatriate from Denmark, trains horses and rid-
ers at the Kuwait Equestrian Club. A lifelong passion for horses and
riding led her from Europe to Dubai and now Kuwait in pursuit of rid-
ing and training opportunities. — Photos by Joseph Shagra
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There are three clubs in Kuwait where competitions
are held. “Sometimes it’s here (Equestrian Club),
Kuwait Riding Center or Messila Club, which all host
equestrian events. The competitions usually start in
the morning, then after a short break, continue in the
afternoon,” she added. Vohrde loves her work. “When
I finished school, I took a professional master’s
course. We have a very strong educational system in
Europe to develop coaches and athletes,” she high-
lighted. 

The most difficult part of this profession is that it’s
very money-dependent, so very strong backup sup-
port is needed, as horses are very expensive to buy
and maintain. “You need monthly expenses to keep a
horse, and you need more of them as one horse is not
enough,” she said. “You are dealing with horses - and
every horse has its own character and behavior. So a
new horse is a new challenge. It takes a long time to
get the experience to be able to ride many different
horses. A good rider should be able to ride all kinds of
horses. For me as a woman, one of the biggest chal-
lenges is that men have more physical strength, which
is an advantage for them, while I have to spend more
time schooling my horse,” Vohrde pointed out.

Some horses suit men better, while others fit women
better. “At the end, it’s about technique and about being
able to balance your horse. It’s not like playing piano or
tennis where you can train 12 hours a day - with horses,
you train once a day, so if you want to be better, you have
to ride as many horses as possible to get the routine in the
rink,” she explained.  

“I train horses for clients and help riders train their
horses and make them ready for shows. I mostly focus on

schooling horses and riders, which is the field of my edu-
cation. I don’t compete anymore, and only do coaching.
There is a lot of work and responsibility associated with
equestrian sport. Like other sports, if you want to do it at
a high level, it’s a lifestyle. It needs work all the time, so
you need to say no to other things. As horses are our part-
ners, they should get the right nutrition, rest and training,”
concluded Vohrde.            



By Faten Omar

O
besity in Kuwait affects more than
40 percent of the population,
according to Dr Haitham Al-Khayat,

general laparoscopy and bariatric surgery
consultant. 

“We clearly live in an obesogenic environ-
ment that is toxic for individuals with severe
obesity. The challenge is daunting for people
who not only fight against the excess calories
in larger portion sizes, but also decreased
physical activity,” Khayat said. 

Dr Khayat defined obesity as a medical
condition that occurs when a person has
excess weight or body fat that might affect

their health. “Obesity is of three types - mod-
erate obesity, which is when the person’s
weight is 20-25 kg more than the ideal weight,
severe obesity (extra 30 to 40 kg), and when
it is more than 40 kg, we call it morbid obesi-
ty,” he said.

With the increase in obesity comes an
increase in the number of weight loss sur-
gery procedures. One of the most common
surgeries for weight loss is bariatric surgery.
This operation is done by making surgical
changes to the stomach and digestive sys-
tem, which limit how much food you can eat
and how many nutrients you absorb. But how
safe are the procedures and do the benefits
outweigh the risks?

Dr Khayat said candidates for surgery
should meet additional criteria including
failed previous weight loss attempts or psy-
chiatric illnesses. “We do not encourage peo-
ple to go for the surgery. We want people to
adopt a healthy lifestyle and make surgery
the last option.”

Bariatric surgery is currently the most
effective treatment for morbid obesity with
proven benefits in terms of improvement of
the quality of life, obesity-related morbidity
and obesity-related mortality. The safety of

bariatric surgery is widely documented in lit-
erature. Dr Khayat said the health risks of
obesity far outweigh the risks associated
with bariatric surgery. “Patients must get a
background about the surgery. Doctors usu-
ally tell the patient about the side effects,
where the body after the surgery may not
absorb nutrients well, especially if they do
not take prescribed vitamins and minerals.
Not getting enough nutrients can cause oth-
er health problems such as anemia and
osteoporosis,” he said.

“Weight loss surgery will radically change
how you eat. Meals that might have seemed
tiny in the past will quickly make you full.
You’ll need to eat small amounts slowly and
chew well. Patients will not be able to drink
when they eat anymore, because it can wash
food out of the stomach too quickly and inter-
fere with the feeling of fullness. Because they
are eating less, they need to focus on choos-
ing the most nutritious foods,” he added.

Ali Hesham Al-Moqadem, a 22-year-old
student, told Kuwait Times about his experi-
ence in losing weight by bariatric surgery.
“My previous weight was 210 kg and now it is
97 kg. I lost more than half my body weight in
two years. I knew about some side effects of
the surgery, like hair loss and amnesia, but I
did not have full knowledge about it. I asked
people who had done it, but it seems we all
did not have the same side effects. It seems it
differs from one person to another,”
Moqadem said.

He expressed his happiness in underdoing
the surgery despite the health issues he is fac-
ing now. “Before the surgery, I did not suffer
from gallbladder problems. Now I cannot eat
and drink at the same time and suffer from
hair loss and dizziness, but generally the sur-
gery was better for my life and gave me a
chance to be a new person, where I’m not
afraid of people judging me. You can socialize
more and meet new people, because now
people are seeing you as a normal person,”
said Moqadem. 

“I always saw looks of pity in the eyes of
people because I was overweight. My dream
was to buy regular clothes from the mall
instead of going to the tailor. You can also
practice any sport you want.” It cost
Moqadem about KD 1,500 for the surgery in
2016, but he says it was the best money he
ever spent.

Islam Badawi, a 24-year-old operations
coordinator, weighed 135 kg before surgery,
and currently weighs 96 kg. He said he knew
about the side effects associated with
bariatric surgery like dizziness and nausea, yet
he underwent the procedure in 2018 to get
back his “psychological health”. “Bariatric sur-
gery involves reducing the size of the stomach
so there’s less room to fit food. Not only are

you then able to feel full after having small
amounts of food, but the surgery also causes
hormonal changes that reduce people’s
appetite and cravings,” he explained.

Badawi said that before undergoing the
surgery, he did some research by watching
YouTube videos and reading about it. “I
sometimes suffer from dizziness; also, my

immunity is weak, but it’s getting better. But
I’m happy that I got back my physical ability
to run and my health is improving. I had a lot
of headaches before, but after the surgery, I
only get a headache once a month now. I also
have the ability to control the amount I eat.
The surgery is considered as a rebirth for
me,” he said. 
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Obesity epidemic
leads to more bariatric surgeries in Kuwait

Ali Al-Moqadem - Before After

Islam Badawi- - Before After

Dr. Haitham Al-Khayat, Consultant
General, Laparoscopy and
Bariatric Surgery.
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News in brief

Ramadan ‘begins May 6’

KUWAIT: Kuwaiti Astronomer, Historian and Member of the
British Astronomical Association Adel Al-Saadoun said Mon-
day, May 6 will mark the beginning of the holy month of Ra-
madan and that the moon’s sighting will be possible with one’s
eyes. Saadoun told KUNA yesterday that the new moon will
be at 1:45 am on Sunday, May 5. The rise of the moon from
the horizon line at sunset time is 6.6 degrees, but the length-
ening of the moon from the sun will be 9.5 degrees, indicating
the moon’s visibility according to astronomers, Saadoun ex-
plained. The crescent will be obscurely visible with the naked
eye, although straightforwardly seen using binoculars or tel-
escopes. Ramadan will be 29 days long, he added. —KUNA  

11 vehicles to transfer bodies

KUWAIT: The Municipality announced yesterday that it will
provide 11 modern vehicles to transport corpses from hospi-
tals and health centers to land and air borders. Director of Fu-
neral Affairs at the Municipality Dr Faisal Al-Awadhi said in a
press release that the administration is keen to provide all
services to the families of the dead, both citizens and residents.
He added that the information systems center in the munici-
pality will provide the names of the deceased to the relevant
authorities in order to avoid any delays in completing the pro-
cedures and transactions pertaining to the deceased or their
heirs. He explained that inquiring about funerals or burial dates
as well as gravesites can be made through the Kuwait funerals
app on Android or App Store. — KUNA  

More efforts needed to raise 
level of Arab universities 

Kuwaiti Cultural Office holds cultural salon
CAIRO: Head of the Kuwaiti Cultural Office in
Cairo Dr Ahmed Al-Mutairi stressed here yester-
day the necessity of exerting concerted efforts to
raise the level of Arab universities to cope with the
various international classifications. This came in
a statement by Mutairi to KUNA on the sidelines
of the cultural salon held by the cultural office last
night under the title “Arab Universities and Chal-
lenges of Global Classification”.

Mutairi pointed to the importance of the cul-
tural salon, especially after registration of Kuwaiti
students in some Egyptian universities was halted
in the interest of international quality standards, as
students are the real wealth of the country and not
natural resources. He said Arab universities were
“a bit late” for international rankings, as parents
are keen to send their children to study at classi-
fied international universities.

Mutairi urged for identifying the various short-
comings and challenges faced by Arab universities,

which make them occupy low positions in global
rankings. He pointed out that Arab universities
need full support and independent departments
aware of the future to be scientific beacons that
contribute to the graduation of scientists and
workers who contribute to the building of their
countries as well as research centers that provide
research services to all sectors of the state.

Deputy Minister of Higher Education for Uni-
versities Affairs in Egypt Amr Adly said in his
speech during the cultural salon that it is not
possible to separate higher education and the
economy, stressing the importance of interna-
tional classifications of universities in this regard.
“We have a real wealth of youth in the Arab
world that must be exploited optimally,” Adly
said, stressing the need to increase national
added value by providing distinctive educational
and scientific activity that is consistent with
global classifications. — KUNA CAIRO: The Kuwaiti Cultural Office in Cairo honors deans of Egyptian universities. — KUNA 

BUDAPEST: Kuwait and Hungary signed yesterday an agreement
to boost cultural cooperation between Kuwait’s National Library
and National Szechenyi Library of Budapest.

Kuwait National Library Director Kamel Abduljalil said in a
statement to KUNA that the National Szechenyi Library of Bu-
dapest is considered one of the oldest libraries in Europe, con-
taining several manuscripts and books about the Arabian Gulf that
date back to more than 500 years.

Abduljalil noted that this agreement states to exchanging in-
formation and expertise about preserving documents, folders and
records in all categories, and also ways of enhancing technological
exchange of information by creating several activities and coop-
erative cultural projects. He said that the deal will be executed in
April and for the next three years, and to be renewed automati-
cally hoping that it will enhance the cultural cooperation between
the two friendly countries.

National Szechenyi Library Director Dr Laszlo Tuske ex-
pressed his belief that this agreement will develop cultural coop-

eration specially in the fields of translation, common exhibitions
and digital electronics. He also showed eagerness for having a
Hungarian cultural week in Kuwait next year.  —KUNA 

Kuwait, Hungary 
sign agreement to 
boost cooperation 

BUDAPEST: Kuwait and Hungary sign an agreement to boost cultural co-
operation between Kuwait’s National Library and the National Szechenyi
Library of Budapest. —KUNA 

ROME: The UN-affiliated World Food Program yesterday af-
firmed desire to expand its cooperation with Kuwait at the hu-
manitarian level to include non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and welfare associations. The WFP made the affirmation
during a meeting that grouped deputy and representative of the
program Amir Abdullah with the Kuwaiti charge d’affaires in Italy,
counsellor Sami Al-Zamanan, at the WFP headquarters. Yousef
Jehail, the Kuwaiti representative at the Food and Agriculture Or-
ganization (FAO) and member of the WFP executive bureau, at-

tended the meeting.
Emerging from the session, Abdullah expressed in a state-

ment to KUNA deep gratitude to Kuwait, namely HH the Amir
Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, for continuing sup-
port for the WFP. Lauding the Kuwaiti generous donations and
aid, Abdullah expressed desire to expand the cooperation to in-
clude private Kuwaiti philanthropic and welfare associations to
help millions of people in need throughout the globe. He en-
couraged young and professional Kuwaitis to serve on the WFP
management.

Zamanan said he explored with Abdullah the Kuwaiti assis-
tance, the latest of which was a $50 million donation for Yemen.
The diplomat confirmed that the talks dealt with prospects of ex-
panding the cooperation with Kuwait and employing Kuwaiti cit-
izens in the international agency. — KUNA  

WFP seeks greater 
cooperation with Kuwait 
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New ‘fire cover’ approved 
to put out vehicle blazes

Inferno guts marine equipment • Coastguards hold drills 

By Hanan Al-Saadoun 

KUWAIT: As partof its plans to upgrade its
firefighting gear, equipment and manpower,
Kuwait Fire Service Directorate’s firefighting
sector yesterday conducted a successful ex-
periment of the new ‘fire cover’. The demon-
stration was held in the presence of KFSD
Director Lt Gen Khaled Al-Mekrad, where
the cover was used on a vehicle on fire and
proved effective in killing the flames and

choking off oxygen. Accordingly, KFSD de-
cided using the new technique for all vehicle
fires and is studying including its use as a
condition in licensing parking lots, namely
multistoried ones, to ensure effective fire-
fighting.  Meanwhile, a huge fire broke out
yesterday in a 750-sq-m warehouse in Sub-
han, said security sources, noting that fire-
men from Farwaniya, Subhan, Mubarak
Al-Kabeer and the backup brigade rushed
to the scene and found marine equipment

stored over a 200-sq-m area was on fire.
Firemen managed to contain the fire and
prevent it from spreading to other parts of
the warehouse. No casualties were reported.
An investigation is in progress to determine
the cause of the fire. 

Separately, the interior ministry’s assistant
undersecretary for border security affairs
Maj Gen Salem Al-Nawaf Al-Sabah at-
tended the coastguard’s live shooting drill
held at the Charlie shooting range. 

Firemen use a ‘fire cover’ to put out a fire in a car during a demonstration. 

Firemen battle a blaze in a warehouse in Subhan.
Maj Gen Salem Al-Nawaf Al-Sabah attends the coastguard’s live
shooting drill.

By Meshaal Al-Enezi 

KUWAIT: Under the auspices of Health Minister Sheikh Dr
Basel Al-Sabah and in collaboration with Washington’s National
Children Hospital, the health ministry will launch its fifth pedi-
atric conference  at 9 am tomorrow at the Regency Hotel, said
the head of Sabah Hospital’s pediatric department Dr Eman Al-
Enezi. She added that the conference will discuss 40 papers
and include seven workshops and an exhibition by the health
enhancement department, child protection department, patient
aid fund, Abdullah House, the disability authority, dentistry de-
partment and Sabah Hospital’s pharmacy. 

Enezi stressed that the conference will focus on children’s
rights in health and social care, how to develop them and boost
awareness about their significance. In addition, Enezi said the
conference will also focus on healthy nutrition for children start-
ing with breastfeeding and positive upbringing through effec-
tive communication with children. She also stressed that the
conference will highlight the importance of vaccinations and
medical tests. 

Charities cautioned
The social affairs and labor ministry’s acting undersecretary

Hana Al-Hajeri said that the ministry will continue using K-Net,
online and electronic collection devices to collect donations dur-
ing Ramadan. Hajeri urged all licensed charities to only use the
aforementioned methods in collecting donations and charity and
warned them against receiving any donations from abroad or
sending any donations abroad without the ministry’s permission.    

Pediatric meet to 
focus on child rights 

WASHINGTON: Renowned Kuwaiti surgeon Dr Waddah Al-Refaie
was inducted yesterday into the American Surgical Association, mak-
ing him the first surgeon to receive such an honor from Kuwait, and
once again making Kuwaitis proud of his excellence in his field of
work. The American Surgical Association, founded in 1880, is Amer-
ica’s oldest and most prestigious surgical organization, whose mem-
bers include the nation’s most “prominent surgeons from the country’s
leading academic medical institutions”. 

On this occasion, Dr Refaie, Regional Chief of Surgical Oncology
and John Dillon Professor of Surgical Oncology at MedStar George-
town University Hospital, told KUNA that he is “deeply honored and
privileged for this accolade to be a new fellow of the American Sur-
gical Association”. He took the opportunity to dedicate this honor to
HH the Amir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah
and his home country Kuwait for their support. “I extend my sincere
gratitude to our patients with cancer and their families for their in-
spiration and trust in us, and to our clinical teams for their continuous
dedication and putting our patients first,” he noted.—KUNA 

Refaie inducted 
into American 
Surgical Association 

KUWAIT: The weather in Kuwait is seeing increasing clouds
with a chance of thunderstorms, accompanied by southeasterly
winds of 50 km/h and rising sea waves of up to six feet. The
weather will be affected by hot and humid low pressure until to-
morrow afternoon, meteorologist Abdulaziz Al-Qarawi told
KUNA yesterday. 

Yesterday was relatively hot with increasing clouds and light
to moderate southeasterly winds between 12 to 40 km/h with a
chance of rain. The highest temperature was between 29 to 32
Celsius with a light to moderate sea level between two to six feet.
At night it was partially cloudy with light to moderate southeast-
erly winds between 15 to 45 km/h with a chance of light rain. The
lowest temperature was 19 to 22 Celsius with light to moderate

sea waves between two to six feet.
As for today morning, it will be partially cloudy with south-

easterly light to moderate winds between 15 to 45 km/h and a
chance of light rain. The highest temperature will be 28 to 31 Cel-
sius and sea waves will be light to moderate between two to six
feet. Tonight will be partially cloudy with southeasterly light to
moderate winds turning to northwesterly between 15 to 45 km/h
with a chance of dust and scattered rain showers that could turn
into thunderstorms. The lowest temperature will be between 21 to
25 Celsius with a moderate to high sea level between three to
seven feet.

Tomorrow morning will be cloudy to partially cloudy with
northeasterly to multi-directional light to moderate winds be-
tween 10 to 40 km/h and a chance of rain showers that could turn
into thunderstorms. The highest temperature will be between 25
to 28 Celsius with moderate to high sea level between three to six
feet. Clouds will gradually decrease tomorrow night with north-
westerly light to moderate winds between 12 to 30 km/h. The low-
est temperature will be between 18 to 21 Celsius with light to
moderate sea level between one to four feet. — KUNA  

Chances of light 
rain at weekend 
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KHARTOUM: In this file photo Sudan’s President Omar al-Bashir, center, sits among his Defense Minister Awad Ibn Auf, left, and Prime Minister Mohamed Tahir Eila, right, as they pose for a group
photo with members of the new 20-member cabinet taking oath at the presidential palace in Khartoum.—AFP

KHARTOUM: President Omar al-Bashir, who
ruled Sudan with an iron fist for 30 years, was
yesterday overthrown in a coup by the armed
forces which announced a two-year period of
military rule to be followed by elections. In an
address on state television, Defense Minister
Awad Mohamed Ahmed Ibn Auf said Bashir, 75,
was under arrest in a “safe place” and a military
council was now running the country.

Seated on a gold-upholstered armchair, Auf
announced a three-month state of emergency, a
nationwide ceasefire and the suspension of the
constitution. He also said Sudan’s air space
would be closed for 24 hours and border cross-
ings shut until further notice. Sudanese sources
told Reuters that Bashir was at the presidential
residence under “heavy guard”. A son of Sadiq
al-Mahdi, the head of the country’s main oppo-
sition Umma Party, told al-Hadath TV that Bashir
was being held with “a number of leaders of the
terrorist Muslim Brotherhood group”.

Bashir has been indicted by the International
Criminal Court in The Hague and is facing an ar-

rest warrant over allegations of genocide in
Sudan’s Darfur region during an insurgency that
began in 2003 and led to death of an estimated
300,000 people. The downfall of Bashir follows
the toppling this month of Algerian strongman
Abdelaziz Bouteflika, also following mass
protests after three decades in power.

Military rule again?
Names of Bashir’s possible successors that

have been circulating include the defense Min-
ister, an ex-military intelligence chief, also an Is-
lamist, and former army chief of staff Emad
al-Din Adawi. Adawi is said to be favored by re-
gional neighbors at odds with Bashir over his Is-
lamist leanings. Thousands of people flocked to
an anti-government protest outside the defense
ministry on Thursday, while huge crowds took to
the streets in central Khartoum, dancing and
shouting anti-Bashir slogans. Protesters chanted:
“It has fallen, we won.”

Demonstrators called for a civilian govern-
ment and said they would not accept an admin-

istration led by military and security figures, or
by Bashir’s aides. Omar Saleh Sennar, a senior
member of the Sudanese Professionals’ Associ-
ation, one of the main protest groups, said it ex-
pected to negotiate with the military over a
transfer of power. “We will only accept a transi-
tional civilian government,” Sennar said. Kamal
Omar, 38, another demonstrator, said: “We will
continue our sit-in until we prevail.”

Some demonstrators, who have rallied against
Bashir since Dec. 19, said they feared the delay
would allow him to go into exile. Troops de-
ployed around the defense ministry and on major
roads and bridges in the capital. Soldiers
stormed the headquarters of Bashir’s Islamic
Movement, the main component of the ruling
National Congress Party. Protesters also at-
tacked the offices of Sudan’s intelligence and se-
curity service in the eastern cities of Port Sudan
and Kassala yesterday, witnesses said. The se-
curity service earlier announced the release of
all political prisoners.

Bashir, a former paratrooper who seized

power in a bloodless coup in 1989, has been a di-
visive figure who has managed his way through
one internal crisis after another while withstand-
ing attempts by the West to weaken him. Sudan
has suffered prolonged periods of isolation since
1993, when the United States added Bashir’s gov-
ernment to its list of terrorism sponsors for har-
bouring Islamist militants. Washington followed
up with sanctions four years later.

The latest crisis has escalated since the
weekend, when thousands of demonstrators
began camping out outside the defense ministry
compound, where Bashir’s residence is located.
Clashes erupted on Tuesday between soldiers
trying to protect the protesters and intelligence
and security personnel trying to disperse them.
At least 11 people died, including six members of
the armed forces, the information minister said,
citing a police report. Since December, Sudan
has been rocked by persistent protests sparked
by the government’s attempt to raise the price of
bread, and an economic crisis that has led to fuel
and cash shortages.—Reuters

Sudan’s Bashir ousted by military 
Sudan borders, airspace shut until further notice
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JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu sought to form a right-wing governing
coalition yesterday after securing victory in a
high-stakes Israeli election despite a strong
challenge from a centrist alliance. The results
from Tuesday’s vote came despite corruption al-
legations against the 69-year-old premier and
kept him on course to become Israel’s longest-
serving prime minister later this year. The alle-
gations are likely to play an important role in
coalition negotiations as many analysts expect
Netanyahu to demand pledges from potential
partners to agree to remain in his government if
he is indicted.

Netanyahu will rely in part on politicians of
the nationalist right opposed to a Palestinian
state to put together his government. His current
government is already seen as the most right-
wing in Israel’s history, and his next is expected
to be similar if not even further to the right. Ne-
tanyahu himself, in a campaign pledge just three
days before polling day, pledged to begin an-
nexing settlements in the occupied West Bank.
Applying sovereignty in the West Bank on a
large scale could effectively end remaining
hopes for a two-state solution with the Palestini-
ans. Netanyahu’s pledge was widely seen as an
appeal to the far right, and it appears to have
worked: he boosted the number of parliamen-
tary seats for his Likud, while smaller, far-right
parties struggled. The Likud said late on
Wednesday that Netanyahu “will form a right-
wing government and he is already in advanced
negotiations with the national camp partners.”

Advanced negotiations
Throughout the campaign, Netanyahu high-
lighted his bond with US President Donald
Trump, who has swung US policy sharply in Is-

rael’s favor and openly backed the prime minis-
ter. On Wednesday, Trump said the incumbent’s
election to a fifth term gives the White House’s
long-awaited peace plan, expected to be re-
leased in the coming weeks, a “better chance”.
It was not clear what he meant. He also tweeted
a picture of a Netanyahu supporter waving a
Trump flag and telephoned the premier to offer
congratulations.

The election was seen as a referendum on the
veteran prime minister, who has built a reputa-
tion as guarantor of Israel’s security and eco-
nomic growth, but whose divisive right-wing
populism and alleged corruption led to calls for
change. The results reflected his deft political
skills, Israel’s shift to the right and wide satisfac-
tion with Netanyahu’s achievements, but also the
fact that many voters are fed up with him. The
new centrist Blue and White alliance put to-
gether by ex-military chief Benny Gantz will fin-
ish with a similar number of seats to the Likud
even though it came together less than two
months before the polls.

Gantz’s alliance, which conceded defeat on
Wednesday night, however could not peel away
enough right-wing votes to unseat Netanyahu.
The results showed that the Likud together with
other right-wing parties allied to the prime min-
ister would hold around 65 seats in the 120-seat
parliament. Final official results are expected to
be announced today. They leave President
Reuven Rivlin, who must ask one of the candi-
dates to form a government, with little choice but
to pick Netanyahu.

Intensive coalition negotiations could drag on
for days or even weeks. Rivlin said he would
begin consultations with party leaders next
week ahead of making his decision. His office
said the consultations would be broadcast live

in their entirety for the first time.

Make life bitter
Gantz, a 59-year-old former paratrooper,

mounted a strong challenge by brandishing his
security credentials while pledging to undo
damage he says Netanyahu has inflicted on the
country with divisive politics. “We respect the
decision of the people,” Gantz said Wednesday
night. Former finance minister Yair Lapid, who
co-led Blue and White, vowed to “make life bit-
ter for the Netanyahu government”.

The close race between the two main parties
had led to uncertainty after polls closed Tuesday
night and exit surveys were released. Both Ne-

tanyahu and Gantz claimed victory after the ini-
tial exit polls, though even then it appeared Ne-
tanyahu was best placed to form a coalition.
Speaking in the early hours of Wednesday at the
Likud’s post-election party in Tel Aviv, Ne-
tanyahu called it a “magnificent victory.” The
vote had been expected to be close as Ne-
tanyahu faced potential corruption charges.

Fighting for his political life, he spent the
weeks ahead of the vote campaigning furiously
to energise his right-wing base. Netanyahu has
been premier for a total of more than 13 years.
But “King Bibi,” as some have called him, now
faces the prospect of becoming the first sitting
prime minister to be indicted. —AFP 

Netanyahu looks to form 
right-wing govt after victory

Corruption allegations to play role in coalition negotiations

TEL AVIV: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, accompanied by his wife Sara, greets supporters
at his Likud Party headquarters in the Israeli coastal city of Tel Aviv.—AFP 

SAMARRA: Water levels in Iraq’s reservoirs
and dams have reached historic heights, officials
have told AFP, with thousands of families facing
possible displacement by more flooding. Weeks
of rain compounded by melting snowcaps in
neighboring Turkey and Iran have almost filled
Iraq’s four main reservoirs and swelled the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers. In Samarra, north of Bagh-
dad, water is being diverted into the natural
reservoir at Tharthar Lake in amounts unseen in
decades, said dam chief Kareem Hassan. 

“Today, the Tharthar barrage is seeing the
highest levels of water passing through in its
history,” Hassan said. “We haven’t seen such lev-
els pass through the structure since it was
founded in 1956, so 63 years.” The Dukan dam

in the northeast also “had not witnessed water
levels this high since 1988,” said manager Hama
Taher, calling on people living nearby to leave.
Authorities have said the excess will be stored
in reservoirs ahead of expected droughts during
blistering summer months, and have pre-emp-
tively restricted farmers from planting crops
that need high amounts of water. 

The water arriving at Tharthar is gushing
south from Iraq’s largest reservoir in Mosul,
currently holding nine billion cubic meters of
water-some two billion short of capacity, the
water ministry has said. The high levels have put
two bridges linking the banks of Mosul under
water, leaving truck drivers stranded with goods
on either side. “We have officially told kiosk
owners and residents to get away from the
banks,” said Hussem al-Sumaidai, who heads
civil defense operations in the broader Nineveh
province.

Water levels in Mosul were also blamed by
some for last month’s ferry drowning that killed
more than 100 people. Further south, villages
and surrounding fields have been flooded, send-
ing farmers into a frenzy. —AFP

Historic water
levels at Iraq
reservoirs 

BASRA: Vehicles sit at the edge of a flooded area in southern Iraq’s al-Qurna district, north of Basra.—AFP
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TRIPOLI: The UN chief warned Libya is on the
brink of “a very dangerous situation” as forces
loyal to the internationally recognized govern-
ment and a rival strongman battle for control of
the capital. Thousands of people have fled heavy
fighting on the outskirts of Tripoli that has left
dozens dead and prompted mounting global
alarm. UN chief Antonio Guterres on Wednes-
day appealed for a halt to hostilities to prevent
the situation spiraling out of control.

“It’s still time to stop,” he told reporters after
briefing the UN Security Council in a closed
session in New York. “It’s still time for a ceasefire
to take place, for a cessation of hostilities to take
place, and to avoid the worst, which would be a
dramatic, bloody battle for Tripoli.” Nearly a
week of fighting on the city’s doorstep has al-
ready killed 56 people and wounded 266, the
World Health Organization said. “Thousands of
people have fled their homes, while others are
trapped in conflict areas. Hospitals inside and
outside (Tripoli) are receiving daily casualties,”
it said.  The UN chief was in Libya when forces
loyal to military strongman Khalifa Hafta last
week launched an offensive to capture the cap-
ital, which is controlled by a UN-backed gov-
ernment and an array of militias. Haftar backs a
rival administration based in eastern Libya that

refuses to recognize the authority of the Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA) led by Fayez
al-Sarraj. Guterres said Libya was facing a “very
dangerous situation” and urged a halt to the
fighting to allow political negotiations to start
anew. “It is very clear for me that we need to
restart a serious political dialogue and a serious
political negotiation but it is obvious that cannot
take place without a full stop to the hostilities,”
he said. The council met for more than two hours
behind closed doors to consider how to address
the fresh fighting that has derailed efforts to end
instability that has been exploited by jihadists
and people-smugglers. The United Nations
postponed a national conference that was to
open on Sunday to draw up a roadmap to elec-
tions, meant to turn the page on years of turmoil
since the NATO-backed overthrow of dictator
Moamer Kadhafi in 2011.

Cat and mouse   
Heavy clashes shook Ain Zara, a town dotted

with farms on the southeastern outskirts of
Tripoli where pro-GNA fighters managed to re-
verse an advance by Haftar’s forces. On the
town’s main street, lined with shops and houses,
a sand barrier erected by pro-GNA forces sep-
arated the two camps. “Today, the criminals of

Haftar’s group have advanced, but we destroyed
a tank and two armored vehicles,” said a pro-
GNA fighter who gave his name as Youssef.
“The situation is good now,” he said.

Behind him, artillery fire stirred up a cloud of
sand as the sound of machine guns and anti-air-
craft guns rang out. Suddenly a shell sliced
through the air and hit a nearby house. “You see,
he (Haftar) wants to destroy our houses and all

of Tripoli,”  one of the fighters shouted. Haftar’s
self-styled Libyan National Army (LNA), which
controls swathes of the country’s east, said on
Wednesday it had seized a barracks in the Az-
iziya area around 50 kilometres (31 miles) south
of Tripoli after “ferocious clashes”.

It said several fighters loyal to the UN-
backed government had been detained and their
weapons seized. —AFP 

UN chief urges ceasefire to 
avert ‘bloody battle’ for Tripoli

Libya fighting kills 56; thousands flee homes 

ADRE, Chad: Dinar Tchere is fighting time and the sun, and he fears
he may be losing. This morning, the health worker is expected in a
remote village of eastern Chad, where he will administer the
measles, mumps and rubella vaccine to poor children. But he’s be-
hind schedule-and there is limited time before his enemy, the blis-
tering Sahelian heat, will destroy his precious drugs.

Tchere takes his gear and the ice-packed cooler that shields the
vaccines, puts them in an NGO pickup and heads out from his
clinic in Hilouta, in Ouaddai province, on the dusty untarmacked
road. Twenty minutes later he is in Agang, a village of 400 people,
and there, another private dread has turned to reality. No-one is
there to be vaccinated. “It’s just what I feared-most of the mums
have gone off to the market to do their shopping,” groans Tchere,
a stocky, shaven-headed man in his fifties. 

There is nothing to do but hope that the mothers and their chil-
dren will return. He stretches out a mat on the soil, under a mango
tree. His luck starts to turn. One by one, mothers with their children
make their way to the spot, and soon there is no room on his mat
for youngsters waiting for their jab.

Always worried by the heat-the thermometer now reads 40 de-
grees Celsius — Tchere dips his finger into the cooler to check
that the ice has not melted, and starts the vaccination. “Our biggest
headache is ensuring that the vaccines are always kept cold,” says
Tchere, who heads one of 21 health centers in the region. “Since
the troubles of 2007, we no longer have a solar panel or fridge.”

The “troubles” refer to years-long violence by armed groups
on the tense border between Sudan and Chad. Hilouta, which lies
less than two kilometers from the border, became a combat zone.

With no power, how does Tchere keep his vaccines cool? “I stock
them in Sudan, in a clinic on the other side of the border. They’ve
got a fridge,” he explains. But there’s a problem: because of secu-
rity concerns, Sudan refuses to let people cross the border by mo-
torbike-Tchere’s only form of transport when he cannot use the
pickup. So on the eve of every immunization session, Tchere walks
into Sudan, carrying his cooler, fills it up with vaccines, and walks
back into Chad. His clinic administers to about 60 villages. He says
he does four vaccination sessions per month-two in the clinic, and
two in the villages. Most often, he does the outside trips on his mo-
torbike, always taking care never to take the same route back
home, in order to avoid holdups.

The state no longer pays the running costs of his health centre-
a French NGO, Premiere Urgence Internationale (PUI), has stepped
in, using financial help provided by the European Union. In Arkoum,
about 50 kilometers from Hilouta, Felix Djembonoudji, a nurse who
runs the health centre, says that the stockpile of vaccines-held in
the district’s main town of Adre, several hours away by road-has
run out. “The people (in Adre) sometimes don’t receive any-we’ve
been without MMR (vaccine) for five days,” he says.

Measles is often dismissed by so-called anti-vaxxers who op-
pose immunization as a disease of the past or non-threatening. Ex-
perts say that it is neither-measles is on the comeback trail.  And
out of every 20 children who catch measles, as many as one will
suffer from pneumonia, according to the US Centers of Disease
Control (CDC). Blindness, encephalitis and severe diarrhea are also
serious complications. Only one child in five in Chad is fully vacci-
nated against measles, according to a 2017 survey.

“Measles can also cause malnutrition in non-vaccinated chil-
dren, which in itself is a cause of premature death,” said PUI’s
mission chief in Chad, Fabienne Mially. According to UN figures,
more than one child in 10 in Chad will die before their fifth birth-
day. In Agang, the measles vaccination session comes to an end,
and Tchere is packing up his gear when a horse appears on the
horizon, its hooves kicking up dust, bearing a man and his six-
month-old baby.—AFP 

On the Sahara’s edge, 
fight to protect children 
against measles

TRIPOLI: A Libyan fighter loyal to the Government of National Accord (GNA) fires a machine gun during clashes
with forces loyal to strongman Khalifa Haftar south of the capital Tripoli’s suburb of Ain Zara.—AFP

QAMISHLI, SYRIA: Syria’s Kurds yesterday announced
a deal with Baghdad for 31,000 displaced Iraqis, mostly
women and children, in camps in northeastern Syria to
return home to Iraq. Tens of thousands of people live in
the camps, which swelled enormously during the months-
long battle that culminated in the defeat of the last ves-
tige of the Islamic State group’s “caliphate” by a
Kurdish-led alliance.

“A delegation from the Iraqi cabinet visited the au-
tonomous administration to discuss the return to Iraq of
displaced Iraqis, estimated to number 31,000, and an
agreement was reached,” Kurdish official Mahmud Kero
said. “So far 4,000 people have signed up and we are wait-
ing for the Iraqi government to open up the Iraqi border to
start,” he said. Kero said many of the displaced did not have
Iraqi identity papers, including children born on Syrian soil.
“We have asked the Iraqi government to find a solution,”
he said. An Iraqi official said on Tuesday that Baghdad was
making preparations for the return of tens of thousands of
citizens, most of them “women and children”. Those ex-
pected to return do not include suspected IS fighters being
held in Kurdish-run jails, after surrendering or being caught
fleeing the jihadists’ last stand. “We have asked for the re-
turn of all Iraqis including those accused of belonging to
IS,” Kero said.—AFP

Syria Kurds to send 
31,000 displaced 
Iraqis back home
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Britain’s May seeks to sell 
new Brexit delay at home

May to use delay threat to secure votes from Brexit-backing lawmakers
LONDON: British Prime Minister Theresa May will
try to convince her splintered country to accept a
Brexit delay of up to six months she secured from
EU leaders yesterday to the fury of many in her
own party. May’s 27 EU counterparts pulled an-
other all-nighter in Brussels before clinching a
compromise timetable for the unwinding of nearly
half a century of ties that have been guiding many
of Britain’s policies. Britain will be able to leave be-
fore October 31 if its parliament manages to finally
ratify the ill-loved deal May reached with the bloc
and that has been behind all the political drama and
anguish in London.

It could also still crash out on June 1 if it refuses
to take part in European Parliament elections on
May 23 — three years after Britons narrowly voted
to leave in a referendum whose arguments echo to
this day. May will instead try to use the delay threat
to secure votes from Brexit-backing lawmakers
who keep voting against her because they view
Britain’s current withdrawal terms as an abdication
to Brussels.  “The EU have agreed that the exten-
sion can be terminated when the Withdrawal
Agreement has been ratified,” May said. “If we’re
able to do that before May 22, then we won’t have
to hold European parliamentary elections.” The
pound rose slightly in relief that the sides had man-
aged to avoid a messy divorce that would have
loomed had the current Brexit extension expired
on Friday night without a new delay.

Everything is possible
The delay avoids a possibly economic calamity on
both sides of the Channel but does little to resolve

the political morass that has seen May’s control
over her Conservative Party and cabinet gradually
slip. Top anti-EU Conservatives lined up to take
shots at their party leader while her Northern Irish
coalition partners prepared for meetings in Brus-
sels at which they could air their grievances with
the plan. “The pressure on her to go will increase
dramatically, I suspect, now,” May’s former Brexit
secretary David Davis told the BBC.

Right-wing MP Jacob Rees-Mogg also recalled
May’s promise to lawmakers on March 20 that she
was “not prepared to delay Brexit past June 30”. “I
thought the prime minister said a few weeks ago
that she wouldn’t agree to any extension and now
we are getting quite a long one,” Rees-Mogg said.
The party’s right wing fears that this delay might
be prolonged yet again-and the extra time used to
either water down the split between Britain and
Europe even further or annul it outright.

EU Council Donald Tusk admitted in Brussels
after the marathon meetings wound down that
“everything is possible”. “Our intention is to finalise
the whole process in October... but I am too old to
exclude another scenario,” Tusk told reporters.
May did get an unexpected boost in the shape of a
tweet from US President Donald Trump-a leader
whose protectionist agenda has him locking horns
with Brussels over trade. “Too bad that the Euro-
pean Union is being so tough on the United King-
dom and Brexit,” Trump wrote.

May last week decided to focus her energy on
finding a compromise with the main opposition
Labur Party that could help ease her deal through
in time for Britain to leave without taking part in

the European vote. Downing Street said the talks
would continue at a “technical” level yesterday
after making little progress in initial rounds. Labor
is primarily hoping to place Britain in a European
customs union of some sort.

May had previously ruled this out because it pre-
vents her from fulfilling the promise of striking lucra-
tive independent trade agreements with giants such
a China and the United States. The talks have further
outraged Conservatives and fuelled additional talk of

attempts by her party’s right-wing to unseat her. May
has promised to step down once she delivers the first
stage of Brexit-a timeline that could keep her in
power until near the end of the year. “But it is ab-
solutely I think the case that there is growing discon-
tent with her in her party,” said King’s College
European politics professor Anand Menon. “I would-
n’t be at all surprised if, after the local and European
elections, we see some attempt to oust her and to re-
place her with another leader.”—AFP 

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the UK Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording
Unit (PRU) shows Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May speaking in the House of Commons in
London, as she updates MPs on Brexit, following her attendance at the EU Summit.—AFP 

ROME: International anti-mafia stings may have increased in
recent months, but Italian organized crime groups constitute
a social and economic “cancer” that the world seems to un-
derestimate, experts say. The most high-profile recent oper-
ation saw 90 mobsters from the Calabrian ‘Ndrangheta mafia
arrested in December in six different countries, in raids in-
volving hundreds of police officers. While the notorious Si-
cilian Cosa Nostra is well known to be present in Australia,
Canada and the United States, other Italian mafias have been
globalizing too-with Europe Union countries among their top
destinations. The three main groups-Cosa Nostra, the
Neapolitan Camorra and the ‘Ndrangheta-are “among the
most threatening in Europe” because of the global reach of
their criminal operations, according to Europol. Their power
lies in their control and exploitation of territory and commu-
nity, including installing allies in administrative positions even
in places far from the territories they control, the European
police agency said. Italian mafia-hunting expert Cristiano
Tomassi cited cases of entire neighbourhoods in European
cities which are under the control of organised crime groups,
and are having the life strangled out of them.

“Why does it seem like nothing’s going on in those areas?
Because the mafia is in control, but it is not a healthy control,
it is like a cancer that progresses. And where there is a cancer

there is no more life,” Tomassi said. “Petty crime no longer ex-
ists, but neither does the healthy economy. It’s true that weeds
no longer grow, but grass doesn’t grow either,” said Tomassi,
a police colonel and organised crime analyst with anti-mafia
investigative authority DIA.

The powerful Italian mafias make their money in large-
scale drug trafficking and money laundering, as well as cur-
rency and goods counterfeiting, and the trafficking of toxic
waste. They wreak heavy damage on local and national
economies, according to the latest DIA report: They “pollute
financial and credit channels, disrupt competition and the
markets (and) promote black market activities and tax eva-
sion.”  In places suffering an economic crisis-such as Europe-
the mafia infiltrates even more easily, for “whoever brings in
new money can initially be seen as a resource,” says Tomassi,
referring to the mob’s “almost unlimited” financial means.
Tomassi and his colleagues at the authority’s imposing offices
on the outskirts of Rome have been forced in recent years to
expand their scope beyond Germany, France and Spain to
eastern European countries.

Assets worth 250 million euros were seized in a recent op-
eration in Romania, where the mafia had got its claws into
everything from construction companies to hundreds of
apartments and even spas, Tomassi said. “Mafiosi reason like
economists: growth rates and development prospects are
higher (in Eastern EU countries) even than those in prosper-
ous Germany,” he said.

Investigators have uncovered mob activity in Slovakia, for
example, where the ‘Ndrangheta is attempting a favorite mafia
pastime-siphoning off European Union grants, he added. Vast
sums are also to be made through illegal gambling, and the
mob has been moving its operations in that sector to Austria,
the Netherlands Antilles, Panama, Romania and Spain, “where
the law is most advantageous in terms of tax”. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope emeritus Benedict XVI yesterday blamed the Catholic cler-
ical sex abuse scandals on the 1960s sexual revolution and a collapse in faith in the
West. The ex-pope, who retired in 2013, said responsibility for the crises rocking
the Roman Catholic Church globally from Australia to Europe lay with the fight for
an “all-out sexual freedom, one which no longer admitted any norms”. “Part of the
physiognomy of the Revolution of ‘68 was that pedophilia was then also diagnosed
as allowed and appropriate,” he wrote in a 6,000-word essay for Klerusblatt, a
German monthly magazine for clergy.

Benedict, who was the first pontiff to resign in almost 600 years, said the direct
consequence was the “collapse of the next generation of priests in those years and
the very high number of laicization’s” or priests leaving the Church. The 91 year
old said pedophilia “reached such proportions” because of the “absence of God”.
Some theologians were quick to criticize Benedict’s analysis of the causes of clerical
pedophilia.

“It does not address structural issues that abetted abuse cover-up, or Benedict’s
own contested 24-year role as head of the Vatican’s powerful doctrinal office,” Vat-
ican expert Joshua McElwee wrote in the National Catholic Reporter. The German
ex-pope said the sexual revolution also led to the “establishment” in various sem-
inaries of “homosexual cliques... which acted more or less openly and significantly
changed the climate”.

He recalled one bishop who “arranged for the seminarians to be shown porno-
graphic films, allegedly with the intention of thus making them resistant to behavior
contrary to the faith”. The Church was first rocked by the child sex abuse crisis in
the second half of the 1980s, particularly in the United States, and it has been re-
peatedly criticized for protecting pedophile priests and its reputation.—AFP

Former pope blames abuse 
crisis on ‘68 sex revolution

Europe suffers 
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I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, April 12, 2019

Friday14

LONDON: WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange’s
nearly seven-year hideout in Ecuador’s London
embassy abruptly ended yesterday when police
entered the building and arrested him ahead of
possible extradition to the United States. Footage
shot by the Russian video news agency Ruptly
showed a frantic-looking Assange-his worn face
framed by a large white beard and shock of grey
hair-being huddled out of the building by plain-
clothes security officers and pulled into a waiting
police van.

A Ruptly reporter who shot the scene and re-
quested anonymity told AFP that Assange shouted
“UK must resist” as he was being dragged into the
van. Assange has been living at the embassy in Lon-
don’s plush Knightsbridge district since 2012 when
he sought refuge there after being accused of sex-
ual assault in Sweden-allegations that have since
been dropped.  

A British police statement said Assange was
then “further arrested on behalf of the United States
authorities, at 10:53 hrs after his arrival at a central
London police station. “This is an extradition war-
rant under Section 73 of the Extradition Act.” Wik-
iLeaks accused Ecuador of breaching international
law by withdrawing his asylum. “Ecuador has ille-
gally terminated Assange political asylum in viola-
tion of international law,” the whistleblowing
website said on Twitter.

US extradition risk    
Assange is wanted by Britain for violating prior

bail conditions-a minor charge that WikiLeaks fears
will be used as a pretext for extraditing him to the
United States. There he potentially faces a far more
serious case linked to the publication of classified
US defense material. Britain’s Europe and Americas
minister Alan Duncan said London was “very grate-
ful to the government of Ecuador under president
(Lenin) Moreno for the action they have taken”.

Moreno himself said that he had “asked Great
Britain for the guarantee that Mr Assange will not
be extradited to any country in which he could suf-
fer torture or face the death penalty”. “The British
government has confirmed this in writing,” he said
in a video message. The United States applies the
death penalty in both federal and state courts. Trea-
son charges are punishable by death in times of
war-but Washington has refused to confirm reports
that it had indicted Assange on unspecified charges.
Ecuador’s former leader Rafael Correa called
Moreno “the greatest traitor in Ecuadorian and
Latin American history”, who has committed “a
crime that humanity will never forget”.

Dark moment for freedom   
Assange’s case has opened up explosive debate

about security and free speech. His supporters view
him as a crusader who fearlessly exposes injustices
such as torture and alleged war crimes committed
by the United States in Afghanistan and Iraq. The
47-year-old Australian’s critics accuse him of cosy-
ing up to authoritarian leaders such as Russian
President Vladimir Putin and putting Americans’

lives at risk. Fugitive former US government con-
tractor Edward Snowden-himself wanted for leak-
ing details of secret US surveillance
programs-called Assange’s arrest a “dark moment
for press freedom”.

Russian foreign ministry spokeswoman Maria
Zakharova accused Britain of “strangling freedom”.
Assange’s mother Christine tweeted that she had
been advised that her son faces up to 12 months in

a British prison. “Our focus is as always to STOP a
US Extradition!” she wrote. Assange’s lawyer Jen-
nifer Robinson also raised the possibility of her
client being sent to face US justice. “Just confirmed:
#Assange has been arrested not just for breach of
bail conditions but also in relation to a US extradi-
tion request,” Robinson tweeted. Assange is due to
appear in a London court later Thursday and Aus-
tralia has requested consular access. —AFP 

LONDON: In this file photo Wikileaks founder Julian Assange speaks on the balcony of the Embassy of
Ecuador in London. — AFP 

Snowden calls Assange’s arrest ‘dark moment for press freedom’

Assange arrested in London 
after Ecuador pulls asylum

Russian MPs approve 
controversial bill 
restricting internet
MOSCOW: Russian lawmakers yesterday approved a bill that
would allow Moscow to cut the country’s internet traffic from
foreign servers, in a key second reading paving the way for leg-
islation that activists fear is a step towards online isolation. Crit-
ics call the bill a form of “digital slavery,” that threatens
censorship and possibly a sealed network similar to that in
North Korea. It is set to take effect on November 1 once it for-
mally becomes law.

The proposed measures would create technology to monitor
internet routing and steer Russian internet traffic away from for-
eign servers, ostensibly to prevent a foreign country from shut-
ting it down. Lawmakers in the State Duma, parliament’s lower
house, voted 320 to 15 to pass the bill. Authors of the initiative
say Russia must ensure the security of its networks after US
President Donald Trump unveiled a new American cybersecurity
strategy last year that said Russia had carried out cyber attacks
with impunity.

The legislation has been dubbed the “sovereign internet” bill
by Russian media. Critics say implementing the measures would
be expensive and give vast censorship powers to the govern-
ment’s new traffic monitoring centre. Thousands of people ral-
lied last month against this and other bills that critics say aim at
restricting information and communication online. Last month
President Vladimir Putin signed controversial laws that allow
courts to fine and briefly jail people for showing disrespect to-

wards authorities, and block media for publishing “fake news”. 

Web censorship   
“It’s a bill on digital slavery and the introduction of censor-

ship for the web,” said Sergei Ivanov, a member of the nationalist
Liberal-Democratic Party. “I’ve never seen such a blatant and
cynical bill which is being pushed through like this amid claims
that not a penny will be spent from the budget,” he added. Russ-
ian business news website RBK reported in March that imple-
menting the measures would cost an estimated 30 billion rubles.

The bill’s authors insist that the measures only outline a plan
to make Russian internet “more secure and reliable”. “The bill’s
popular name-’The Chinese Firewall’-has nothing to do with our
initiative,” said Leonid Levin, a lawmaker from the ruling United
Russia party which dominates Russian parliament. Levin said
that ahead of the second reading lawmakers had looked through
58 proposed amendments and that the legislation included com-
ments from critics and industry experts. “Significant work had
been done,” he added.

Internet activist Artyom Kozlyuk said however the amended
text was even more vague than the previous version and “did
not change for the better.” Kozlyuk, who coordinates the
Roscomsvoboda anti-censorship organization, added the bill
had been sailing through parliament “very quickly” despite pleas
from the public and the communications industry to pause and
have a proper discussion. While it would be technically difficult
to completely cut off Russia from the world wide web, if the bill
passes, “it will create serious economic risks for the industry
and for the country,” Kozlyuk added. The bill is set to take effect
after a third reading in the State Duma and a vote in the upper
house, both of which are seen as a formality. Then the bill would
be formally signed into law by Putin. The Kremlin insisted it has
no desire to isolate Russian internet users. “No one is suggesting
cutting the internet,” spokesman Dmitry Peskov has said, adding
that the protesters suffered from “delusions.”—AFP 

Macron signs French 
‘anti-rioters’ bill
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron has signed into
law legislation giving security forces greater powers at
demonstrations that opponents claim violates civil liberties,
the official journal said yesterday. The bill, which was ap-
proved by lawmakers in February, aims to crack down on vi-
olence that has marred the “yellow vest” protest movement,
which has rocked France since erupting in November. Inte-
rior Minister Christophe Castaner on yesterday hailed the
law as a “text which protects the French in the face of inse-
curity and violence”.

“It’s a text that protects our institutions and our liberties,”
he wrote on Twitter. But in a move indicative of the political
trouble caused for Macron by the “yellow vest” movement,
France’s Constitutional Council, its highest constitutional au-
thority, refused this month to give its green light to one of the
most contentious parts of the legislation.  It would have given
the authorities the power to ban from demonstrations any in-
dividual “posing a particularly serious threat to public order”.

That article was accompanied by a file of named of people
wanted by the police, which critics strongly denounced as vi-
olating citizens’ freedom of assembly as protected in the con-
stitution. But the council did approve two other key parts of
the legislation, including giving the authorities the power to
search bags and cars in and around demonstrations at the de-
mand of a prosecutor. It also approved making it a criminal
offence to conceal the face at a demonstration, punishable by
a year in prison and 15,000 euros in fines.  —AFP 



WASHINGTON: Egypt has pulled out of the
US effort to forge an “Arab NATO” with key
Arab allies, according to four sources familiar
with the decision, in a blow to the Trump admin-
istration’s strategy to contain Iranian power.
Egypt conveyed its decision to the United States
and other participants in the proposed Middle
East Security Alliance, or MESA, ahead of a
meeting held Sunday in Riyadh, the Saudi capi-
tal, one source said.

Cairo did not send a delegation to the meet-
ing, the latest gathering held to advance the US-
led effort to bind Sunni Muslim Arab allies into a
security, political and economic pact to counter
Shi’ite Iran, the source said. Egypt withdrew be-
cause it doubted the seriousness of the initiative,
had yet to see a formal blueprint laying it out,
and because of the danger that the plan would
increase tensions with Iran, said an Arab source
who, like the others, spoke on condition of
anonymity.

Uncertainty about whether US President
Donald Trump will win a second term next year
and whether a successor may ditch the initiative
also contributed to the Egyptian decision, the
Arab source said. “It’s not moving well,” a Saudi
source said of the initiative. The initiative, which
Saudi Arabia first proposed in 2017, also is aimed
at limiting the growing regional influence of Rus-
sia and China, according to a classified White

House document reviewed by Reuters last year.
The Egyptian Embassy in Washington and

the White House did not respond immediately to
requests for comment. In addition to the United
States and Saudi Arabia, the MESA participants
include the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait,
Bahrain, Qatar, Oman and Jordan. Two days after
the Riyadh meeting, Egypt President Abdel Fat-
tah Al-Sisi visited Washington for talks with
Trump. Before the meeting Trump said they
would talk about security issues, but it was not
clear whether they discussed MESA issue.

Setback
Two sources said the countries remaining in

MESA were moving ahead with the initiative and
would press Egypt diplomatically to revoke its
withdrawal, with one saying that the decision did
not appear to be final. “We all want them back,”
said the other source. The Arab source, however,
said Cairo could not be convinced to return. The
withdrawal of Egypt, which has the Arab world’s
largest military, is the latest setback to the
MESA initiative, informally referred to as the
“Arab NATO.”

The plan already was complicated by inter-
national outrage over the October 2018 murder
of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi
consulate in Istanbul, which Turkish officials and
some US lawmakers have accused Saudi Crown

Prince Mohammed bin Salman of ordering.
Riyadh denies the allegation against Salman.
Other obstacles have been feuds among the
Arab allies, especially a Saudi-led economic and
political boycott of Qatar. The problems have
forced several postponements of a summit meet-

ing in the United States at which a preliminary
accord on the alliance would be signed. John
Bolton, Trump’s national security adviser, has
been a key proponent of the MESA plan and an
architect of the administration’s strategy for con-
taining Iran, according to US officials. —Reuters
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Red Cross to send 
Venezuela aid
CARACAS: Embattled Venezuelan President Nicolas
Maduro announced an agreement Wednesday with the
International Committee of the Red Cross to bring hu-
manitarian aid into a once-rich country now enduring
acute shortages of food, medicine and such basics as soap
and toilet paper. As the economy of the oil-rich nation im-
plodes, Maduro is locked in a power struggle with the in-
creasingly popular leader of the opposition, national
assembly speaker Juan Guaido.

In an about-face, Maduro said on national TV and
radio that his government and the Red Cross had agreed
“to work together with UN agencies to bring into
Venezuela all the humanitarian aid that can be brought.”
Maduro denies that Venezuela is suffering from a human-
itarian crisis and blames US sanctions for its economic
woes. Guaido is now recognized as Venezuela’s legitimate
interim president by more than 50 countries, led by the
US. He blames government incompetence and corruption
for his country’s crisis.

Previous aid effort foiled    
In January, Guaido tried to spearhead a drive to bring

in donated food and medicine from Colombia, Brazil and
the island of Curacao but the effort failed as the army,
which is loyal to Maduro, blocked shipments at the border.
Maduro argued that letting in such assistance, much of it
provided by the US, would be the first step towards a US
intervention. Guaido is pressing the military to dump
Maduro and side with the people. Maduro is a former bus
driver who worked his way up the political ranks and is
the handpicked successor of the late socialist firebrand

Hugo Chavez. 
In his announcement Wednesday, Maduro said this

new aid campaign should be “managed without political
maneuvering, without farcical politicization and through
the channels of legality and respect.” A quarter of
Venezuela’s 30 million people are in urgent need of hu-
manitarian aid, an internal UN report said last month. UN
estimates say 3.7 million Venezuelans are malnourished
and 22 percent of children younger than age five suffer
from chronic malnourishment. 

Besides the shortages of food and medicine, Venezuela
is saddled with hyperinflation running at an estimated 10
million percent this year. That leaves people’s wages all
but worthless. Last week the Red Cross issued a state-
ment saying it was “concerned by the serious impact” that
the situation in Venezuela was having on people especially
those without access to basic services. The government
is saddled with a drop in revenue from oil-the source of
96 percent of its hard currency-and its banishment from
financial markets because of US economic sanctions.

The US increased pressure on Maduro Wednesday as
Vice President Mike Pence asked the United Nations to
recognize Guaido as the legitimate leader of Venezuela,
telling the Security Council: “Nicolas Maduro must go.”
Washington will present a draft UN resolution aimed at
recognizing the opposition leader, revoking the creden-
tials of Maduro’s UN envoy and appointing Guaido’s rep-
resentative as the ambassador to the world body, Pence
told the council.

“The time has come for the United Nations to recog-
nize interim president Juan Guaido as the legitimate pres-
ident of Venezuela and seat his representative in this
body,” Pence said. Maduro shot back by saying in a tele-
vised speech that he had seen Pence “making a fool of
himself in the United Nations Security Council” with his
appeal. “I cannot understand his arrogance and self-im-
portance, his racial supremacism,” Maduro said. —AFP 

Woman finds insects in eye
TAIPEI: Four “sweat bees” that
had been living in a Taiwanese
woman’s eye were removed by a
doctor who described his surprise
at finding a “leg with hair, pro-
truding from the eyelid”. The tiny
insects, which are just three mil-
limeters long, were discovered
after the woman-known only as
Ms Ho-sought treatment for an
itchy and swollen left eye, Dr
Horng Chi-ting said.

“I think the Halictidae mistook
the eyelid for an armpit,” he said,
using another name for “sweat
bees” that are attracted to sweat,
adding it could be the first case of
its kind worldwide. Horng looked
closely at the woman’s streaming
eye and “was surprised to find a
back leg with hair protruding from
the eyelid. I didn’t know what the insects were,” he told AFP. He then sent
the insects to a professor at National Taiwan University for identification.

The 29-year-old woman’s ordeal began when she was out weeding her
ancestors’ graves at the end of last month and felt a gust of wind blow
something into her eye, Horng said. “Luckily the Halictidae didn’t attack her
eye and they were removed relatively quickly,” he said.  “She thought the
itching was caused by her contact lens and did not rub her eye. That would
have crushed the poisonous bees to blind her,” It took Ms Ho three days
to recover, Horng said. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump, right, speaks during a meeting with Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah Al-Sisi in the Oval Office at the White House in Washington, DC. — AFP

Egypt withdraws from US-led 
anti-Iran security initiative 

Cairo doubts seriousness of ‘Arab NATO’ initiative

TAIPEI: This handout photo shows tiny
sweat bees in a patient’s eye in the south-
ern Taiwanese city of Kaohsiung.—AFP 



I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, April 12 , 2019

Friday16

NEW DELHI: Tens of millions of Indians joined
nationwide queues yesterday to give their ver-
dict on nationalist prime minister Narendra
Modi as the world’s biggest election started
amid deadly clashes. Election officials reported
a heavy turnout across the 20 states taking part
in the first day of the massive exercise which
involves 900 million eligible voters and will
take nearly six weeks to complete.  While the
68-year-old Modi remains popular because of
his tough stance on national security, he is
under pressure over unemployment and con-
troversial economic measures.

Insults and fake news have surged on social
media in the run-up to the poll as Modi’s right
wing Bharatiya Janatha Party (BJP) and the op-
position Congress party stake their claims.   On
the ground, security forces were on high alert
and two members of regional parties were
killed in clashes outside a polling station in
Tadipatri, Andhras Pradesh state, media reports
said. After five people including a local law-
maker were killed by a roadside bomb planted
by suspected Maoist rebels on Tuesday, the in-
surgents were blamed for two voting day blasts
in Chhatisgarh and Maharashtra states. 

Tens of thousands of armed police, paramil-
itaries and troops guarded polling stations in

Jammu and Kashmir which is in the grip of an
insurrection that took India to the verge of a
new war with neighboring Pakistan less than
two months ago.  Thousands of parties and
candidates are running for office in the seven
separate days of voting in 543 constituencies
up to May 19. Final results will be released on
May 23.

Some 1.1 million electronic voting machines
are being taken around the country for the
votes, with some transported through jungles
and carried up mountains, including to a hamlet
near the Chinese border with just one voter.
About 142 million people were eligible for the
first day of voting. Polling stations in northeast-
ern states like Arunachal Pradesh bordering
China were the first to open, followed by parts
of Bihar in the north.

In Assam in the northeast, queues started
forming well before voting began, including
many of the 84 million first-time voters who
could play a decisive role in the outcome. “It’s
a great feeling to cast the vote, which makes me
a part of the democratic system and makes me
responsible for electing a good leader,” Anurag
Baruah, 23, said.

Modi appealed in an early-morning tweet to
his 46.8 million followers to “turn out in record

numbers. He swept to power in 2014 with the
biggest landslide in 30 years. Critics, however,
accuse him of imposing a Hindu agenda, em-
boldening attacks on Muslims and low-caste
Dalits, re-writing school textbooks and re-

naming cities. Modi has simplified the tax code
and made doing business easier, but some
promises have fallen short. Thousands of in-
debted farmers have committed suicide in re-
cent years.——AFP 

World’s biggest election tests 
Modi’s hold on power in India

Heavy turnout across 20 states on first day of election

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan has escorted a group of
foreign journalists and diplomats to the site of
an Indian air strike to show that, contrary to
Delhi’s claims, no infrastructure was damaged,
the military spokesman said. The visiting group,
which Major General Asif Ghafoor said was
mostly based in Delhi, was shown observing a
crater in Balakot in video published via Twitter
late Wednesday, on the eve of India’s massive
election. 

The group saw the “ground realities” of the
strike site, Ghafoor said in a caption accompa-
nying the tweet. Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has campaigned hard on what he claims is
the success of the February 26 strike. Indian of-
ficials have claimed up to 250 militants were
killed. Pakistan has denied from the start that
there was any damage or casualties, with Modi’s
counterpart Imran Khan framing it as an elec-
tion ploy.

With the first phase of polls in India’s mas-
sive election opening Thursday, Modi has
styled himself as India’s “chowkidar” (“watch-
man”), and anyone even questioning the action
against Pakistan is given short shrift. But inde-
pendent reporting by multiple local and inter-
national outlets who have visited the site found
no evidence of a major terrorist training camp-
or of any infrastructure damage at all. An AFP
reporter who visited just hours after the strike

was carried out saw damage only to trees and
one mud hut. Local residents have said no one
was killed.

The Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Re-
search Lab said that open-source satellite im-
agery indicated “only impacts in the wooded
area, with no damage being visible to the sur-
rounding structures.” The strike was in retalia-
tion to a suicide bombing in Indian-held
Kashmir on February 14 that was claimed by a
Pakistan-based militant group. It was followed
by Pakistani air strikes which hit open space in
Indian territory and ignited a dogfight in the
skies over the disputed region of Kashmir, the
worst confrontation between the nuclear-armed
foes in years.

Pakistan said it shot down two Indian war
planes, with one falling on the Indian side of the
de facto Kashmir border. It captured the pilot of
the other, releasing him days later in a bid to de-
fuse tensions. India says just one of its planes was
shot down, and claimed that the second plane
was a Pakistani F-16 shot down by the Indian air
force. Pakistan has denied that claim also, and
Foreign Policy has reported that the US had done
a count of all Pakistan’s F-16s, with none missing.
Kashmir has been divided between India and
Pakistan since the end of British colonial rule in
1947. Both claim the Himalayan territory in full
and have fought two wars over it.—AFP 

Pakistan takes media, diplomats
on visit to Indian strike site

RAE BAREILLY, Uttar Pradesh: Indian Congress party senior leader Sonia Gandhi, right, along with her son, Indian
National Congress party president Rahul Gandhi, left, leaves after filing her nomination papers for the forthcoming
general election at a district court in Rae Bareilly.—AFP 

NEW DELHI: Clashes between followers of rival
parties left at least two dead and several injured
on the first day of India’s huge election yester-
day, media reports said. Suspected Maoist
rebels also triggered blasts in Chhattisgarh and
Maharashtra states in a bid to disrupt voting. Ac-
tivists of the Telegu Desam Party and the YSR
Congress party, regional groups in central
Andhra Pradesh state, fought each other outside
a polling station in Tadipatri, Firstpost news
website reported.  

Online videos showed bloodied and injured
supporters of the rival parties. Firstpost said a
TSP leader, Bhaskar Reddy, and YSR worker
Pulla Reddy died in the clashes. It added that
two party workers were left in critical condition.
The two parties are in contention for 25 parlia-
mentary and 175 Andhra Pradesh state assembly
seats being contested yesterday. The rebel at-
tacks in Chhattisgarh and Maharashtra briefly
held up polling at one location but no injuries
were reported.—AFP 

Two dead in clashes on first
day of India election

WEST BENGAL: Indian voters, Shyamal Arjya and Afzal Sheikh are under treatment after they got injured following
a clash between political supporters at MJN Hospital in Cooch Behar district during the first phase of general
elections in the eastern Indian state of West Bengal.—AFP
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SYDNEY: Australia’s prime minister yesterday
called a national election for May 18, firing the
starting gun on what promises to be a bare-
knuckle campaign focused heavily on climate
and the economy. The vote will decide whether
the conservative government gets a rare third
term in office-and whether embattled incumbant
Scott Morrison can beat the odds and hang on
to power. Polls have consistently shown his cen-
tre-left Labor opponents with a commanding
lead, suggesting a new administration led by for-
mer union leader Bill Shorten.

But Australian elections are often tight affairs,
with a couple dozen marginal seats deciding the
outcome, and both party leaders have low ap-
proval ratings and have struggled to connect
with voters. Morrison took office less than a year
ago in a coup by the hard right of his Liberal
party and has struggled to bridge a divide be-
tween party moderates and nationalist populists
who have grown in confidence in the age of
Donald Trump. He has tried to paper over these
divisions and make sure the campaign focus is
squarely on the party’s economic record.

“We live in the best country in the world,”
Morrison said making the election announce-
ment in Canberra. “Our future depends on a
strong economy.” “Who do you trust to deliver
that strong economy?” he asked. For all pur-
poses, campaigning is already well underway
and has already been deeply acrimonious. Elec-
tion ads have been running for weeks, and-like
the United States-Australian politics has taken
on the air of a permanent campaign with the
focus on how policies will play with voters as
much as how well they work.

Last week Morrison’s minority government
released a prospective budget replete with tax
cuts designed to woo voters and the first budget

surplus in more than a decade. Since then, any
opportunity in front of a camera or microphone
has been an opportunity to repeat the claim that
a high-tax Labor government would destroy
jobs and businesses.  In truth, after 27 years of
growth, the Australian economy is facing in-
creasing headwinds, and whoever wins power is
likely to contend with slower growth, rising un-
employment, falling revenues and wobbly hous-
ing and commodities markets.

Preparing for battle   
Labor for its part has zeroed in on centrist

voters frustrated that they elected a moderate in
former prime minister Malcolm Turnbull only for
the Liberals to swap horses midstream to the
more hardline Morrison. Shorten has tried to
paint his opponents as culturally out of touch
and promised the coal-rich country will shift to
electric cars and renewable energy. “This elec-
tion is very straightforward,” he said. “It is about
being stuck in the past or a bright future and a
positive view of what Australians can do to-
gether.”

“What we need to do is make sure this coun-
try is working in the interests of everyone, not
just the top end of town.” The 50-year-old prime
minister’s policies on climate change and immi-
gration are deeply unpopular, but coalition part-
ners and hardliners within his party have
forestalled any shift to the centre. The environ-
ment is not just an issue in the wealthy suburbs.
Farms-always hard to run on the country’s diffi-
cult soil and in its unforgiving climate-now have
to contend with record droughts, followed by
brutal bushfires, followed by record floods.

But Morrison will be hoping that conserva-
tive rural voters, urban voters frustrated with
more crowded and more expensive cities and a

combative campaign can carry him over the line.
His fate may hinge on the ability of the Liberal
party and Australia’s powerful conservative
media to paint Shorten as untrustworthy.

Minor parties may also play a significant
role, thanks to Australia’s system of compulsory
ranked votes.

A crop of centrist independent women can-
didates have done well in recent by-elections,
while running a message of unapologetic multi-
culturalism and action on climate change. Reve-
lations that Pauline Hanson’s far-right One
Nation party offered to change Australia’s pop-
ular gun restrictions in return for millions of dol-
lars from the US National Rifle Association
could also have a major impact.  Following the

scandal Morrison reluctantly told Liberal voters
to award their crucial second preference votes
to Labor above Hanson, a move that could boost
Labor and see him lose One Nation votes.

But Morrison’s party has been buoyed by a
surprise victory in recent regional elections in
the populous state of New South Wales. Party
members “are sounding more confident about
New South Wales and Queensland at least” for
the general election, said William Bowe, editor
of the Poll Bludger blog. “They are also more
hopeful of at least limiting their losses in Western
Australia.” “But Victoria remains a nightmare for
them, looking so bad as to preclude any winning
scenario that doesn’t involve them hanging on as
an unstable minority government.” —AFP 

Australian prime minister 
sets election for May 18

Morrison’s govt releases budget, tax cuts to woo voters

CANBERRA: Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison speaks at a press conference at the Parliament
House in Canberra.—AFP 

WELLINGTON: New Zealand police yesterday arrested a man
spotted in a “Trump” tee-shirt hurling abuse at worshippers out-
side one of the Christchurch mosques where dozens were killed
in a massacre last month. Police said the 33-year-old man had
“shaken” the Muslim community late Wednesday at the Al Noor
mosque by shouting abuse at people. “Our community has no tol-
erance for those who target or victimize others because of their
identity, and nor does police,” Canterbury district commander su-
perintendent John Price said in a statement Wednesday.

“This is especially so for members of our Muslim community
who are already dealing with so much,” he added. The man de-
scribed as being “of solid build with short dark hair and a tattoo
on his left shoulder/neck area”, walked off into the park opposite
the mosque after the incident, but was later apprehended. Aus-
tralian Brenton Tarrant, 28, a self-avowed white supremacist, has
been charged with 50 counts of murder and 39 of attempted mur-
der over the Christchurch twin mosque attacks.—AFP 

WASHINGTON: South Korean President Moon Jae-in will
meet US President Donald Trump  hoping to help put denu-
clearization talks with North Korea back on track after a failed
summit between the United States and North Korean leaders
in February. Moon arrived in Washington late on Wednesday
and is due to hold talks with US Secretary of State Mike Pom-
peo, Trump’s national security adviser John Bolton and Vice
President Mike Pence on Thursday morning before meeting the
president at the White House shortly after midday.

Ahead of his trip, aides to Moon stressed the need to revive
US-North Korea talks as soon as possible after a second sum-
mit between Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong Un col-
lapsed in Hanoi on Feb. 28. The White House has said Trump
and Moon will discuss North Korea and bilateral issues, but US
officials have declined to provide details. Moon has put his po-

litical reputation on the line in encouraging negotiations be-
tween the United States and North Korea aimed at persuading
Kim to give up a nuclear weapons program that now threatens
the United States.

Moon has stressed the need to offer North Korea conces-
sions to encourage negotiations, but Washington appears to
have hardened its position against a phased approach sought
by Pyongyang in which gradual steps would be rewarded with
relief from punishing sanctions. The Hanoi meeting collapsed
amid conflicting demands by North Korea for sanctions relief
and US insistence on its complete denuclearization.

On Thursday, North Korean state media said Kim had told a
meeting of the ruling Workers’ Party of Korea on Wednesday
that he would push forward with efforts to make the economy
more self sufficient “so as to deal a telling blow to the hostile
forces who go with bloodshot eyes miscalculating that sanctions
can bring (North Korea) to its knees.” Last month, a senior
North Korean official warned that Kim might rethink a morato-
rium on missile launches and nuclear tests in place since 2017
unless Washington makes concessions such as easing economic
sanctions.

Officials in Seoul were shocked by the breakdown of the
Hanoi summit and some South Korean officials blame the influ-
ence of Bolton, a hardliner who has long advocated a tough ap-
proach to North Korea. —Reuters

S Korea’s Moon to 
meet Trump hoping 
to revive N Korea talks

NZ police arrest 
Trump fan over 
mosque abuse



US warship cruises 
disputed sea in 
Philippine war games
MANILA: A US warship laden with hi-tech fighter planes took
centre stage at key war games in the Philippines yesterday, bran-
dishing military might as fresh tensions bubble in the contentious
South China Sea. The amphibious assault ship USS Wasp, with at
least 10 F-35B stealth jets on deck, stood guard as amphibious
tanks rolled onto a Philippine beach located a short sail from is-
lands also claimed by China.

The vessel was in the area for long-running US-Philippine mil-
itary drills, which come as Manila pushes back against the recent
presence of hundreds of Chinese ships near its Pag-asa (Thitu)
island. “We can’t disclose the official movements of the USS Wasp
for security reasons, but they have been operating in the South
China Sea region... as part of the exercise,” US spokeswoman
Second Lieutenant Tori Sharpe told reporters.

President Rodrigo Duterte had largely set aside the once-
tense dispute over China’s expansive claims to the resource-rich
waterway, but told Beijing last week to back off over the “swarm-
ing” Chinese boats. The Philippines called the boats’ presence “il-
legal” and Duterte threatened China with possible military action
if it touches the island. China claims most of the sea, including wa-
ters and islands close to the shores of its neighbors. It has built
artificial islands and military installations that the US warned
could curtail right of passage by non-Chinese vessels. 

The Philippines, Brunei, Malaysia, Taiwan and Vietnam have
also all staked claims to various islands and reefs in the sea that
is thought to have rich petroleum reserves deep beneath its wa-
ters. The Wasp’s participation in the exercises represents “an in-
crease in military capability committed to a free and open

Indo-Pacific region,” the US navy said in a press release on its ar-
rival last week.

The two-week Balikatan (Shoulder-to-shoulder) exercises,
which opened April 1, include some 4,000 Philippine, 3,500
American, and 50 Australian troops. Duterte had threatened to
quit the drills as part of his pivot away from former colonial master
the US and toward China, but they have carried on after being
toned down for a few years.  As Duterte has adopted a friendlier
stance with China, the US has moved to shore up its ties with
Manila and assert its presence in the South China Sea.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo pledged in March to
come to the Philippines’ defence in case of an “armed attack” in
the sea, a clear assurance Philippines leaders had long sought.
Duterte has been criticized at home as being too eager to grow
ties with Beijing, and giving up too much leverage on the South
China Sea issue.  —AFP
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China defends exit 
ban on human 
rights lawyer
BEIJING: China yesterday defended an exit ban imposed
on a human rights lawyer as lawful after the United States
urged Beijing to let him travel to receive a US fellowship.
Chen Jiangang was selected to study English as part of the
Hubert H. Humphrey Fellowship, a program named for the
late vice president that provides a year of US education for
emerging leaders from around the world. But the lawyer said
he was pulled aside by customs at Beijing Capital airport as
he prepared to board a flight to Seattle on April 1 and told
he was banned from leaving China.

“This persecution of lawyers and disregard for the rule
of law once again shows to the world that the Chinese gov-
ernment is openly and unceasingly depriving people of their
human rights,” he said in a statement. “Nothing stops the
Chinese government from doing whatever it wants to, dis-
regarding any law or commitment it makes,” he said. The US
State Department said it was “disturbed” by the move and
urged China to “respect Chen’s freedom of movement and
to view lawyers and rights defenders as partners in strength-
ening Chinese society through development of rule of law.”

Chinese foreign ministry spokesman Lu Kang said Thurs-
day the exit ban was “in accordance with China’s own laws.”
“China’s relevant departments are... handling the exit-entry
affairs of the relevant Chinese national in accordance with
the law,” Lu said at a regular press briefing. —AFP 

SEOUL: South Korea’s constitutional court yes-
terday ordered the country’s decades-old abor-
tion ban to be lifted in a landmark ruling over a
law that campaigners say puts women at risk.
South Korea remains one of the few industrial-
ized nations that criminalizes abortion, except for
instances of rape, incest and when the mother’s
health is in jeopardy. But the nine-member bench
ruled by seven to two that the 1953 statute aimed
at protecting lives and traditional values “goes
against the constitution” and ordered the law to
be revised by the end of next year.

“The abortion ban limits women’s rights to
pursue their own destinies, and violates their
rights to health by limiting their access to safe
and timely procedures,” the court said in a state-
ment. “Embryos completely depend on the
mother’s body for their survival and develop-
ment, so it cannot be concluded that they are
separate, independent living beings entitled to
rights to life.” Bursting into tears of joy and cel-
ebrating, hundreds of women-including
teenagers and females with disabilities-cheered
wildly in front of the Constitutional Court in cen-
tral Seoul, where the official ruling was an-
nounced. 

“Women deserve to be happy as much as we
want to be today,” activist Bae Bok-ju told AFP.
“Today’s decision was made because countless
women ceaselessly fought for their rights for so
many years. We deserve the world’s attention

and we deserve its recognition,” Bae added.
Under the ban, women who undergo the proce-
dure can face up to a year in jail and a fine, while
doctors who performed the procedure are given
two years in prison.

The 1953 law had been widely flouted and
rarely resulted in prosecutions, but activists had
claimed it left women facing being unable to pay
for terminations, unsafe procedures and social
ostracisation. Under yesterday’s ruling, the ban
will be automatically lifted on January 1 2021 un-
less new legislation is introduced sooner by par-
liament to follow the court order.

‘Proof’ of rape    
Calls to repeal the law had gained traction as

the country’s growing feminist movement gath-
ered momentum, but support for the ban had
also been staunch in a country that remains con-
servative towards female sexuality and highly in-
fluenced by evangelical Christianity. The
constitutional court last upheld the law in 2012,
saying that abortion would “end up running ram-
pant” if not punished. Seven years later and an
opinion poll on Wednesday showed 58 percent
of the public are in favor of abolishing the law.

Yesterday’s ruling was made after a woman
doctor who was prosecuted for performing al-
most 70 abortions filed a challenge in 2017. Ac-
cording to campaigners, the procedure has been
commonplace in South Korea and it has unfairly

targeted mostly young, unwed women-who are
most vulnerable to abortion-related stigma in
the country.  Teens who fall pregnant are often
forced to discontinue their studies, or transfer to
remotely-located educational institutions, ac-
cording to youth rights groups. 

Women with disabilities, on the other hand,
are often forced to undergo abortion against

their will by family members-which, according
to disability rights campaigners, demonstrates
the country’s selective views about which lives
matter.  Also under the ban, rape victims need
“proof” that they were raped, or-in the case of
their health at jeopardy-are required to get per-
mission from their partners, often causing
lengthy and risky delays. —AFP

SEOUL:  South Korean women’s rights activists react after the constitutional court’s ruling on decrim-
inalization of abortion during a rally against the abortion ban outside the court in Seoul. —AFP

Law banning abortion to be scrapped after 2020

S Korean constitutional court 
orders abortion ban be lifted

MANILA: Anti-China protesters raise clinched fists and national flags
as they shout slogans during a protest in front of the consular office
of China, in the financial district of Manila. — AFP
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A clown takes part in the celebrations of
the fifth edition of the National Clown Day
in downtown Guatemala City. — AFP

Water battles with elephants
kick off Thai New Year

See Page 24
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Drake has begun work on his next album. The ‘God’s
Plan’ hitmaker had previously teased fans that he
will release a new record - a follow-up to 2018’s

‘Scorpion’ - this year, and during his concert at The O2 in
London this week, he revealed he’s already started coming
up with ideas for songs in between playing his ‘Assassina-
tion Vacation World Tour’ shows, and even promised to re-
turn to the UK with his fresh tunes in 2020.

The 32-year-old rapper told the crowd: “I think what
Imma do after this is Imma go home and Imma make a new
album, so I can come back to London next year and we can
do this again. I kinda actually started last night to be honest
with you. (sic)” Drake originally said he was going to hit
the studio after a “little break”, following his joint ‘Aubrey
& the Three Migos Tour’ with the trap trio, which wrapped
last November.

He told the crowd at his show at Rogers Place in Ed-
monton, Canada: “Okay, six shows left. I guess, you know,
I guess - I’m gonna tell you what I’m going to do. Because
I keep having nights like this that remind me why I love my
job so much, I promise you that as soon as this tour is over
and maybe I take a little break, I’m gonna get right to work
on a new album so we can be back right here in Edmonton
and have a new party.” Meanwhile, Drake has certainly
been enjoying his time in the UK. The weekend saw the
‘Hotline Bling’ hitmaker spend thousands of dollars on
champagne. — BangShowbiz

Drake begins work on
new album on tour Avicii’s posthumous single ‘SOS’ featuring Aloe Blac has been re-

leased one year after his death. The Swedish DJ - whose real
name was Tim Bergling - tragically died by suspected suicide

in Oman on April 10 last year, at the age of 28, and his family released
the first song from the upcoming album ‘Tim’ in his memory on
Wednesday. Aloe took to Twitter to share the video for the track, which
features a series of tear-jerking tributes from Tim’s fans, and vowed to
“carry on” his legacy with their music.

He captioned the Twitter post: “Thank you, Tim. Today we share
your creativity with the world once again. I’m honored to have worked
with you and I promise to carry on your legacy through our songs.
#Avicii #SOS #WakeMeUp #LiarLiar #ForgiveMe #Free
#BlackAndBlue @Avicii (sic)” The forthcoming 16-track album con-
tains previously unheard material and is set to be released in June. 

A message from his representatives stated: “He left behind a col-
lection of nearly finished songs, along with notes, email conversations
and text messages about the music. The songwriters that Tim was col-
laborating with on this album have continued the process to get as
close to his vision as possible. “Since Tim’s passing, the family decided
not to keep the music locked away - instead they wanted to share it
with his fans all around the world.” Coldplay’s Chris Martin - who pre-
viously worked with him - provided vocals on a song named ‘Heaven’.
Net proceeds from the album will benefit the Tim Bergling Foundation,
which was set up by his family to help those struggling with mental ill-
ness and also to support the prevention of suicide. — BangShowbiz

Posthumous Avicii single released a year after his death 

Shawn Mendes has a British roast dinner every Sunday. The
Canadian pop star has roots in the UK, with his mother Karen
hailing from Yeovil in Somerset, south west England, and the

family have kept up traditions such as eating the traditional meal -
comprised of roast meat, roast potatoes, vegetables and gravy -
weekly. The ‘Stitches’ singer has even acquired the country’s dry
sense of humor. Speaking to The Sun newspaper about his heritage,
Shawn - who was brought up in Ontario, Canada, with his English
mum and Portuguese dad Manuel - said: “My mum’s British, so I’ve
been having roast dinners every Sunday for as long as I can re-
member. I definitely inherited my sense of humor (from her). “Sar-
casm, and understanding that people aren’t going to take it easy on
you sometimes, that’s kind of the British culture-in a good way.”

Many of Shawn’s relatives reside in Sturminster Newton,
Dorset, and the ‘In My Blood’ hitmaker was able to bring a large
number of his family to London’ iconic Royal Albert Hall for the ul-
timate British experience, seeing him play Queen Elizabeth II’s
92nd birthday concert last year. Shawn said: “It was insane. My
grandad and my nan were there and it was a massive deal for
them.” The 20-year-old pop star - who has invited his family to his
shows in London next month - previously revealed he spent 10
“awkward” minutes backstage with Her Majesty at the show. Be-
fore he went on stage, the ‘Treat You Better’ singer bumped into

the Queen, but because she did not spark up a conversation first,
which is royal protocol, they were left in “silence” for some time.

He recalled: “I’m in this backstage area before you go on
stage...and I’m standing there waiting to go on stage and the
Queen just walks up next to me. “You’re not allowed to speak to
her unless she speaks to you first, so it was like this every - 10
minutes of awkward silence between me and the Queen.” Asked
if she even looked at him, Shawn laughed: “She didn’t look at me
at all. — BangShowbiz

Mendes has British
roast dinner every Sunday 

Scarlett Johansson admits keeping the plot of ‘Avengers: Endgame’ secret was “traumatizing”. The 34-year-
old actress - who plays Natalia Romanova aka Black Widow in the Marvel Cinematic Universe - readily ad-
mits it was “stressful” to not slip up and spill any spoilers about the highly-anticipated blockbuster. Speaking

to talkRADIO at a London fan event for ‘Avengers: Endgame’ on Wednesday night she said: “I am so excited to
not have to keep these secrets anymore like I’m stressed out about it like it’s traumatizing.  “I literally will go home
and lie awake at night and be like ‘Am I good? Did I say anything? No we’re good?’”

Chris Hemsworth - who plays Thor in the franchise - went on to explain that although cast members are only
given parts of their scripts, they are able to read the full movie with “lots of security” around, however, he opted
not to as he “feels like a fan” and wanted to watch the movie “come together”.  He said: “We only read out individual
pieces of script - we could go and read the entire script if we wanted in a room with lots of security around and
stuff. But I feel like a fan of the franchise ... so if you get to go to one of the premieres you see it all come together.”
Scarlett stunned on the red carpet at the event wearing a Tom Ford silk satin jacket featuring an asymmetrical cut
out and plunging cut-out neckline paired with chic tuxedo trousers.  ‘Ant-Man’ star Paul Rudd, also attended the
event alongside the movie’s directors Anthony and Joe Russo. — Bang Showbiz

Johansson says keeping Avengers 
secrets was ‘traumatizing’ 
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Academy Award-winner Geoffrey Rush won a defamation case yester-
day against an Australian newspaper over reports that he behaved in
an inappropriate sexual way to an actress. A front-page story in 2017

claimed that the Sydney Theatre Company received a complaint that Rush
had inappropriately touched a female co-star during a staging of “King
Lear”. A judge in Sydney ruled yesterday that the Daily Telegraph had pro-
duced a “recklessly irresponsible piece of sensationalist journalism” and
awarded Rush Aus$850,000 (US$608,000) in damages.

“There are no winners in this case, it has been extremely distressing for
anyone involved,” Rush said in brief remarks outside the court, calling the
months-long legal case a “harrowing time”. Justice Michael Wigney said that
reasonable readers would assume from the reporting that Rush was a “per-
vert” from a series of reports that he ruled were mostly uncorroborated. The
judge said that actress Eryn Jean Norvill’s evidence was inconsistent and
that she “was at times prone to exaggeration and embellishment.”

Wigney said he would assess further damages for lost earnings at a later
date. Australia’s defamation laws are notoriously strict and often favor the
person accused of bad behavior. Rush won the Best Actor Academy Award
in 1997 for his role in “Shine” and is one of the few stars to have also won a
Golden Globe, an Emmy and a Tony Award. The Daily Telegraph is owned
by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. —AFP

Geoffrey Rush wins defamation case in Australia

American linguist David J. Peterson may have built
up the unique and ancient languages for the tele-
vision series “Game of Thrones” but when it comes

to who speaks Valyrian best, there’s no contest. “The best
is Jacob Anderson,” Peterson told Reuters. “He plays Grey
Worm on ‘Game of Thrones’ and he’s so good, he’s so
good. He is head and shoulders better than me.” “When I
heard him the first time speak the Valyrian language I just
said, ‘wow.’ I went back and re-watched it,” he said.

Peterson, a co-founder of the Language Creation So-
ciety, started off by building on a few keys words and
phrases created by George R.R. Martin in his “A Song of
Ice and Fire” novels that form the basis of the HBO hit me-
dieval fantasy series about warring families. “I didn’t ref-
erence any other languages. After I included all of
(Martin’s) material I built it up in a way that I thought book
readers and George R.R. Martin himself would expect and
appreciate.” When Peterson got the scripts for the TV
show, producers tagged all the lines he had to translate
into Valyrian or Dothraki. He then broke up the language
syllable by syllable for the actors, and recorded it for
them. “I record really slow so they can hear exactly how
it’s pronounced, and then I record the English for refer-
ence,” Peterson said. —Reuters

For the ultimate ‘Game
of Thrones’ fan, how to
speak Valyrian?

An Indian court’s call for a ban on the popular
video app TikTok will hurt free speech rights,
China’s Bytedance Technology Co has said in a

request for the Supreme Court to quash the directive.
Bytedance is one of the world’s most valuable start-
ups and its TikTok app lets users create and share
short videos with special effects. It has become pop-
ular in rural India, where most of a population of 1.3
billion lives. TikTok, whose video-only interface makes
it easier to use than platforms such as Facebook or
Twitter, has been downloaded more than 240 million
times in India, says app analytics firm Sensor Tower.

A ban “amounts to curtailing of the rights of the cit-
izens of India...who have been using the platform
everyday to express themselves and create content,”
the company said in a court filing reviewed by Reuters,
asking for the order to be quashed. The company’s
Monday filing is not public and has not previously
been reported. The Supreme Court has set next Mon-
day for a hearing. Bytedance did not respond to a re-
quest for comment. India’s information technology
ministry also did not respond.

Last week, a court in the southern state of Tamil
Nadu asked the federal government to ban TikTok,
saying it encouraged pornography and made child

users vulnerable to sexual predators. TikTok’s inap-
propriate content was a dangerous aspect of the app,
it added. Jokes, clips and footage related to India’s
movie industry dominate the platform, along with
videos in which young people, sometimes scantily clad,
lip-sync and dance to music.

Bytedance said users flagged only a tiny proportion
of TikTok videos, showing that a “very minuscule” pro-
portion of its content was considered inappropriate or
obscene. TikTok was primarily used to circulate amus-
ing videos, it added. It also argued that it could not be
held liable for content posted by users.

Some of TikTok’s content was “unbearable”, M.
Manikandan, the minister for information technology
in Tamil Nadu told Reuters in February, and a Hindu
nationalist group close to the ruling Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has also called for a ban. In its filing, the
company said TikTok had experienced immense suc-
cess in India, which fuelled controversy. Bytedance
employs more than 250 people in India and plans more
investment as it expands the business, it added. The
BJP is tracking conversations on TikTok, the party’s in-
formation technology chief, Amit Malviya, has previ-
ously told Reuters, calling it a brilliant medium for
creative expression. — Reuters

Ban on TikTok app would harm free speech, China’s
Bytedance tells India’s top court

Amother has re-
vealed she
makes her own

butter at home to save
money. She said all that
was needed to make
the butter was some
pure cream and a
mixer to whip up
everything in 15 min-
utes.  Sarah wrote on
the ‘Mums Who
Budget & Save’ Face-
book page: “To make
butter, you just keep
whipping cream until it
splits into butter and buttermilk.

“You then need to rinse the butter, to make sure all of the buttermilk is
gone, and then you can add salt if desired.” Her cunning idea has been well
received on social media. One woman wrote: “I never thought to do this! This
is great.” It takes around 21 pounds of milk to just make a pound of butter.
—Bang Showbiz

An Australian mum has chopped a year’s worth of veg-
etables so she can save time for herself every evening.
Her freezer now contains an incredible 65kg worth of

veg including 20kg of potatoes, 15kg of carrots, 15kg of sweet
potatoes and 10kg of tomatoes.  She posted on her Facebook
page: “Veg prep for what feels like the next year. “Carrots:
sliced, roast chucks and chopped. Potatoes: chunks, sliced and
diced for mash. Onions: sliced, chunks and onion rings. 

“I do it so I don’t have to waste time every night chopping
up veg for dinner, as we all work and I have university and the
two kids have after school sports. “It’s not pre-cooked, just
raw, and the roast vegetables turn out great. Just thaw them
out the night before - and the diced up vegetables are perfect
for the slow cooker and spaghetti etc.” —BangShowbiz

Mum chops a year’s
worth of vegetables 

Mother makes butter at
home to save money 
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From Indonesia’s hip-swivelling juggernaut dangdut to
thumping rock bands and Islam-infused tunes, music
could be the clincher for winning hearts-and votes-as the

world’s third-biggest democracy heads to the polls next week.
Political platforms aside, candidates know it is entertainment
that draws the crowds to campaign rallies in music-mad
Indonesia. Just ask millennial voter Muhammad Ariel, who went
to a concert where popular rock band Radja performed in sup-
port of president Joko Widodo, better known as Jokowi.

Screaming “where are Jokowi’s fans”, Radja’s energetic
show and thumbs-up for Indonesia’s heavy-metal music loving
leader resonates with young voters like Ariel, who make up
almost one third of the electorate. Jokowi’s camp has said that
winning over millennial and first time voters was crucial.  “I’m a
Radja fan because their songs are great, but it’s also because
we’re going to vote for the same candidate,” Ariel said from
the rally near the capital Jakarta. More than 190 million people
are set to cast a ballot for thousands of candidates, from the
president down to local legislators, in the Southeast Asian
nation’s biggest-ever election on April 17.

Music is essential in this nation of 260 million, where song-
and-dance is a staple of television shows, sporting events, pres-
idential debates and even the central bank’s recent economic
review. And it’s a must-do at election time. “Music is meant to
capture the interest of people on the lower rungs of society,”
said Hamdi Muluk, a University of Indonesia psychology pro-
fessor who has a specialty in politics and voter behavior.

‘Part of the lifestyle’ 
Jokowi’s rival Prabowo Subianto is banking on capturing the

attention of conservative voters in the world’s biggest Muslim
majority nation with concerts featuring Islam-inspired gambus
music. The retired general’s musical arsenal also includes
Rhoma Irama, a geriatric-looking version of Elvis Presley who
is famed as the King of Dangdut. The hugely popular style-
which runs the gamut from religion-inspired lyrics to a
raunchier version involving sensual dance moves similar to
twerking-takes its cue from Hindustani and Arabic music. 

Dangdut is infused with a hypnotic percussion beat backed
by a multi-instrument band. Every Indonesian knows it, there

are television channels dedicated to it, and dangdut is per-
formed everywhere from the smallest villages to bustling
Jakarta-and the beat ramps up during election time.

The promise of a legendary crooner like Irama, clad in a
white jumpsuit, is what got housewife Alima Kholil out to a
huge rally for Subianto in vote-rich West Java, despite pouring
rain. “I’ve never seen him before and I know that when he
sings, he’ll be singing about religion,” the 44-year-old said of
Irama’s Islam-inspired tunes. For fan Jhon Kenedi, the King of
Dangdut might have taken the country’s top job if he had a
decided to throw his hat in the ring against Jokowi and
Subianto. “I’d choose him if he ran” for president, the 46-year-
old taxi driver told AFP.

‘Drill Dance’ 
Irama’s dangdut style isn’t the only one offer, though.

Another version involving erotic dance and female performers

in skimpy clothing is hugely popular, despite opposition from
some conservative Muslims. Dangdut star Inul Daratista made
a career out of her signature “drill dance” in which moved her
hips in a rapid circular motion like a drill-sparking a string of
copycats. The throbbing style grabbed international headlines
a few years ago when a female Dangdut singer died after being
bitten by a cobra used in her boundary-busting act.

At a Jokowi rally in Soreang on Java island this week,
throngs of mostly male fans did not appear to be thinking much
about politics as they cheered on a voluptuous dangdut singer
in skin-tight white pants.  And even Indonesian rock legends
Slank, who are supporting the president’s re-election bid,
incorporated some dangdut elements into a video made for
Jokowi’s campaign. “Music is just part of the lifestyle” here,
said Bens Leo, an Indonesian music journalist. “And you can
bet that a big majority of a band’s loyal fans will vote for the
candidate that their favorite stars pick.” — AFP

Members of Indonesian dangdut band ‘Soneta’ performing Uno.

Music for the masses winning
Indonesian voter’s hearts

Indonesian supporters dancing as dangdut band ‘Soneta’ perform during a political cam-
paign to support presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto and his running mate Sandiaga
Uno in Depok, West Java. — AFP photos

Indonesian dangdut singer Rhoma Irama and his band
‘Soneta’ performing during a political campaign to support
presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto and his running
mate Sandiaga Uno.

Indonesian dangdut singer Rhoma Irama (center) and his
band ‘Soneta’ performing.
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Clowns take part in the celebrations of the fifth edition of the National Clown Day in downtown
Guatemala City on April 10, 2019. — AFP photos
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Revelers and elephants
splash water at each
other during a ceremony
to celebrate the Buddhist
New Year, locally known
as Songkran, in Ayutthaya
yesterday.
— AFP photos
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E
lephants with hearts and flowers painted on their bod-
ies sprayed water at revelers celebrating Thailand’s
traditional new year Thursday, in an annual event
which has animal protection groups crying foul over
animal cruelty. In Thailand’s former capital Ayutthaya,

a tourist hotspot famed for its ancient temple ruins, more
than a dozen elephants walked along the streets with their
handlers on their backs, splashing and spraying water at lo-
cals and foreigners under a blistering sun. The soaking by the
pachyderms kicks off a weekend of festivities for Songkran,
the traditional Buddhist new year celebration which officially
begins on April 13. 

Revelers “can come to pay respects to Buddha and offer
alms to monks in the morning and in the afternoon play
water with the elephants,” said
Laithongren Meepan, owner of the
Ayutthaya Elephant Camp.
“(Using their trunks to spray
water) is the elephants’ natural
way of playing,” he added.  Tradi-
tionally marked by paying respects
to elders and sprinkling water
over Buddha figures at local
temples, the Songkran
holiday has largely
evolved into a rau-
cous water
fight.  Lo-
cals and
for-

eigners armed with water guns and protective googles en-
gage in soggy street parties, bringing much of the country
to a standstill.  “In other provinces, they have foam parties.
But in Ayutthaya, you can celebrate Songkran with the ele-
phants,” Laithongren told AFP. 

Their handlers, known as mahouts, have trained the giant
mammals to do tricks like lifting their front foot in greeting or
gyrating their bodies to music as if they were dancing-much
to the delight of revelers.  Such practices are “cruel”, said
Tom Taylor of Wildlife Friend Foundation Thailand, which
rescues and rehabilitates domesticated elephants.  “Forcing
the elephants to perform unnatural behaviors is normally
done through fear using a sharp tool called a bull hook,”
Taylor told AFP.  His organization allows 24 rescued ele-
phants to roam, bathe and forage freely, while tourists can
learn about how the mammals should be treated with re-
spect-”not chained up, beaten or ridden”, he said.  Thailand
has one of the highest populations of captive elephants in the
world, and-as the country’s national animal-they are pre-
dominantly used in tourism, where customers are eager to
feed them or ride on their backs for a price. — AFP
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SESAME NOODLES WITH CHICKEN

Much like a Chinese finger trap that lures by appearing to be
a toy, sesame noodles are not what they seem. You may
think of them as merely a humble bowl of cold noodles, but

don’t be fooled—just one bite and you’re hooked on these tooth-
some noodles with shreds of tender chicken, all tossed with the fresh
sesame sauce. The real problem is, good versions of this dish can be
hard to find. The cold noodles have a habit of turning gummy, the
chicken often dries out, and the sauce is notorious for turning bland
and pasty. We wanted a recipe that could not only quell a serious
craving but could do it fast.

Though drawn to the softer texture of fresh Asian-style noodles,
we conceded that dried spaghetti could serve as a second-string
substitute. The trouble with both types of noodle, however, was that
after being cooked and chilled, they gelled into a rubbery skein. After
trying a number of ways to avoid this, we found it necessary to rinse
the noodles under cold tap water directly after cooking. This not only
cooled the hot noodles immediately but also washed away much of
their sticky starch. To further forestall any clumping, we tossed the
rinsed noodles with a little oil.

Boneless, skinless chicken breasts are quick to cook and easy to
shred; the real question is how to cook them. The microwave seemed
easy in theory, but we found the rate of cooking difficult to moni-
tor—30 seconds meant the difference between underdone and
overdone. Many recipes suggested poaching the chicken in water
or broth, but this chicken had a washed-out flavor. Nor was roasting
the answer; it caused the outer meat to dry out before the interior
was fully cooked. Cooking under both gas and electric broilers, how-
ever, worked perfectly. The chicken cooked through in minutes, re-
taining much of its moisture and flavor.

To be authentic, the sesame sauce should be made with an Asian
sesame paste (not to be confused with Middle Eastern tahini), but

most recipes substitute peanut butter because it’s easier to find.
Somewhat surprisingly, tasters preferred chunky peanut butter over
smooth, describing its flavor as fresh and more peanutty. We had
been making the sauce in a blender and realized that the chunky bits
of peanuts were being freshly ground into the sauce, producing a
cleaner, stronger flavor. We found the flavors of both fresh garlic and
ginger necessary, along with soy sauce, rice vinegar, hot sauce, and
brown sugar. We then stumbled on the obvious way to keep the
sauce from being too thick or pasty: Thin it out with water.

Although the sauce was tasting pretty good, tasters still com-
plained that there was not enough sesame flavor. Tossing the rinsed
pasta with toasted sesame oil helped a bit, as did garnishing the noo-
dles with toasted sesame seeds. But tasters were still not satisfied;
they wanted more. Finally, we tried adding some of the toasted
sesame seeds to the sauce. Blended into the sauce along with the
chunky peanut butter, the sesame seeds added the final kick of au-
thentic sesame flavor we were all hankering for.

SESAME NOODLES WITH CHICKEN
Ingredients 
Servings: 4
Start to finish: 1 hour
5 tablespoons soy sauce
1/4 cup chunky peanut butter
1/4 cup sesame seeds, toasted
2 tablespoons rice vinegar
2 tablespoons packed light brown sugar
1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger
2 garlic cloves, minced
1 teaspoon hot sauce
1/2 cup hot water

4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed
Salt and pepper
1 pound fresh Chinese noodles
2 tablespoons toasted sesame oil
4 scallions, sliced thin on bias
1 carrot, peeled and grated

Preparation 
Puree soy sauce, peanut butter, 3 tablespoons sesame seeds,

vinegar, sugar, ginger, garlic, and hot sauce in blender until smooth,
about 30 seconds. With machine running, add hot water, 1 table-
spoon at a time, until sauce has consistency of heavy cream (you
may not need entire amount of water).

Adjust oven rack 6 inches from broiler element and heat broiler.
Spray broiler pan top with vegetable oil spray. Pat chicken dry with
paper towels, season with salt and pepper, and lay on prepared pan.
Broil chicken until lightly browned and registers 160 F, 10 to 15 min-
utes, flipping chicken over halfway through broiling time. Transfer
chicken to cutting board, let cool slightly, then shred into bite-size
pieces. Meanwhile, bring 4 quarts water to boil in large pot. Add
noodles and 1 tablespoon salt and cook, stirring often, until tender.
Drain noodles, rinse with cold water, and drain again, leaving noodles
slightly wet. Transfer to large bowl and toss with oil. Add shredded
chicken, scallions, carrot, and sauce and toss to combine. Sprinkle
with remaining 1 tablespoon sesame seeds and serve.

Nutrition information per serving: 
700 calories; 194 calories from fat; 22 g fat (3 g saturated; 0 g

trans fats); 101 mg cholesterol; 2205 mg sodium; 79 g carbohydrate;
6 g fiber; 12 g sugar; 45 g protein.

Make these toothsome noodles
with shreds of tender chicken
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Earthy spinach and nutty cheese star in this brunch-wor-
thy strata. Ideally, this savory make-ahead bread pud-
ding should be rich enough to satisfy without being

overindulgent. And, since strata is such a great make-ahead
dish, it should also be straightforward to put together. Unfor-
tunately, too many recipes for strata are soggy and laden with
excessive custard and filling ingredients.

Looking to create a go-to breakfast or brunch casserole,
we first considered the bread. Whole dried bread slices had
the best texture and appearance, and buttering them added
richness. Spinach, shallot, and Gruyere complemented each
other perfectly for the filling, and we sauteed the vegetables
to remove excess moisture and prevent the casserole from be-
coming waterlogged. Weighting down the assembled strata
overnight improved its texture; we found that two 1 pound
boxes of brown or confectioners’ sugar, laid side by side over
the plastic wrap, made ideal weights. One hour is minimum,
but you could do it overnight to bake the strata the following
morning. The recipe can be doubled and assembled in a
greased 13-by 9-inch baking dish; increase the baking time to
1 hour and 20 minutes. Substitute any semisoft melting cheese,
such as Havarti, sharp cheddar, or Colby for the Gruyere.

BREAKFAST STRATA WITH SPINACH AND GRUYE
Ingredients 
Servings: 4-6
Start to finish: 2 hours 15 minutes (plus 1 hour refrigeration time)
8-10 (1/2 inch-thick) slices French or Italian bread
4 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened
4 shallots, minced
Salt and pepper
10 ounces frozen chopped spinach, thawed and squeezed dry
6 ounces Gruyere cheese, shredded (1 1/2 cups)
6 large eggs
1 3/4 cups half-and-half

Preparation 
Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat oven to 225

F. Arrange bread in single layer on rimmed baking sheet and
bake until dry and crisp, about 40 minutes, flipping slices
halfway through baking. Let bread cool slightly, then spread
2 tablespoons butter evenly over 1 side of bread slices.

Meanwhile, melt remaining 2 tablespoons butter in 10-inch
nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add shallots and pinch salt
and cook until softened, about 3 minutes. Stir in spinach and

cook until warmed through, about 2 minutes; transfer to bowl. 
Grease 8-inch square baking dish. Arrange half of bread

slices, buttered side up, in single layer in dish. Sprinkle half of
spinach mixture and 1/2 cup Gruyere over top. Repeat with
remaining bread, remaining spinach mixture, and 1/2 cup
Gruyere to make second layer.

Whisk eggs, 1 teaspoon salt, and pinch pepper together in
bowl, then pour evenly over top of bread and cheese in dish.
Cover dish tightly with plastic wrap, pressing it flush to sur-
face. Weight down strata and refrigerate for at least 1 hour.

Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat oven to 325
F. Meanwhile, let strata sit at room temperature for 20 minutes.
Unwrap strata and top with remaining 1/2 cup Gruyere. Bake
until edges and center are puffed and edges have pulled away
slightly from sides of dish, 50 to 55 minutes. Let casserole cool
for 5 minutes before serving.

Nutrition information per serving: 
547 calories; 276 calories from fat; 31 g fat (17 g saturated;

1 g trans fats); 292 mg cholesterol; 930 mg sodium; 40 g car-
bohydrate; 3 g fiber; 8 g sugar; 24 g protein.

Earth y  sp in ach  an d  n u tty  ch eese
star in  th is star of bru n ch

BREAKFAST STRATA WITH SPINACH AND GRUYE
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Himachal Pradesh: 
Adventures in India’s mountain playground

Run, run faster, run FASTER!’ shouted my instructor. I could
feel a hint of panic rising as I pushed against the wind with
all the strength I could muster. Then suddenly, before I

knew it, I was airborne, sailing out into the Himalayan sky above
Himachal Pradesh - the world’s second highest point for paraglid-
ing - clinging to my paragliding harness and completely depend-
ent on my pilot to steer me safely back to the ground.

But my fears quickly vanished as I saw India’s mighty
Dhauladhar mountain range from this breathtaking vantage point,
with the sun rising behind me and the picturesque valley that I
had just stepped out from sprawled below me like a topographic
map. As I returned to ground at the end of the flight, I was ec-
static, having just ticked off an adventure sport that I had never
believed I would actually try.

Tucked away in the western part of the Himalaya at the top end
of India, Himachal Pradesh beckons to adventure seekers with a
full basket of adrenaline-pumping experiences. From pine and de-
odar-covered mountain valleys to the high-altitude deserts of La-
haul-Spiti, Himachal’s towering mountains become a trekking
playground in summer and ski slopes in winter, while gushing
rivers challenge rafters to test their skills against some of the
world’s most dramatic rapids.

But what gives every activity in Himachal Pradesh a special
edge is the majestic views of snow-capped Himalayan ranges that
unfold dramatically before you, whatever thrilling pursuit you sign
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up for. The hill resort of Manali in the north, nestled amid towering
ranges, has emerged as the hub for adventure sports in the region,
but a string of smaller settlements have bloomed as centers for
specific thrills and spills.

Set off on the trails
Himachal Pradesh’s scenic mountain trails offer everything from

easy day hikes to arduous multi-day expeditions. A good start for
beginners is the three-day Beas Kund trek starting from the
Solang Valley, 14 km due north from Manali. As you meander
through grasslands and dense forests along the rivulet that feeds
the Beas River, you can pluck wild strawberries and meet friendly
villagers in remote mountain settlements, before reaching your
goal, the shimmering Beas Kund lake, nestled at 3,800 meters
amid mountain peaks. And all along this two- to three-day ascent,
you’ll bask in front of gorgeous views of snow-capped ranges
such as Hanuman Tibba and the Pir Pinjal range.

To witness two contrasting faces of Himachal Pradesh, consider
the more challenging five-day trek to the Hampta Pass, a corridor
between the green Kullu valley and the barren high-altitude
deserts of Lahaul and Spiti. Starting from Jobra, about two hours
northeast of Manali, the trail climbs through pastures of grazing
sheep and mules and pretty meadows dotted with pink and yellow
flowers, before climbing over icy streams and tongues of glacier
to make a steep final ascent to the pass, perched at 4260 meters.

The views out over the desolate yet pristine landscape of
western Spiti spread out beneath you makes every step taken
to reach this lofty vantage point seem worthwhile. If you still
have stamina after the slog to the pass, continue north for an
extra day to Spiti’s lone east-west highway, and take a three-
hour vehicle ride to the moon-shaped Chandratal Lake. Only ac-
cessible when the roads are clear of snow, its shimmering blue
waters present a spectacular contrast to the white of the snow
and the muddy brown of the mountains.

Practicalities: The best time for treks is from May to June and
September to October, and numerous companies in Manali can
arrange guides, porters and equipment. Himalayan Extreme Cen-
tre, Himalayan Caravan and Himalayan Yeti are well-regarded
operators.

Come fly Himachal Pradesh’s spectacular skies
The slightly nondescript town of Bir (just south of Billing in the

Kangra Valley) arrived on the global map after it hosted the
paragliding world cup in 2015. Today, travelers flock here to soar
over the Dhauladhar range from the launch site near Billing, poised
at 2400m above sea level, putting Himachal Pradesh firmly on the
global paragliding map. In winter, the panoramic views of the glit-
tering, snow-capped peaks are truly magnificent and even in sum-
mer, when cloud or haze can obscure the peaks, the verdant
Kangra Valley spreads out below like a blanket.

Practicalities: Pilots from the Billing Paragliding Association
are experienced and even first-timers will have no problems. Tan-
dem flights, with a pilot and passenger, last for 30 minutes, while
solo flights for experienced paragliders can go on for much longer,
roaming as far afield as Manali or Dharamsala. Bir does not have
great hotel options, so either pitch a tent at a local campsite, or
stay in Dharamsala or McLeod Ganj, a two-hour bus ride away.

Skiing Himachal Pradesh’s powdered slopes
In winter, Himachal Pradesh gets blanketed in thick snow and

the foothills of the Himalaya become one of India’s favorite play-
grounds for ski enthusiasts. The Solang Valley above Manali has
some of the most accessible slopes, but infrastructure is not great.
There’s one cable car that takes you up 800m to the top of the
valley but the slopes are not well groomed.

More accomplished (and deep-pocketed skiers) can opt for
heli-skiing on virgin powder on the flanks of some of the state’s
highest mountains. Northwest of Manali, Hanuman Tibba (5982m)
offers stunning slopes at around 4300m, reached via a short hel-
icopter ride that affords breath-taking views from mid-air. Next
thing you know, you’ll be dropping out on smooth, powder-cov-
ered slopes and whizzing from giddy heights in blissful peace and
isolation - truly exhilarating!

Practicalities: Heli-ski operators run trips from Manali, but
weather conditions have to be ideal for helicopters to fly and for
the slopes to be stable and safe. You may be disappointed if the
wind is not exactly right. Allow time for cancellations (there’s
plenty else to do in the area) and make sure you go with a pro-
fessional operator such as Himalayan Heli Adventures.

The Himalaya on two wheels
Traversing Himachal Pradesh’s high altitude roads is thrilling

even in a bus. On a motorcycle, it becomes a serious adrenaline

rush - particularly if you pit your wheels against the 3978m Ro-
htang La, the most famous pass on the epic mountain road journey
from Manali to Leh, the mountain-ringed capital of Ladakh.

Motorcycle hire companies in Manali rent out classic Enfield
motorcycles for experienced bikers, and motorcycle tour agencies
arrange guided Enfield tours for less confident riders who prefer
some company as they cross five mountain passes and many a
hairpin bend on the two day crossing to Ladakh. Rudimentary
tented camps offer overnight beds to break the journey, or you
can stop in Keylong, the capital of Lahaul.

Along the 490km route, you’ll have desolate peaks and gla-
ciers, pristine lakes and ancient Buddhist monasteries perched
on stark, wind-scoured mountain slopes for company. And you’ll
have to scramble across some of the world’s highest mountain
passes, each wrapped in multi-coloured prayer flags by passing
Buddhist devotees.

Should you have thighs of steel, mountain biking from Manali
to Leh takes 9 to 10 days, camping along the route. An easier
way to experience Himachal Pradesh’s gravity-defying downhill
slopes is on one of the many mountain bike trails around Manali.

Operators such as Himalayan Bike Bar can rent you sturdy
wheels and help arrange transport to the top of the trails and a
pick-up at the bottom.

Practicalities: Based in Manali, Himalayan Inder Motors has
a long history of renting motorcycles for trips over the Ro-
htang La. If you’d rather have the comfort of a guide, Motor-
cycle Expeditions, Hardev Motors and Himalayan Raiders all
run trips from Manali.

Start early from Manali to traverse the first obstacle along the
road - the Rohtang La can get gridlocked with traffic by late
morning (even mountain passes can have traffic snarls in India!).
And take it slowly to give your body time to acclimatize. The road
climbs to a height where altitude sickness can be an issue. Prime
time for road trips is mid-June to mid-October; at other times, the
road can be snowed under and closed to traffic.

Wet and wild in the Kullu Valley
If you can tear your eyes from the tall mountains on all

sides for a moment, the rivers churning down from the Hi-
malaya offer plenty of rafting rough and tumble. Himachal
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Pradesh’s favorite rafting river, the Beas traces a path through
the Kullu Valley south of Manali, serving up abundant white
water from Grade 2 to Grade 4 between Pirdi and Jhiri, about
14km downstream.

Practicalities: The longest ride takes about an hour and 20 min-
utes, but there’s no rafting during the monsoon from July to Au-
gust and few trips run in the depths of winter. Agents in Manali
and along the Kullu Valley - as well as at the take-out point at
Jhiri - offer daily rafting trips in season, so don some safety gear
and take the plunge. You’ll get soaked with plenty of icy mountain

water but you’ll be too thrilled to complain, and there are chang-
ing rooms at Jhiri.

Driving off the map in Himachal Pradesh
You’ll need to get off the highway, and sometimes even off the

road entirely, to properly explore Lahaul and Spiti. These linked
valley systems north of Manali are staging posts on the journey
north to Ladakh, but a detour east into Spiti will take you into a
rugged moonscape whose drama is its sheer starkness. As green
valleys give way to exposed rock, the road becomes little more

than a dirt track, crossing stream beds lined with rough boulders.
You’ll pass only the merest traces of civilization for long stretches
either side of the tiny district capital, Kaza.

Practicalities: This is a popular trip for rally drivers - and
would-be rally drivers - but few overseas visitors rent a car to
self-drive in India. Fortunately, the trip is just as thrilling if some-
one else is at the wheel. Jeep operators in Manali and Keylong
have plenty of experience of running trips through the Spiti Valley
and on to Kinnaur in eastern Himachal Pradesh. (www.lonely-
planet.com) 
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ACROSS
1. An accountant certified by the state.
4. Make small or insignificant.
12. A Turkish unit of weight equal to about

2.75 pounds.
15. An accidental happening.
16. Any of various fragrant aromatic herbs

of the genus Origanum used as season-
ings.

17. A sudden abrupt pull.
18. The compass point that is one point

south of due east.
19. The 12th letter of the Hebrew alphabet.
20. Any of a class of organic compounds

that contain the divalent radical -CON-
HCO-.

22. The basic unit of money in Nigeria.
24. A round shape formed by a series of

concentric circles.
26. A metric unit of volume or capacity

equal to 10 liters.
28. Someone who works (or provides

workers) during a strike.
30. Low stingless nettle of Central and

South America having velvety brown-
ish-green toothed leaves and clusters
of small green flowers.

34. A constitutional monarchy in south-
eastern Asia on Borneo and the Malay
Peninsula.

38. A state in southeastern United States.
39. The biblical name for ancient Syria.
40. Angular distance above the horizon

(especially of a celestial object).
41. An alloy of copper and zinc (and some-

times arsenic) used to imitate gold in
cheap jewelry and for gilding.

44. A three-dimensional shape with six
square or rectangular sides.

45. A silvery ductile metallic element found
primarily in bauxite.

46. In bed.
49. A workplace for the conduct of scien-

tific research.
50. Spiritual leader of a Jewish congrega-

tion.
53. A small cake leavened with yeast.
54. A city in southern Turkey on the Sey-

han River.
56. (Akkadian) God of wisdom.
58. Being one more than one hundred.
59. An associate degree in nursing.
60. Little known Kamarupan languages.
64. Located in a plane that is parallel to the

central plane of the sagittal suture.
68. A heavy odorless colorless gas formed

during respiration and by the decom-
position of organic substances.

69. Title for a civil or military leader (espe-
cially in Turkey).

72. The rate at which red blood cells settle
out in a tube of blood under standard-
ized conditions.

73. State in northeastern India.
75. A city in western Germany near the

Dutch and Belgian borders.
77. A constellation in the southern hemi-

sphere near Telescopium and Norma.
78. Water falling in drops from vapor con-

densed in the atmosphere.
80. The products of human creativity.
81. A coenzyme derived from the B vitamin

nicotinic acid.
82. Red Asian weaverbirds often kept as

cage birds.
83. The compass point that is one point

east (clockwise) of due north.

Crossword 2181
DOWN

1. Wild goose having white adult plumage.
2. A metabolic acid found in yeast and liver

cells.
3. Of or relating an apse.
4. Designating a solution containing 1 mole

of solute per 1000 grams of solvent.
5. A self-funded retirement plan that al-

lows you to contribute a limited yearly
sum toward your retirement.

6. Game in which matchsticks are arranged
in rows and players alternately remove
one or more of them.

7. One of the five major classes of im-
munoglobulins.

8. Characterized by undue haste and lack
of thought or deliberation.

9. Without compunction or human feeling.
10. (Sumerian) Evil storm god represented

as a black bird.
11. Tropical African herbs.
12. Of or relating to near the ear.
13. Either of two spiral-horned antelopes

of the African bush.
14. American novelist (1909-1955).
21. A member of the Algonquian people

formerly inhabiting the Maritime
Provinces of Canada.

23. The capital of Morocco.
25. Farm consisting of a large tract of land

along with facilities needed to raise
livestock (especially cattle).

27. The branch of computer science that
deal with writing computer programs
that can solve problems creatively.

29. South African plant widely cultivated
for its showy pure white spathe and
yellow spadix.

31. A Dravidian language closely related to
Tamil that is spoken in a hilly section of
southwestern India.

32. A small tent used as a dressing room
beside the sea or a swimming pool.

33. Pertaining to or resembling amoebae.
35. United States baseball player (born

1925).
36. Before noon.
37. A region of Malaysia in northeastern

Borneo.
42. A very young child (birth to 1 year)

who has not yet begun to walk or talk.
43. Cubes of meat marinated and cooked

on a skewer usually with vegetables.
47. An informal term for a father.
48. Small European freshwater fish with a

slender bluish-green body.
51. Capital and largest city of Yugoslavia.
52. Capital city of the Apulia region on the

Adriatic coast.
55. English theoretical physicist who ap-

plied relativity theory to quantum me-
chanics and predicted the existence of
antimatter and the positron (1902-
1984).

57. The part of a ship's equipment or
cargo that is thrown overboard to
lighten the load in a storm.

61. An oil port in southern Iraq.
62. Sluggish tailless Australian arboreal

marsupial with gray furry ears and
coat.

63. The ninth month of the Hindu calendar.
65. A village in eastern Ireland (northwest

of Dublin).
66. The largest continent with 60% of the

earth's population.
67. Relating to or characteristic of or oc-

curring on land.
70. A plant lacking a permanent woody

stem.
71. (prefix) In front of or before in space.
74. A master's degree in fine arts.
76. Angular distance above the horizon

(especially of a celestial object).
79. The eleventh month of the civil year.
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00:25   Back In The Day   
02:30   Friday The 13th Part IV: The
Final Chapter   
04:05   The Space Between Us   
06:05   The Fast And The Fierce   
07:35   Boone: The Bounty Hunter   
09:05   The Space Between Us   
11:05   The Fast And The Fierce   
12:45   Boone: The Bounty Hunter   
14:15   Mine   
16:05   Tombstone   
18:20   Dante’s Peak   
20:10   Max Payne   
22:00   Bad Boys II       

00:45   North Woods Law   
01:40   I’m Alive   
02:35   Baby Panda’s First Year   
03:25   Into Alaska   
04:15   North Woods Law   
05:02   Wildest Islands   
05:49   Pit Bulls & Parolees   
06:36   Animal Airport   
07:25   Whale Wars   
08:15   Animal Cops Houston   
09:10   Into Alaska   
10:05   North Woods Law   
11:00   Wildest Islands   
11:55   Pit Bulls & Parolees   
12:50   Baby Panda’s First Year   
13:45   The Vet Life   
14:40   Extinct Or Alive   
15:35   I’m Alive   
16:30   Whale Wars   
17:25   Animal Cops Houston   
18:20   Earthquake: Panda Rescue   
19:15   Hanging With The Hender-
sons   
20:10   Extinct Or Alive   
21:05   Wildest Islands   
22:00   I’m Alive   
22:55   Pit Bulls & Parolees   
23:50   Hanging With The Hender-
sons      

00:15   EastEnders   
00:50   The Split   
01:45   Holby City   
02:40   Bad Move   
03:05   Mum   
03:35   Agatha Raisin   
04:20   Father Brown   
05:05   Death In Paradise   
06:00   Doctors   
06:30   EastEnders   
07:00   Last Tango In Halifax   
07:55   Call The Midwife: Christmas
Special 2016   
08:45   Death In Paradise   
09:40   Father Brown   
10:30   Bad Move   
10:55   Doctors   
11:25   EastEnders   
12:00   Holby City   
12:55   Casualty   
13:50   Death In Paradise   
14:45   Father Brown   
15:35   Bad Move   
16:00   Doctors      
18:30   The Coroner   
20:10   The Split   
21:05   The Level   
21:55   The Cry   
22:55   Shakespeare & Hathaway:
Private Investigators   
23:45   Doctors     

00:00   Kingpin   
01:55   I Didn’t Do It   
02:50   Nightmare In Suburbia   
03:45   Cults And Extreme Belief    
06:00   Homicide Hunter   
07:00   Police Patrol   
07:20   The First 48   
08:05   Homicide: Hours To Kill   
08:50   Homicide Hunter   
09:35   Secrets Of The Morgue   

10:30   Evil Up Close   
11:25   The First 48   
12:20   Leah Remini: Scientology
And The Aftermath   
13:15   Police Patrol   
14:10   It Takes A Killer    
15:05   Homicide Hunter   
16:00   Nightmare In Suburbia   
17:00   Crimes That Shook Britain     
20:00   Homicide Hunter   
21:00   Police Patrol   
21:30   Pd Cam   
22:00   It Takes A Killer   
23:00   Homicide Squad: Atlanta       

00:25   Comedy Central Presents
Comedy 3alwagef   
00:55   Inside Amy Schumer   
01:15   Broad City   
01:40   Martha And Snoop Potluck
Dinner Party   
02:05   Takeshis Castle Thailand   
02:30   The Daily Show With Trevor
Noah   
03:00   Inside Amy Schumer    
03:45   Are We There Yet?   
04:10   Comedy Central Presents
Comedy 3alwagef   
04:40   Impractical Jokers   
05:00   Are We There Yet?    
07:05   Lip Sync Battle    
07:55   Ridiculousness Arabia   
08:20   Takeshis Castle Thailand   
08:45   Comedy Central Presents
Comedy 3alwagef   
09:45   Comedy Central Presents:
Menna W FINA   
10:15   Friends      
12:25   Real Husbands Of Holly-
wood   
14:35   Disaster Date   
15:50   Friends    
18:00   Impractical Jokers   
19:30   Ridiculousness Arabia   
20:00   Takeshis Castle Thailand   
20:30   Comedy Central Presents
Comedy 3alwagef   
21:30   Comedy Central Presents:
Menna W FINA   
22:00   The Daily Show With Trevor
Noah   
22:30   The Half Hour     
23:30   Important Things With
Demitri Martin   
23:55   The Daily Show With Trevor
Noah      

00:30   Space Dealers   
01:20   America’s Cutest Pets   
02:10   Bad Dog   
03:00   Ultimate Survival   
03:50   How It’s Made   
04:40   Weather Gone Viral   
05:30   Space Dealers   
06:20   Cliptastic   
07:00   Mysteries At The Museum   
07:50   Ultimate Survival   
08:40   How It’s Made   
09:30   Cliptastic   
10:20   America’s Cutest Pets   
11:10   Bad Dog   
12:00   Mysteries At The Museum   
12:50   Weather Gone Viral   
13:40   Space Dealers   
14:30   How It’s Made   
15:20   Cliptastic   
15:45   Kids Do The Craziest Things   
16:10   Xtreme Waterparks   
17:00   America’s Cutest Pets   
17:50   Bad Dog   
18:40   The Carbonaro Effect   
19:30   Tricks On The Streets   
20:20   The Carbonaro Effect   
21:10   Ultimate Survival   
22:00   How It’s Made   
22:50   Xtreme Waterparks   
23:15   Xtreme Waterparks   
23:40   Tricks On The Streets       

00:00   People Magazine Investi-
gates   
01:00   Murder Chose Me   
02:00   What Lies Beneath   
03:00   Body Cam   

03:45   People Magazine Investi-
gates   
04:30   American Monster    
06:10   The Perfect Murder   
07:00   Disappeared   
07:55   Southern Fried Homicide   
08:50   The Perfect Murder   
09:45   Swamp Murders   
10:40   Murder Comes To Town    
12:30   Deadly Affairs   
13:25   Deadly Affairs   
14:20   Disappeared   
15:15   The 1980s: The Deadliest
Decade   
16:10   Swamp Murders   
17:05   American Monster    
19:00   I Almost Got Away With It   
20:00   The 1980s: The Deadliest
Decade   
21:00   Obsession: Dark Desires   
22:00   Grave Mysteries   
23:00   Heart Of Darkness        

00:00   Alex & Co.     
00:50   Evermoor Chronicles     
01:40   Alex & Co.   
02:05   Binny And The Ghost      
02:55   Hank Zipzer   
03:45   Alex & Co.     
04:35   Violetta   
05:25   Binny And The Ghost   
05:45   Disney Mickey Mouse   
05:50   Rolling With The Ronks   
06:00   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir   
06:25   Raven’s Home   
06:50   Tsum Tsum Shorts   
06:55   101 Dalmatian Street   
07:10   Hotel Transylvania: The Se-
ries   
07:20   Shake It Up   
07:45   K.C. Undercover   
08:10   Bizaardvark   
08:35   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir    
09:25   Tangled: The Series   
10:15   Bizaardvark     
11:05   Liv And Maddie   
11:55   K.C. Undercover   
12:45   Tangled: The Series   
13:10   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir   
14:00   101 Dalmatian Street   
14:15   Shake It Up   
14:40   K.C. Undercover   
15:05   Disney Mickey Mouse   
15:10   A.N.T. Farm   
15:35   Penny On M.A.R.S   
16:00   101 Dalmatian Street   
16:25   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir   
16:50   Raven’s Home   
17:15   Stuck In The Middle   
17:40   Bizaardvark   
18:05   K.C. Undercover   
18:30   Bunk’d   
18:55   Descendants Wicked World   
19:00   Raven’s Home   
19:25   Liv And Maddie   
19:50   K.C. Undercover   
20:15   Disney Mickey Mouse   
20:20   A.N.T. Farm   
20:45   Bizaardvark   
21:10   Tangled: The Series   
21:35   Stuck In The Middle   
22:00   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir   
22:25   Miraculous Tales Of Ladybug
& Cat Noir   
22:50   Lolirock   
23:10   Evermoor Chronicles   
23:35   Binny And The Ghost       

00:00   Zou   
00:30   Henry Hugglemonster    
01:20   The Hive   
01:40   Zou     
02:25   The Hive    
02:45   Henry Hugglemonster     
03:35   The Hive   
03:45   PJ Masks      
04:55   Minnie’s Bow-Toons   
05:00   Disney Muppet Babies   
05:20   Paprika    
05:40   PJ Masks   
06:00   Mickey And The Roadster

Racers   
06:15   Puppy Dog Pals   
06:30   Vampirina   
06:45   Fancy Nancy   
07:00   Sofia The First   
07:30   Elena Of Avalor   
08:00   PJ Masks     
09:00   Doc McStuffins    
10:00   Vampirina      
11:00   Mickey Mouse Clubhouse
Road Rally   
12:00   PJ Masks   
12:40   Doc McStuffins   
13:40   Vampirina    
14:30   Elena Of Avalor   
15:00   Puppy Dog Pals   
15:25   Doc McStuffins Shorts   
15:30   Mickey And The Roadster
Racers   
16:00   Fancy Nancy   
16:30   Vampirina   
17:00   PJ Masks   
17:30   The Lion Guard   
18:00   Sofia The First   
18:25   Doc McStuffins Shorts   
18:30   Elena Of Avalor   
19:00   Puppy Dog Pals   
19:30   Mickey And The Roadster
Racers   
20:00   Fancy Nancy   
20:30   Vampirina   
21:00   PJ Masks   
21:30   The Lion Guard   
22:00   Sofia The First   
22:25   Doc McStuffins Shorts   
22:30   Henry Hugglemonster   
23:00   PJ Masks   
23:50   The Hive       

00:15   Dual Survival   
01:05   Impossible Engineering   
01:50   Mythbusters Jr.   
02:35   What On Earth?   
03:20   Fast N’ Loud   
04:50   How Do They Do It?     
05:35   Property Wars   
06:00   Storage Hunters UK   
06:20   Property Wars   
06:45   Dual Survival   
07:35   Deadliest Catch   
08:20   Gold Rush   
09:10   Alaska: The Last Frontier   
09:55   Alaskan Bush People   
10:45   How Do They Do It?     
11:30   Fast N’ Loud    
13:05   Storage Hunters UK   
13:30   Property Wars   
13:55   Alaskan Bush People   
14:40   Railroad Australia   
15:30   Virus: Invisible Killers   
16:15   Street Outlaws: No Prep
Kings   
17:05   Alaska: The Last Frontier   
17:50   Gold Rush   
18:40   How Do They Do It?     
19:25   Fast N’ Loud   
21:00   American Chopper   
21:50   Street Outlaws: No Prep
Kings   
23:30   Deadliest Catch: The Bait       

00:15   Randy Cunningham: 9th
Grade Ninja   
00:35   Boyster   
01:25   Counterfeit Cat   
02:10   Randy Cunningham: 9th
Grade Ninja    
03:00   Boyster     
03:50   Dude That’s My Ghost   
04:40   Counterfeit Cat   
05:00   Randy Cunningham: 9th
Grade Ninja   
06:00   Marvel’s Spider-Man   
06:29   Marvel’s Avengers: Secret
Wars   
07:00   Phineas And Ferb     
08:00   Gravity Falls    
09:00   Lab Rats    
10:00   Mighty Med   
11:00   Kickin’ It   
12:00   Lab Rats     
13:00   Mighty Med   
14:00   Kickin’ It   
15:00   Marvel’s Spider-Man   
15:29   Supa Strikas   

16:00   Big City Greens   
16:29   Star vs The Forces Of Evil   
17:00   Milo Murphy’s Law   
17:29   DuckTales   
18:00   Phineas And Ferb    
19:00   Lab Rats   
20:00   Big City Greens   
20:29   Supa Strikas   
21:29   Star Wars Resistance   
22:00   Milo Murphy’s Law   
23:00   Dude That’s My Ghost   
23:50   Randy Cunningham: 9th
Grade Ninja     

00:00   Botched   
02:00   E! News   
03:00   Hollywood Medium With
Tyler Henry   
04:00   Keeping Up With The Kar-
dashians     
08:00   E! News: Daily Pop   
08:55   Botched   
11:40   E! News   
12:35   Very Cavallari     
15:20   E! News: Daily Pop   
16:15   Botched     
19:00   E! News   
20:00   Botched    
22:00   Hollywood Medium With
Tyler Henry   
23:00   Botched       

00:10   Masterpiece With Alan Titch-
marsh   
01:00   Emmerdale   
01:30   Coronation Street   
02:30   Dinner Date   
03:25   The Jonathan Ross Show   
04:20   One Night With My Ex   
05:15   Masterpiece With Alan Titch-
marsh   
06:15   Who’s Doing The Dishes?   
07:10   Dinner Date   
08:05   The Jonathan Ross Show   
09:00   One Night With My Ex   
09:55   Masterpiece With Alan Titch-
marsh   
10:55   Who’s Doing The Dishes?   
11:50   Dinner Date   
12:45   Emmerdale      
13:45   Coronation Street   
14:15   Who’s Doing The Dishes?   
15:10   Dinner Date   
16:00   Dancing On Ice   
17:50   Masterpiece With Alan Titch-
marsh   
18:50   Emmerdale   
19:45   Coronation Street   
20:10   Dinner Date   
21:00   Dancing On Ice   
22:50   Emmerdale    
23:40   Coronation Street   

00:15   Ancient Aliens   
01:00   Ancient Discoveries   
01:45   Cities Of The Underworld   
02:30   UFO Files   
03:15   Ancient Aliens   
04:00   The Universe: Ancient Mys-
teries Solved   
04:45   What Really Happened   
05:30   Brad Meltzer’s Decoded   
06:15   Ancient Aliens   
07:00   Ancient Discoveries   
07:45   Cities Of The Underworld   
08:30   UFO Files   
09:15   Ancient Aliens   
10:00   The Universe: Ancient Mys-
teries Solved   
10:45   What Really Happened   
11:30   Brad Meltzer’s Decoded   
12:15   Ancient Aliens   
13:00   Ancient Discoveries   
13:45   Cities Of The Underworld   
14:30   UFO Files   
15:15   Ancient Aliens   
16:00   The Universe: Ancient Mys-
teries Solved   
16:45   What Really Happened   
17:30   Brad Meltzer’s Decoded   
18:15   Ancient Aliens   
19:00   Ancient Discoveries   
19:45   Cities Of The Underworld   
20:30   UFO Files   

21:15   Ancient Aliens   
22:00   Stan Lee’s Superhumans   
22:45   The Lost Evidence   
23:30   Brad Meltzer’s Decoded       

00:20   Swamp People   
01:05   Pawn Stars   
01:25   Pawn Stars   
01:50   American Pickers   
02:35   Storage Wars   
03:00   Storage Wars   
03:25   The Zodiac Killer: Case
Closed?   
04:15   River Hunters   
05:05   Forged In Fire   
06:00   Counting Cars      
06:45   Swamp People   
07:30   Pawn Stars   
08:15   American Pickers   
09:00   Storage Wars    
09:45   River Hunters   
10:30   Forged In Fire   
11:15   Counting Cars     
12:00   Swamp People   
12:45   Ice Road Truckers      
15:00   Counting Cars     
16:30   Ultimate Wheels   
17:15   Road Hauks   
18:45   Detroit Steel   
19:30   WW2 Treasure Hunters   
21:00   Who Killed Tupac?   
22:40   The Warfighters   
23:30   Road Hauks     

00:45   The Food Files   
01:10   A Is For Apple     
02:35   World’s Best Beaches   
03:30   Fish Tank Kings   
04:25   Route Awakening   
04:50   David Rocco’s Dolce Vita     
06:15   Poh & Co.   
07:10   A Is For Apple   
08:05   World’s Best Beaches   
09:00   Fish Tank Kings   
09:55   Route Awakening   
10:20   David Rocco’s Dolce Vita   
11:45   Poh & Co.   
12:40   A Is For Apple   
13:05   A Is For Apple   
13:35   World’s Best Beaches   
14:30   Fish Tank Kings   
15:25   David Rocco’s Dolce Vita    
16:20   George Clarke’s Amazing
Spaces   
17:15   Poh & Co.    
18:10   Celebrity Chef: East vs West   
18:35   48 Hrs Destination   
19:05   World’s Best Beaches   
20:00   Fish Tank Kings   
21:00   David Rocco’s Dolce Vita   
22:00   George Clarke’s Amazing
Spaces   
22:55   Poh & Co.    
23:50   Celebrity Chef: East vs West     

00:10   Nazi Megastructures: Amer-
ica’s War   
01:00   I Wouldn’t Go In There   
02:00   To Catch A Smuggler   
03:00   Going Deep With David
Rees   
03:30   Going Deep With David
Rees   
04:00   Nazi Megastructures: Amer-
ica’s War   
05:00   Ultimate Survival Alaska   
06:00   4 Babies A Second   
07:00   How To Win At Everything      
08:00   Surgery Ship   
09:00   Mine Kings   
10:00   Hard Time: Locked Up   
11:00   Explorer   
12:00   Lost Treasures Of Egypt   
13:00   4 Babies A Second   
14:00   Surgery Ship   
15:00   How To Win At Everything      
16:00   Explorer   
17:00   Lost Treasures Of Egypt   
18:00   Hard Time: Locked Up   
19:00   How To Win At Everything      
20:00   Explorer   
20:50   Lost Treasures Of Egypt   
21:40   Hard Time: Locked Up   
22:30   How To Win At Everything   
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Afghanistan 0093
Albania 00355
Algeria 00213
Andorra 00376
Angola 00244
Anguilla 001264
Antiga 001268
Argentina 0054
Armenia 00374
Australia 0061
Austria 0043
Bahamas 001242
Bahrain 00973
Bangladesh 00880
Barbados 001246
Belarus 00375
Belgium 0032
Belize 00501
Benin 00229
Bermuda 001441
Bhutan 00975
Bolivia 00591
Bosnia 00387
Botswana 00267
Brazil 0055
Brunei 00673
Bulgaria 00359
Burkina 00226
Burundi 00257
Cambodia 00855
Cameroon 00237
Canada 001
Cape Verde 00238
Cayman Islands 001345
Central African Republic 00236
Chad 00235
Chile 0056
China 0086
Colombia 0057
Comoros 00269
Congo 00242
Cook Islands 00682
Costa Rica 00506
Croatia 00385
Cuba 0053
Cyprus 00357
Cyprus (Northern) 0090392
Czech Republic 00420
Denmark 0045
Diego Garcia 00246
Djibouti 00253
Dominica 001767
Dominican Republic 001809
Ecuador 00593
Egypt 0020
El Salvador 00503
England (UK) 0044
Equatorial Guinea 00240
Eritrea 00291
Estonia 00372
Ethiopia 00251
Falkland Islands 00500
Faroe Islands 00298
Fiji 00679
Finland 00358
France 0033
French Guiana 00594
French Polynesia 00689
Gabon 00241
Gambia 00220
Georgia 00995
Germany 0049
Ghana 00233
Gibraltar 00350
Greece 0030
Greenland 00299
Grenada 001473
Guadeloupe 00590
Guam 001671
Guatemala 00502
Guinea 00224
Guyana 00592
Haiti 00509
Holland (Netherlands) 0031
Honduras 00504
Hong Kong 00852
Hungary 0036
Ibiza (Spain) 0034
Iceland 00354
India 0091
Indian Ocean 00873
Indonesia 0062
Iran 0098
Iraq 00964
Ireland 00353
Italy 0039
Ivory Coast 00225
Jamaica 001876
Japan 0081

Jordan 00962
Kazakhstan 007
Kenya 00254
Kiribati 00686
Kuwait 00965
Kyrgyzstan 00996
Laos 00856
Latvia 00371
Lebanon 00961
Liberia 00231
Libya 00218
Lithuania 00370
Luxembourg 00352
Macau 00853
Macedonia 00389
Madagascar 00261
Majorca 0034
Malawi 00265
Malaysia 0060
Maldives 00960
Mali 00223
Malta 00356
Marshall Islands 00692
Martinique 00596
Mauritania 00222
Mauritius 00230
Mayotte 00269
Mexico 0052
Micronesia 00691
Moldova 00373
Monaco 00377
Mongolia 00976
Montserrat 001664
Morocco 00212
Mozambique 00258
Myanmar (Burma) 0095
Namibia 00264
Nepal 00977
Netherlands (Holland) 0031
Netherlands Antilles 00599
New Caledonia 00687
New Zealand 0064
Nicaragua 00505
Nigar 00227
Nigeria 00234
Niue 00683
Norfolk Island 00672
Northern Ireland (UK) 0044
North Korea 00850
Norway 0047
Oman 00968
Pakistan 0092
Palau 00680
Panama 00507
Papua New Guinea 00675
Paraguay 00595
Peru 0051
Philippines 0063
Poland 0048
Portugal 00351
Puerto Rico 001787
Qatar 00974
Romania 0040
Russian Federation 007
Rwanda 00250
Saint Helena 00290
Saint Kitts 001869
Saint Lucia 001758
Saint Pierre 00508
Saint Vincent 001784
Samoa US 00684
Samoa West 00685
San Marino 00378
Sao Tone 00239
Saudi Arabia 00966
Scotland (UK) 0044
Senegal 00221
Seychelles 00284
Sierra Leone 00232
Singapore 0065
Slovakia 00421
Slovenia 00386
Solomon Islands 00677
Somalia 00252
South Africa 0027
South Korea 0082
Spain 0034
Sri Lanka 0094
Sudan 00249
Suriname 00597
Swaziland 00268
Sweden 0046
Switzerland 0041
Syria 00963
Taiwan 00886
Tanzania 00255
Thailand 0066
Toga 00228
Tonga 00676

You don’t appreciate someone you care for being secretive
with you today. This could be someone at work whom you’ve be-
friended and now you feel that person is going behind your back. Let
it go. They’re in control when you’re worrying about something they’ve
done. This is a time to use your imagination and to be creative. You
have both and can use them logically. This makes work more interest-
ing and better for you and all involved. If you have a mate, this is the
time to discuss pressing events you want to resolve, Aries. Make the
most of this wonderful day. 

Aries (March 21-April 19)

This isn’t your best day but you can make the best of this
day if you know how to approach it. Stay away from long-winded con-
versations at work that need explicit detail. Try to work alone on items
that come by rote such as filing or doing something you do daily that
doesn’t take much thought. Only include people you trust explicitly to
spend time with you today, Taurus. That should keep you between the
yellow lines on the work road. You’re not quite up to par and you feel
it. Take it easy and enjoy tonight with loved ones. 

Taurus (April 20-May 20)

Accomplishment needs to be acknowledged for you now.
That’s what you’re working towards. You want to be seen as just the
right person for just the right job whether its at home or work. Intel-
ligence rules your day now and makes you feel proud. Communication
may not be your best friend right now but working alone and finishing
the job is. In the same vein though management is one of your strong
suits today. Treat your love life like the job but without you trying to
control the one you love, Gemini. You’ll get a nice surprise tonight. 

Gemini (May 21-June 20)

This day is a great time to make the hard decisions. You’re
mentally acute, able to think quickly and concisely. You also have just
the right amount of sympathy and understanding it takes to be a per-
son who can help another through any trouble, emotional or otherwise.
See, you’re the whole package. You need to be appreciated too, Can-
cer, and you are even when you don’t think so. Work mates are glad
you’re in the mood to stand up for your work decisions because it
makes work run smoother for them. Take time for family and friends
later tonight. 

Cancer (June 21-July 22)

You may become too aggressive for those at work because
your energy level is over the top. Besides you’re thinking of what you
want to accomplish through this plentiful energetic time. A younger
worker may give you issues when he or she disagrees with you on
something that should be your decision to make. This person could be
trying to make a name for themselves. There is no advice you’ll take
now. Just try to be cool since you’re already frustrated, Leo. Keeping
your mind on the issues is hard enough now. 

Leo (July 23-August 22)

Don’t allow yourself to backslide on your values. You want
to keep them the same even if it appears, you’ll be penalized for it.
Today is the time to go out for that new job. Get your confidence up
and make the appointment to see your new boss. Don’t try to appear
too independent though. That might not be the right step now. Your
lover and others for whom you care can help you make this a happy,
celebratory time. Allow it and believe. 

Virgo (August 23-September 22)

Items you put into effect today might be changed tomor-
row or the next day. Though you’re working and have a fast-paced
mind, it’s hard to decide what you really need to do. You’re on your
own today. Friends and family seem to be in the woodwork without re-
ally getting close to you now. It seems you’re taking time off from those
you love to day dream and think without the hindrance of others needs.
Even though you’re in this mood you still have one special person that
you really appreciate. That person may compliment you on some as-
pect of your life while you shake your head wondering why. 

Libra (September 23-October 22)

Work hard. What you want is in the making in the material
sense. You’ve started already and you should have fulfillment soon.
This seems to be something you want badly now. You seem like a
mother bird who has to build her nest before she can have her babies.
Deep inside you need security in order to feel as if you’ve matured
and gotten what you really crave. Love is what you want and if you
don’t have it now, you’re surely putting out the vibes to bring it to you. 

Scorpio (October 23-November 21)

You have a lot of nervous energy that you can lavish on a
lover or a child. Romance is an outlet that you need now to keep your
lid on well. It helps dissipate that edgy energy you’re feeling. You’re
coming into a creative phase right now that can help you but don’t
make major decisions at this time. Get a hobby that you like. Watch
out for that hobby if you decide your favorite pastime is making vodka
martinis. That could be a sign you need to get another favorite activity. 

Someone in authority or a person you’ve partnered with
may have you rethinking the working relationship today. You may not
appreciate their lackadaisical approach to work wherein they don’t
mind telling a small untruth in order to get their way. That’s not your
way of doing business and you don’t expect another to use you to do
anything dishonest. This causes you to look your life over especially
where work is concerned when it’s work involving this person. You
may think about finding another field of endeavor without this person
around. 

Sagittarius (November 22-December 21)

Capricorn (December 22-January 19)

You’re in a rare good mood. You find yourself appreciating
and really looking at someone who is older and an authority figure. Be
careful here. Don’t love too much or you could find yourself in more
hot water than you need for cleaning. An easy manner in conversing
with others helps you get your point across today, Pisces. A good
friend might show you just how good he or she is today by standing
up for you when it’s least expected. You may hear about it from an-
other. That’s the best kind of friend to have. This is really a good day
to celebrate being who you are.

Pisces (February 19-March 20)

Yesterday’s news has you working even harder, expanding the
manner in which you’re doing things at work and even giving those work
lectures you used to hate. You call together a group of workers just so you
can get down to the psychological aspects of the project your working
with now. Getting ideas from others in your group helps you to see how
to use the conservative approach to make this job work great for you and
your work group, Aquarius. Of course, others see you as just the right per-
son for the job and that goes to your need for respect from those with
whom you work. Relish this time and celebrate the small stuff later tonight. 

Aquarius (January 20- February 18)

Country Codes
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OXFORD, England: When Nepal suffered dev-
astating twin earthquakes in 2015 that killed
nearly 9,000 people, the government provided
help for families whose homes had collapsed to
rebuild. But tens of thousands of others with
damaged homes that were still standing faced a
tougher decision: Was it safe to make repairs? Or
were they better off building a new, often smaller
home at their own cost?

Artificial intelligence (AI), it turned out, could
help, said Elizabeth Hausler, a US-based engineer
and builder who works on creating affordable,
disaster-resilient housing.

In Nepal, many homes are variations on a
standard design - rectangular, multi-storey and
with similar windows, she said. “We realised the
buildings aren’t that unique,” she told the Skoll
World Forum on Social Entrepreneurship in
Oxford this week. Using photos and other data
collected on a wide range of Nepalese homes,

Hausler and others were able to train computers
to analyse photos of quake-hit buildings and
then suggest whether they could be repaired
safely and cost-effectively. Property owners
could download an app created by Hausler’s
team, upload photos of the home in question,
and get back a machine-assisted assessment of
the best plan for them, said the founder of Build
Change, a Denver-based organization that aims
to reduce losses from home and school collaps-
es in disasters.

The technology avoided the costs and long
delays of having assessment teams visit each
home, and helped people rebuild faster and more
securely, Hausler said. It is now being used in oth-
er countries, including Colombia.

In disaster zones, AI-assisted efforts can help
builders get back to work faster, spurring eco-
nomic recovery, she added. AI is being used to
help solve a wide range of persistent problems,

but its growing application presents a range of
risks - including to human rights, as technology
like facial tracking becomes widespread, experts
told the Skoll forum. Amnesty International, for
instance, is lobbying for a human rights frame-
work for the use of AI, said Tanya O’Carroll,
director of Amnesty Tech. Meanwhile, it is also
piloting the use of AI in human rights monitoring,
including by training computers to identify
attacks on villages in Sudan’s Darfur region from
satellite images and monitoring media to track
executions worldwide, she said.

Babusi Nyoni, a Zimbabwean who calls him-
self an “artificial intelligence evangelist”, said AI
software that underlies a South African dance
app is also serving new purposes. The dance app
rates users on their skills in Vosho, a dance he
described as “infamous for unrealistic demands
on one’s knees and near superhuman strength”.
But the software’s ability to examine movement

via mobile phones can now provide early remote
diagnosis of Parkinson’s disease too, based on a
user’s posture, gait, arm movement and rigidity,
Nyoni said.

“We know from the dance app experiment
there is willingness to interact with new technolo-
gy as long as it’s relevant,” he said. In Africa,
mobile phones present “a new frontier for data
access”, with 80 percent of people using phones,
he added.

The continent’s general lack of data to under-
pin AI systems has fostered some remarkable cre-
ativity, Nyoni noted. Two years ago he began
working with the U.N. refugee agency (UNHCR)
on Project Jetson, aiming to predict movements of
displaced people in and around Somalia. But data
was so scarce they struggled to meet monthly
deadlines, with consequences on the ground such
as inadequate preparation of services for those
uprooted, he remembered. — Reuters

How AI helps out in natural calamities
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Established 1961 

112

Sabah Hospital                                                 24812000

Amiri Hospital                                                  22450005

Maternity Hospital                                         24843100

Mubarak Al-Kabir Hospital                        25312700

Chest Hospital                                               24849400

Farwaniya Hospital                                    24892010

Adan Hospital                                                23940620

-- Ibn Sina Hospital                                      24840300

Al-Razi Hospital                                            24846000

Physiotherapy Hospital                            24874330/9

Kaizen center 25716707

Rawda 22517733

Adaliya 22517144

Khaldiya 24848075

Kaifan 24849807

Shamiya 24848913

Shuwaikh 24814507

Abdullah Salem 22549134

Nuzha 22526804

Industrial Shuwaikh 24814764

Qadsiya 22515088

Dasmah 22532265

Bneid Al-Gar 22531908

Shaab 22518752

Qibla 22459381

Ayoun Al-Qibla 22451082

Mirqab 22456536

Sharq 22465401

Salmiya 25746401

CHANGE OF NAME

I, Alexander S/O Christudoss
Paul born on 30.07.1975 and per-
manent residential address -
No.61, Hitchins Road 2nd Cross,
St.Thomas Town, 2nd Cross,
Bangalore - 560084, have
changed my name to Alexander
Christudoss Paul. (C 5513)

I, Abhishek Anil Kumar Nair,
holder of Passport No. S2915570
issued at Cochin on 04/06/2018,
hereby declare that, my given

FOR SALE
Indian single owner, Jeep for
sale, 2014 model Ford Explorer,
black color, km run 74750, acci-
dent free, company maintained.
Contact No. 60602919. (C 5512)
7-4-2019

name is Abhishek Anil Kumar
and Surname is Nair. (C 5514)
11-4-2019
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KUWAIT: Fitch Ratings has affirmed Kuwait’s long-term foreign currency issuer default Rating (IDR) at ‘AA’ with a stable outlook. —KUNA

KUWAIT: Fitch Ratings has affirmed Kuwait’s long-term foreign cur-
rency issuer default Rating (IDR) at “AA” with a stable outlook.
Kuwait’s key credit strengths are its exceptionally strong fiscal and ex-
ternal metrics and, at around $60/bbl, one of the lowest fiscal
breakeven Brent oil prices among Fitch-rated oil exporters.

These strengths are tempered by Kuwait’s heavily oil-dependent
economy, geopolitical risk, weak indicators of governance and the
business environment. A generous welfare state and the large eco-
nomic role of the public sector present increasing challenges to public
finances, given the robust growth of the Kuwaiti population. “We es-
timate that the foreign assets of the Kuwait Investment Authority (KIA)
reached $561 billion or 394 percent of GDP in 2018, accounting for the
bulk of Kuwait’s sovereign net foreign asset position of 479 percent of
GDP (the highest of any Fitch-rated sovereign). Of the KIA total, the
Reserve Fund for Future Generations (RFFG) accounted for almost
$500 billion and has continued to increase, due to investment income
and the statutory annual transfer of 10 percent of government revenue.

Meanwhile, value of the General Reserve Fund (GRF), which holds
the accumulated government surpluses after transfers to RFFG, is es-
timated to have fallen for the fifth year in a row as the government
tapped the GRF for deficit financing and the repayment of domestic
maturities. “We expect the general government to post a surplus of
around KD 3.3 billion (7.9 percent of GDP) for the fiscal year ending
March 2019 (FY18/19), supported by another double-digit increase
in oil revenue.

According to the government’s usual reporting convention (not in-
cluding KIA investment income in revenue and treating the RFFG
transfer as expenditure), the deficit would be over KD 2.2 billion, which
roughly corresponds to the financing need. “We expect surpluses to
moderate in line with our baseline assumption that the Brent price will
average $65/bbl in 2019 and $62.5/bbl in 2020.” The government’s au-
thorization to issue debt has expired and it is unable to borrow, even
to refinance existing maturities, which currently have to be met out of
the GRF. As a result, general government debt fell to KD 7.4 billion
(around 17 percent of GDP) at the end of FY18/19, from KD 8.6 billion
in the preceding fiscal year.

Eurobonds
Kuwait’s existing eurobonds mature in 2022 and 2027. “We under-

stand that the debt law remains a legislative priority for the government
and assume that it will get passed in time to enable debt issuance during
FY19/20.” Tapping the RFFG would allow Kuwait to sustain current
spending levels for decades, but it would require parliamentary ap-
proval and “could be politically contentious.” 

“We estimate that the GRF could be depleted by 2021 in a hypo-
thetical scenario where the government is unable to pass a new debt
law, the RFFG transfer continues at the 10 percent level, there are no
investment returns and medium-term deficits remain at the level of
FY20/21. We estimate that Brent prices of over $80/bbl would have to
be sustained to eliminate the central government’s drawdown of the
GRF.” The government is “making little progress on its reform program
aimed at boosting its underlying fiscal position, improving the business
environment and boosting the role of the private sector as a provider
of jobs for a young and growing population of Kuwaiti nationals.”

It is focusing its efforts on regulatory and administrative measures
that do not require approval from parliament, which in turn is trying
to minimize the immediate costs to its constituents of reform. The
number of Kuwaiti nationals employed in the government rose by 5
percent in 2018, accounting for more than 80 percent of total Kuwaiti
employment.

The demographic and populist pressures facing the government
were highlighted by the parliament’s recent passage of a law that allows
Kuwaiti citizens to seek early retirement five years ahead of the official
retirement age (55 years for men and 50 years for women).

Early retirees will suffer a net 2 percent reduction in their pension,
with pension payments by the Public Institution for Social Security
(PIFSS) reduced by 5 percent but the government is agreeing to pay
3 percent to the retirees through the PIFSS. Official estimates put the
impact on the government budget at KD 20 million-KD 40 million per
year (less than 0.1 percent of GDP). It is unclear how this scheme will
affect the growing actuarial deficit of the PIFSS, the current size of
which is unknown but which was estimated at more than 20 percent
of GDP in 2013.

Real GDP
Real GDP rose by 1.3 percent in 2018, evenly split between the oil

and non-oil sectors. “We expect a similar growth rate in 2019, driven
by non-oil sector growth as the OPEC agreement and delays to re-
finery upgrades as part of the Clean Fuels Project (CFP) restrict oil
sector growth. In 2020, “we expect a pick-up in growth to 1.9 percent
with the completion of the CFP and the 615,000 bbl/day Al-Zour re-
finery. Upside risks to growth would be the end of the OPEC agree-
ment, currently constraining Kuwait’s production at 2.73 million
bbl/day (against capacity of around 3.15 million bbl/day), or a reso-
lution of the dispute with Saudi Arabia over the Neutral Zone oilfields
(which could mean a further 0.35 million bbl/day for Kuwait).

Fitch forecast non-oil growth of around 2.5 percent in 2019-2020
amid continued growth of government spending on wages and in-
vestment. The government’s draft budget proposal for FY19/20 in-
cludes additional capital expenditure commitments of around 2.5
percent of non-oil GDP, after a similar increase in actual capital
spending between FY17/18 and FY18/19. “We expect a slight pick-
up of private credit growth to 5 percent in 2019-2020, from around
4 percent in 2018 (mostly in the oil and retail sectors). The banking
sector would be well placed to extend more credit, being adequately
capitalized, liquid and profitable.” Relatively muted domestic growth
prospects have contributed to Kuwait’s track record of current ac-
count surpluses, stretching back more than two decades. As a result,
“we estimate that Kuwait’s net international investment position was
527 percent of GDP in 2018, exceeding the sovereign net foreign
asset position by around 50 percent of GDP. Kuwait’s bank and non-
bank private sectors are net external creditors and major investors
in the rest of the region, Fitch said, predicting that this trend would
continue, with Kuwait’s current account surplus averaging 10 percent
of GDP in 2019-2020 in our forecast, above projected fiscal sur-
pluses. Kuwait’s fiscal and external metrics are highly sensitive to
changes in oil prices and production. “We estimate that a $10/bbl in-
crease in the oil price above our baseline assumption would improve
Kuwait’s fiscal balance by 4-5 percent of GDP, with a slightly larger
effect on the current account. —KUNA

Fitch affirms Kuwait rating at ‘AA’ 
Outlook stable, key credit strengths exceptionally strong 

No Uber, no problem: Brazil app 
drives into Sao Paulo’s no-go zones

China producer inflation picks 
up for first time in 9 months 41



HSBC appoints
new regional
CEO for 
MENA, Turkey
KUWAIT: HSBC has appointed Martin Tricaud
as Chief Executive Officer for the Middle East,
North Africa and Turkey (MENAT) region, with
effect from 1 June, 2019, subject to regulatory
approval. 

Martin, who will also be Deputy Chairman of
HSBC Bank Middle East Limited, succeeds
Georges Elhedery whose appointment to lead
HSBC’s Global Markets division was previously
announced.

In his new role, Martin will move to Dubai
to lead HSBC’s next period of growth in
MENAT, a region that is home to some of the
world’s most ambitious economic transforma-
tion programs, fast-growing capital markets,
dynamic international trade hubs and vibrant,
tech-savvy consumer sectors, and two of what
HSBC describes as its ‘Scale Markets’ - the
eight locations worldwide that drive around 60
percent of Group revenues.

Martin moves to Dubai from Sydney where
he has been CEO of HSBC Australia since March
2017, leading the bank’s growth agenda there to
deepen market share and grow revenues across
Retail Banking and Wealth Management, Com-
mercial Banking, Global Banking and Markets
and Global Private Banking. 

Before Australia, Martin was President and
Chief Executive of HSBC Korea and, prior to
that, Global Head of Multinationals, Global
Banking and Markets, based in London. He
began his career in 1989 with Credit Commercial
de France (renamed HSBC France in 2000) and

has held a variety of senior roles within the
Group, with significant experience in the Middle
East. Martin was Regional Head of Corporate
and Institutional Banking for the Middle East
based in Dubai between 2004 and 2008, Senior
General Manager HSBC Egypt from 2001 to
2004, and CEO of Credit International d’Egypte
(a subsidiary of Credit Commercial de France)
from 2000 to 2001.

Commenting on the appointments, Samir
Assaf, CEO Global Banking and Markets, and
the HSBC Group executive with responsibility
for the MENAT region said: “I am delighted that
Martin will be leading the next stage of our
growth in MENAT. He brings a wealth of inter-
national experience to the role, including real
hands-on experience as a banker in the Middle
East. Martin inherits a high performing business
and a strong team from Georges, who has over-
seen a significant period of growth for the bank
in MENAT and I thank him for his contribution
and leadership as regional CEO since 2016.” 

B u s i n e s s Friday, April 12, 2019

Friday38

WASHINGTON: The United States is scrutinizing state-owned
Qatar Airways’ acquisition of a 49 percent stake in Air Italy, which
has been flying to US destinations since June in a move seen by
US lawmakers as flouting a deal not to add new flights to the do-
mestic market. Questioned repeatedly about the acquisition dur-
ing a US Senate hearing, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said
on Wednesday, “We’re looking very closely at this recent decision
by Qatar to take on 49 percent of this airline.” Both Republicans
and Democrats at the Senate Foreign Relations Committee hear-
ing said they were concerned that the deal with the Italian carrier
violated an agreement Qatar Airways reached with the United
States in early 2018.

“There are lots of consultations taking place,” Pompeo said. In
January, US and Qatari officials met to discuss civil aviation mat-
ters, the State Department said earlier this year. Since 2015 the
largest US carriers - Delta Air Lines , American Airlines Group
and United Airlines - have argued their Gulf rivals are being un-
fairly subsidized by their governments, distorting competition.

Gulf airlines have always denied those accusations and last
year the three major Middle Eastern carriers reached a voluntary
agreement, saying they would not add new flights to the United
States. However, Air Italy has been flying to New York and Miami

since June last year and was due to start serving San Francisco
and Los Angeles from this month and Chicago in May. Qatar Air-
ways acquired 49 percent of Italian airline Meridiana in 2017, re-
branded it Air Italy and transformed it into a carrier with five
announced non-stop US destinations from Milan.

Scott Reed, campaign manager for the Partnership for Open
& Fair Skies, a group representing the three largest US airlines
and aviation unions, said “the future of this industry - and the
jobs it supports - depend on the Trump administration holding
Qatar accountable for its trade-cheating actions.”

In December, 11 Republican senators wrote a letter to Pom-
peo suggesting the flights from Milan “were consistent with
Qatar Airways pattern of adding subsidized capacity in markets
where demand is already well served.” Reed said “there is bi-
partisan concern that Qatar Airways is violating last year’s
agreement with the United States - making its finances more
opaque instead of less and using Air Italy as a proxy to under-
mine the US airline industry.”

An aide to Senator Bob Menendez, the ranking Democrat on
the foreign relations committee, noted that January marked the
one-year anniversary of agreements between the United States
and Qatar on government subsidies to Qatar Airways.

In a side letter to the agreements, the Qatari govern-
ment indicated there was no intention to launch additional
flights from Qatar to US destinations but said some pas-
sengers would board flights in Europe before flying to US
destinations. — Reuters

Pompeo says US looking ‘very 
closely’ at Qatar-Air Italy deal 

Deal violates an agreement Qatar Airways reached in 2018: US

US Fed could 
go ‘in either 
direction’ on 
interest rates
WASHINGTON: Federal Reserve members
are split between optimism and caution, with
some saying an interest rate hike may be still
appropriate later this year but others believ-
ing they should stand pat, or even cut rates,
according to the minutes of last month’s policy
meeting Wednesday.

Rather than providing a clear course, pol-
icymakers signaled their path could “shift in
either direction”-raising the possibility of a
rate cut-though some central bankers felt
raising rates “modestly” later in 2019 could be
appropriate if the US economy continues its
current expansion.

The Fed has not cut the benchmark lending
rate in more than a decade, when it slashed
rates to zero during the global financial crisis,
but increased it four times last year, the final
time in December, before abruptly and clearly
calling a pause to any more hikes. Amid a
global economic slowdown and President
Donald Trump’s seemingly non-stop trade
confrontations with other major economies,
the mix of views showed policymakers see the
economy as healthy but liable to be knocked
off course.

The Fed’s caution came amid signs of a US
slowdown in the first quarter, due especially
to sagging consumption, as well as fears of
“significant negative effects” from trade ten-
sions and international developments such as
Brexit. They also cited “disappointing” news
on global growth and the fact that the US

economy had gotten less of a boost from fiscal
stimulus than they had previously anticipated.

Some policymakers also pointed to the
changes in the so-called yield curve-which
measures the spread between short- and
longer-term Treasury bond rates-saying it
“could portend economic weakening.”

High debt, weak spending 
While noting that inflation remained tame,

Fed officials pointed to the high level of in-
debtedness among US corporations as an
economic hazard. But most believed weakness
in consumer spending-a central driver of the
US economy-would not last “beyond the first
quarter.”

Trump recently called on the central bank
to cut rates, continuing his unabated jawbon-
ing of the central bank, which he has attacked
as “crazy” and a threat to the US economy.

After raising rates four times in 2018, the
Fed last month slashed its forecast for the
number of rate increases expected this year
to zero. The pause has cheered markets and
the International Monetary Fund this week
cited it as one reason global economic growth
may show resilience into 2020.

But Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon Macro-
economics said the minutes showed the Fed
would not necessarily be “patient forever.”
“They are happy to be seen as ‘patient’ for
now, but they are cognizant of upside risks to
both growth and inflation,” he wrote in a note
to clients. Inflation has remained tame, even
amid record low unemployment, but econo-
mists say it could ignite if American wages
begin to accelerate.

Wall Street was largely unmoved by the
news, with the benchmark Dow Jones Indus-
trial Average eking out a small gain. The cen-
tral bank’s rate-setting Federal Open Market
Committee is due to hold its next two-day
meeting on April 30 and May 1. — AFPMartin Tricaud
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WASINGTON: CEOs of giant US banks were grilled Wednes-
day on their swelling pay packages, commitment to diversity and
other hot-button issues in the industry’s biggest congressional
once-over since the financial crisis.

Representative Maxine Waters, a California Democrat and
chairwoman of the House Financial Services Committee, set the
tone, hitting out at the industry’s “chronic lawbreaking,” docu-
mented in the fines and settlements worth hundreds of billions
of dollars, while also alluding to financial crisis bank bailouts.

But with the industry on firmer footing today, there was
somewhat less focus on financial stability than on the industry’s
social footprint, with the hearing coming as leading Democratic
presidential candidates jostle for attention with proposals on
taxes, universal health care and regulation. Several Democrats
ripped into the 2017 tax cut signed by President Donald Trump,
portraying it as a boon to the rich that has done little to help
families still struggling after the 2008 recession. 

JPMorgan Chase Chief Executive Jamie Dimon defended the
measure for boosting US banks, saying “a more competitive
business will drive wages in time.” Dimon and other CEOs em-
phasized the industry’s work to support low-income communi-
ties and minority-led businesses, as well as to push for greater
gender parity in the workforce.

But Dimon got an earful from Democratic California Repre-
sentative Katie Porter, who asked the JPMorgan chief for “ad-
vice” for how a teller could live in California on $35,700 a year.

After essential expenses such as gasoline, rent and child care,

she would be down $567 a month, Porter calculated. “I don’t
know,” Dimon said. “I’d have to think about it.”

“Mr. Dimon, you make $31 million a year and this is a budget
problem you can’t solve,” Porter shot back.

‘In a bubble’ 
In another probing exchange, Nydia Velazquez, a Democrat

of New York, pressed Citigroup Chief Executive Michael Corbat
to justify his 2018 pay of $24.2 million, an estimated 486 times
that of the average employee. Corbat said his pay was set by the
board of directors and that, if he were an average employee who
observed the yawning gap, “I would hopeful that there’s the op-
portunity to continue to advance.”

That response did not sit well with Velazquez, who said “this
is why people who live in a bubble and in an ivory tower cannot
understand the anger out there, especially among millennials,”
she said. At another point, Representative Al Green, Democrat
of Texas, asked the witnesses whether any anticipated that their
successor would be a woman or a person of color. None of the
witnesses-all white men-raised their hand.

“All white men and not one of you believe your successor will
a female or a person of color,” Green said. “I want you to know
that we believe you can do better.”

‘Are you a capitalist?’
Republicans on the panel were generally less confrontational.

Patrick McHenry of North Carolina, the panel’s ranking Repub-

lican, criticized the session as a “hearing in search of a headline”
and used his time to quiz CEOs on the financial system’s ability
to withstand a no-deal Brexit.

Most of the executives said a “hard” Brexit would be a “chal-
lenge” but probably not a source of global systemic risk. An-
other Republican, Ralph Williams of Texas, asked the CEOs, “Are
you a socialist or are you capitalist?” 

All seven said they were capitalists.—AFP

Big US bank CEOs grilled on 
their swelling pay packages

WASHINGTON: Citigroup’s Corbat (left), JP Morgan’s Dimon (second
left) and others are sworn in before the House Financial Services
Committee in Capitol Hill.—  AFP

Lebanon and 
Cyprus say 
hydrocarbon 
deal in the works
BEIRUT: The top envoys of Lebanon and
neighboring island nation Cyprus said yes-
terday they were working together towards
a deal over adjacent oil and gas exploration
zones in the Mediterranean.

Both countries hope to exploit resources
on either side of their shared maritime bor-
der, and Lebanon this month opened ten-
ders for three of its four blocks along that
frontier. Lebanese Foreign Minister Gebran
Bassil said “an oil and gas deal” was in the
works. “We agreed to... set a first date on
May 7 to compare points of agreement and
any points of contention,” he said at a press
conference in Beirut with his visiting
Cypriot counterpart.

“The second stage will be in June with a
summit for a finer evaluation,” Bassil added.

“We will try in September to have finished
a sharing agreement over the issue of oil so
that it can be the start of talks for a deal be-
tween both governments,” he said. That deal
would be “on borders... and all installations
that can be shared to transport and export all
that is related to oil and gas,” he said.

An exploratory well is expected to start
work on the Cypriot side of the border next
year, making the bilateral deal pressing, he
said. Cyprus Foreign Minister Nikos
Christodoulides said the deal would reassure
companies wishing to invest in the region.

“We agreed to initiate discussions on a
bilateral framework agreement concerning
the development (of) hydrocarbons re-
sources which cross the median line between
our exclusive economic zones,” said the min-
ister of Greek Cyprus.

Such an agreement would provide “the
much-needed legal certainty for international
companies wishing to invest in the region’s
huge hydrocarbons potential,” he said.

Cyprus has discovered two natural gas
reserves in its waters, and hopes to begin ex-
porting gas — and maybe oil — by 2022.
Turkey, which backs a breakaway proto-
state in the northern third of the island, has
claimed it also has rights to energy explo-
ration off the coast of the divided island. Last
year, Lebanon signed its first contract to drill
for oil and gas off its coast. A consortium
comprising energy giants Total, ENI and No-
vatek took the first two of its ten blocks, in-
cluding one disputed by neighboring Israel,
with which Lebanon has fought several wars.

On April 5, Lebanon invited interna-
tional consortia of at least three compa-
nies to bid for five more blocks by the end
of January 2020. Two more of the blocks
now up for tender are also adjacent to Is-
rael’s waters. — AFP

Carlos Ghosn’s 
wife questioned 
in Tokyo
TOKYO: Japanese authorities investigating al-
leged financial misconduct by former Nissan
boss Carlos Ghosn questioned his wife Carole
at a closed-door hearing yesterday, his lawyer
said. Carole Ghosn has increasingly emerged as
a key figure in the case surrounding her tycoon
husband, who is in detention facing multiple al-
legations of financial malpractice. Ghosn’s lead
defence lawyer Junichiro Hironaka confirmed
to reporters that Carole Ghosn had answered

authorities’ questions but would not be drawn
on the detail of the ongoing investigation.

“She responded in good faith as she had
promised to,” he said, but declined to offer
specifics of what was discussed during the
nearly three-hour session.

He said he believed there would be no further
questions for Carole Ghosn but declined to
speculate on whether she would remain in
Japan. Carole Ghosn left Japan last week using
an American passport after Japanese police
confiscated her Lebanese passport.

She returned late Wednesday to Japan to
meet authorities-”proof that she never intended
to run away from anybody”, according to the
couple’s lawyer Francois Zimeray.

Japanese authorities are investigating claims
that Carlos Ghosn siphoned off around $5 mil-
lion of Nissan funds for his personal use. Pros-
ecutors believe this money was taken from
around $15 million transferred from Nissan to
a dealership in Oman between 2015 and 2018.

According to a source close to the matter,
some of the $5 million was funnelled to a British
Virgin Islands-listed company-which has Car-
ole Ghosn registered as president-to purchase
a luxury yacht.

The boat, 37 meters (120 feet) long and
weighing nearly 300 tons, is worth more than
12 million euros ($13.5 million), according to this
source, who asked to remain anonymous.

Carlos Ghosn denies all allegations made
against him and slammed “backstabbing” Nis-
san executives in a video message aired Tues-
day, during which he said he was a victim of a
“plot” from those who feared he would tie Nis-
san closer to its French partner Renault.—AFP

TOKYO: This picture shows former Nissan Chair-
man Carlos Ghosn (second left) and his wife Ca-
role (right) leave the office of his lawyer
Junichiro Hironaka in Tokyo.  — AFP

Industry’s biggest congressional once-over since financial crisis
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BEIJING: China’s factory-gate inflation picked
up for the first time in nine months in March,
lifted by price rises in global commodities as well
as signs that government efforts to boost the
economy may be putting a floor under domestic
demand. Consumer inflation also quickened,
jumping to the highest since October 2018 as
pork prices soared due to a growing epidemic of
swine fever, official data showed yesterday.

The step-up in producer inflation, while slight,
will ease deflation worries and likely add to op-
timism that the world’s second-largest economy
is starting to turn the corner. Recent surveys
showed factory activity expanded for the first
time in months in March. But analysts urge cau-
tion, saying it will take a few more months of bet-
ter data and further policy support from Beijing
to see if a recovery can be sustained.

China’s producer price index (PPI) in March
rose 0.4 percent from a year earlier, driven
largely by rapid rises in oil and gas prices, and
advancing from a 0.1 percent increase in Febru-
ary, the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) said.

That was in line with analysts’ forecasts in a
Reuters poll. Most of the gain was in mining, with
prices rising 4.2 percent on-year, up from 1.8
percent in February. Drops in raw material prices
also moderated.

Beijing is fast-tracking more infrastructure
projects, which is pushing up prices of con-
struction materials. Surging iron ore prices hit
a record domestically on Tuesday, fuelled by
concerns over tight global supply after disrup-

tions to production and shipments at top min-
ers in Brazil and Australia. Prices of steel rein-
forcing bars used in building hit a 7-1/2 year
high this week.

But underlying demand in other parts of the
economy still appears subdued. Prices of con-
sumer durables fell for a second month, pointing
to weakness in demand for big-ticket items such
as cars and appliances. “Looking ahead, we ex-
pect oil prices to fall back in the coming months.
This will drag down PPI... Meanwhile, continued
economic weakness is likely to keep a lid on
broader price pressures,” said Julian Evans-
Pritchard, Senior China Economist at Capital
Economics. On a monthly basis, producer prices
increased for the first time in five months. The
index inched up 0.1 percent, compared with a 0.1
percent decrease in February.

The world’s second-largest economy is grow-
ing at its weakest pace in almost three decades
amid weaker domestic demand and a year-long
trade war with the United States. Multi-year
campaigns to curb debt risks and pollution have
deterred fresh investment.

Last month, the government announced
nearly 2 trillion yuan ($297.27 billion) in addi-
tional tax cuts to ease the pressure on corporate
balance sheets, while authorities are pressing
banks to keep lending to struggling smaller firms.
Cuts in value-added tax (VAT) that kicked in on
April 1 have already led authorities to reduce
prices for electricity and natural gas. Retail gaso-
line and diesel prices are to be reduced as well.

A growing number of companies ranging from
Apple Inc to BMW have lowered prices for their
products following the tax cuts.

The consumer price index (CPI) in March
rose 2.3 percent from a year earlier, a five-month
high, largely due to higher pork prices as the
spread of African swine fever prompts farmers
to cull their herds. That was more than a 1.5 per-
cent increase in February but just below market
expectations for a 2.4 percent rise.

Pork prices rose 5.1 percent in March from a
year earlier, the first increase after a 25-month

declining streak. On a month-on-month basis,
CPI rose 1.2 percent.

Some analysts forecast pig production in
China, which eats about half of the world’s pork,
will fall by around 30 percent in 2019, which
would send meat prices soaring. But economists
say the central bank is unlikely to overreact to a
food price spike if it appears temporary and core
inflation, which strips out volatile energy and
food prices, remains steady. Non-food consumer
inflation was 1.8 percent on-year, just a touch
more than February. — Reuters

China producer inflation picks 
up for first time in 9 months

Prices edge up easing deflation worries

BEIJING: A woman (center) reaches out to grab an apple at a market in Beijing yes-
terday. Factory and consumer inflation in China picked up in March, indicating some
much-needed stability in the world’s number two economy though analysts warned
it is not yet out of the woods. — AFP

Millennials hurt 
most by middle 
class squeeze:
OECD
PARIS: The middle class is getting squeezed
and it is the millennial generation above all
that is bearing the brunt, the OECD said, urg-
ing action to help households struggling with
the rising cost of education and housing as
incomes stagnate.

“Today the middle class looks increasingly
like a boat in rocky waters,” the OECD’s Sec-
retary-General Angel Gurria was quoted in a
statement as saying at Wednesday’s New
York launch of the report. The OECD found
that with each successive generation fewer
and fewer are making it into the middle class,
which is defined as having between 75 and
200 percent of the median national income.

If 70 percent of the baby boomers born
after World War II were part of the middle
class in their twenties, for millennials-those
aged 17-35 — it has fallen to 60 percent.

A strong and prosperous middle class has
long been viewed by economists as crucial
for a successful economy and a cohesive so-

ciety. In addition to sustaining consumption,
the middle class drives much of the invest-
ment in education, health and housing. Its tax
contributions are also key in supporting so-
cial protection systems. 

But the report, titled “Under Pressure: The
Squeezed Middle Class,” found that middle
class incomes have barely grown, in both rel-
ative and absolute terms in most of the OECD
countries. Meanwhile, the cost of essential
parts of the middle-class lifestyle have in-
creased faster than inflation. 

House prices have been growing three
times faster than household median income
over the last two decades, the report found.
And middle income households are plagued
by over-indebtedness more than both low-
income and high-income households, with
one-in-five spending more than they are
earning.

Furthermore, they are at considerable risk
of losing their livelihood to automation. The
report found one in six middle-income work-
ers are in jobs that are at high risk of automa-
tion, compared to one in five low-income and
one in ten high-income workers.

The OECD, which groups the world’s
wealthiest countries, urged governments take
a range of measures to support the middle
class, in particular by tackling cost of living
issues such as affordable housing and tax re-
lief for home buyers. —AFP

No transactions 
with Venezuela 
while leadership 
in doubt: IMF
WASHINGTON: The International Monetary
Fund will not have any contact with Venezuela,
nor allow the country to access its reserves held
by the institution, until the international commu-
nity recognizes a government in Caracas, an IMF
spokesman said yesterday.

The country’s leadership has been in question
since late January when national assembly leader
Juan Guaido challenged embattled President
Nicolas Maduro as the country’s acute economic
crisis worsened. “Any IMF engagement with
Venezuela, including responding to potential fi-
nancial transaction requests, is predicated on the
issue of government recognition being clarified,”
an IMF spokesman told AFP. 

“We are guided by our membership on that
issue, and at this point, this determination has not
been made.” The United States is among some 50
countries that recognize Guaido, the opposition
leader who declared himself interim president in
late January in a bid to replace Maduro. Guaido
has branded Maduro’s rule illegitimate because

of what Guaido calls fraudulent elections last year
in which Maduro won another term in office. 

Maduro, who is backed by Russia and China,
is under increasing pressure as the economy im-
plodes and the exodus of Venezuelans continues
amid a worsening humanitarian crisis.

The IMF has previously said it is awaiting a
decision by its members on recognition of a gov-
ernment in Caracas, which would take a majority
of the voting shares on the fund’s executive board.

All of the 189 members of the global crisis
lender are required to keep a minimum level of
foreign currency reserves on deposit at the
IMF, but because of the limbo in Caracas nei-
ther Maduro nor Guaido could have access to
those funds. 

Nor would either leader be able to enter ne-
gotiations with the IMF for an aid program. The
United States has sanctioned a broad array of
Maduro administration officials, military officers
and institutions, blocking them from the financial
system and freezing assets held in US banks, in-
cluding those of Venezuela-owned oil company
Citgo. Britain also has recognized Guaido, and the
Bank of England holds about 31 tons of Venezue-
lan gold reserves worth $1.3 billion, which
Maduro has been trying for several months to
repatriate. Earlier Wednesday, US Vice President
Mike Pence asked the United Nations to recog-
nize Guaido as the legitimate leader of Venezuela,
telling the Security Council, “Nicolas Maduro
must go.” — AFP



SAO PAULO: When Alvimar da Silva realized
Uber did not reach some of the more dangerous,
far-flung areas of Brazil’s biggest city Sao Paulo,
he saw an opportunity: if the popular ride-shar-
ing service did not go there, he would.  After six
months of driving for the US application in the
gridlocked city, da Silva launched his own rival
service JaUbra in the sprawling northern district
of Brasilandia in 2017. 

Since then some 50 drivers have regis-
tered and da Silva hopes to expand to other
no-go areas of the metropolis of 12 million-
the city with the highest number of Uber
users in the world.

Uber and other ride-sharing apps “started to
veto the neighborhoods considered risky and
difficult to access. But as we are already here,
we don’t have any trouble,” says da Silva as he
drives down the street where he was born 50
years ago, tooting his horn to greet residents. 

Few outsiders dare to enter parts of Brasi-
landia where many of its 265,000 inhabitants
live in favelas made up of precarious multi-
storey constructions squeezed into a labyrinth
of streets covering the hills 15 kilometers (nine
miles) from the center of Sao Paulo.   Rampant
crime and poor internet access mean many Uber
drivers do not accept journeys to the district. 

And for those living in Brasilandia, the app is

impossible to access from various points as AFP
discovered during a recent visit. Other ride-
sharing apps do not venture there at night ei-
ther, complained a resident, who depends on
public transport.

Life changing  
As soon as word got out that JaUbra entered

the neighborhoods of winding streets without
numbers, da Silva noticed that the majority of
his clients were residents who called him to take
them to the doctor, the fresh food market or
funk dances at the weekend. As the business
grew, da Silva started to bring in other drivers
in the area to help meet demand.  “There are
places here that are difficult for public transport
to access and that’s made us the only option for
many people who were missing doctor appoint-
ments,” says da Silva’s daughter, Aline Landim,
who gave up a bank job to dedicate herself full-
time to JaUbra. 

Seeing the business’s potential, Landim in-
vested the pay-out she got from her former em-
ployer into JaUbra, which her father was running
out of a garage and recording bookings on
pieces of paper.

Now they have their own app and are on the
verge of migrating to a more sophisticated
platform for which they have 500 drivers inter-

ested.  “The people think that to start out you
have to have a lot money, but we started with
nothing,” says Landim, 29, sitting in JaUbra’s
new location, a modest office they rented with
the help of 32,000 reais ($8,300) funding from

the local government and 20,000 reais from a
start-up investor.

“We only had a computer, a telephone, the
idea, the creativity and the physical space
loaned by a friend,” she says. —AFP 
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No Uber, no problem: Brazil app 
drives into Sao Paulo’s no-go zones

Daughter joins hands with da Silva to run new ride-sharing service

SAO PAULO: Brazilian Alvimar da Silva (right), with daughter Aline Landim, created JaUbra (Uber of
slum) to serve poor Sao Paulo communities that Uber avoids Brazilian Alvimar da Silva (right), with
daughter Aline Landim. — AFP

As end looms for 
coal, German 
mining region 
shifts right
SPREMBERG, Germany: A German far-right
party is using a simple message to attract voters in
a mining region threatened by government plans to
phase out coal: jobs are more important than the
environment.

Chancellor Angela Merkel’s aim to wean Europe’s
biggest economy off fossil fuels is the main issue in
a September election in the state of Brandenburg,
where the Alternative for Germany (AfD) is almost
neck-and-neck with her conservatives.

“People are counting on us to stop this nonsense,”
Steffen Kubitzki, an AfD candidate seeking a seat in
the Brandenburg assembly, told supporters at a cam-
paign event last month in Spremberg, a town of
23,000 near the Polish border. “We won’t get a sec-
ond chance. We will go from village to village, door
to door, and tell people to vote for us,” he added,
drawing applause from the 50 men and five women
gathered at a restaurant in the mining town. “Jobs are
on the line.”

As the migrant crisis that propelled it into the na-
tional parliament two years ago fades, the AfD has
positioned itself as the only party opposed to Ger-
many’s switch to renewable energy.

It is organizing town hall meetings with support-
ers and leading protests against the phase-out of
fossil fuels in the 58 towns and villages that make up

Brandenburg’s brown coal region of Lusatia, or
Lausitz in German, south of Berlin.

Merkel’s conservatives and the center-left Social
Democrats (SPD) - who rule in a loveless coalition
at the national level - are expected to lose support
to the AfD on Sept. 1 in Brandenburg, one of three
eastern states voting this Autumn. The SPD, which
governs Brandenburg with the far-left Die Linke,
could face calls from its own ranks to quit the federal
coalition with Merkel if it loses control of the state.

The AfD is expected to almost double its share of
the vote in Brandenburg to around 20 percent, put-
ting it level with the SPD and Merkel’s Christian De-
mocrats (CDU).

The AfD is polling on 25 percent in Saxony, where
it is expected to emerge as the second-biggest party
behind the CDU in an election there on the same day
as in Brandenburg. Germany’s major political parties
refuse to work with the AfD, accusing some of its
leaders of racism and playing down Nazi crimes.

Coal or die out
But in a region where many fear the economy will

collapse without the more than 16,000 jobs depend-
ent on coal, the AfD’s climate change skepticism
seems to be winning more voters than government
pledges of funds to help the Lausitz exit from fossil
fuels. “My father was a miner, my grandfather was a
miner and they both told me: ‘coal brought the Lausitz
to life and without coal the Lausitz will die out’,” said
Uwe Neumann, 58, the owner of a landscaping busi-
ness who was at the AfD event. A long-time CDU
supporter, Neumann voted AfD in a national election
two years ago and will do the same in the regional
vote in September. Many of the million people living
in the Lausitz fear the end of open-cast mining would
be disastrous in a region where unemployment is al-
most twice the national average. — Reuters

Commerzbank 
chief dismisses 
‘irresponsible’ 
reports on CEO
FRANKFURT: Commerzbank’s supervisory
board chairman yesterday dismissed reports
of board dissatisfaction with its chief execu-
tive as irresponsible and unfounded.

Chairman Stefan Schmittmann was react-
ing to reports in recent days that some board
members were pushing Commerzbank to end
merger talks with rival Deutsche Bank and
push CEO Martin Zielke from office. “Rumors
and speculation on personnel changes are
made up out of thin air,” Schmittmann said in
a statement emailed to Reuters. “Such alle-
gations are irresponsible and unworthy of
discussion.”

Germany’s Manager Magazin was one of
the news organizations that reported on a re-
bellion, writing on Wednesday that the push
was coming from board members who repre-
sent employees.

Schmittmann said that Commerzbank
“must explore” the option to merge with
Deutsche. “I think that’s right and it’s their
duty,” he added. Deutsche Bank CEO Chris-
tian Sewing has told his counterpart at Com-
merzbank that he wants more time to
consider a merger.

The two banks announced merger talks on
March 17. If successful, they would create Eu-
rope’s third-largest bank from Germany’s top
two lenders, which have struggled to recover
since the financial crisis.

Government officials, led by Finance Min-
ister Olaf Scholz, have pushed for a merger to
create a national banking champion and end
questions over the future of the two banks.

A tie-up between the lenders is an enor-
mous undertaking because both are already
in the midst of restructuring, some bankers
and regulators have said, adding that a
merger would not necessarily solve
Deutsche’s core weakness, its sprawling
global investment bank.

From the start, some major investors have
expressed skepticism about a deal, while
unions have warned of 30,000 potential job
losses. Days after the talks were announced,
Zielke promised the bank’s employees a quick
decision on whether to go forward with a
merger, according to a memo seen by Reuters.

The Commerzbank workers’ council then
sent a letter to board members to protest
against the merger, saying the idea lacked
support among workers, customers and soci-
ety. “We are of the opinion that you will fall
into an uncontrollable adventure without a
solid plan, without a vision and without sup-
port,” the letter said.

Zielke subsequently met seven employ-
ees on the 47th floor of the bank’s Frankfurt
tower to quell concerns and explain his
stance. “The alternative of doing nothing is
not an option,” he said, according to com-
ments posted on the bank’s intranet and
seen by Reuters. — Reuters 
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AUGUSTA: Augusta National patrons have
proven for decades to be a different breed from
fans at any other sporting event, providing a sort
of golfing oasis for the world’s best players each
year during the Masters. At Augusta National,
where the Masters began yesterday after three
heavily-attended practice days, one might have
better luck booking a tee time at the exclusive
course than finding anyone doing things like
shouting out of line or using a cell phone.

Augusta National has essentially managed to
maintain a remarkable sense of civility and re-
spect among those attending the Masters, de-
spite operating in a time where sporting events
often produce excessive fan behavior. “It’s quite
refreshing to have everything in control,” said
twice major champion Martin Kaymer of Ger-
many. “You know what you are going to get
here. It’s a very peaceful place. “Everybody be-
haves perfectly fine, it’s very respectful and I
think sometimes we miss that in sport. So that’s
why it’s a good week to come to.”

Augusta National prides itself on tradition
and while the club’s strictly-enforced rules may
not make sense to everyone who attends the
year’s biggest golfing event the list of no-nos
are, for the most part, followed to a tee. And so
it is no surprise that the first page of the Mas-
ters Spectator Guide begins with a passage
written by club co-founder Robert Jones in
1967 that addresses conduct, customs and eti-
quette. “In golf, customs of etiquette and deco-
rum are just as important as rules governing
play,” Jones wrote, going on to add that “most
distressing to those who love the game of golf
is the applauding or cheering of misplays or
misfortunes of a player.”

In many ways, Augusta National operates in
a world of its own and has created an aura about
itself that has appeared to permeate almost any-
one who walks through its gates. As such, you
are unlikely to see people sprawled out on the
course’s luscious grass, and if you do it will not
be for long as they will quickly be asked to sit
up properly. Running is also considered unac-
ceptable. “There’s something about Augusta
National when someone walks through the
gates, they know that it’s a place of respect, of
beauty, and honoring traditions and values of the
game,” said Augusta National chairman Fred Ri-
dley. “It’s something ... I certainly hope never
changes.”

One member of the media at this year’s Mas-
ters was asked to remove his New York Mets
baseball cap while eating breakfast in the Press
Building’s dining room. Even 2018 Masters run-
ner-up Rickie Fowler fell foul of the hat rule
when, as a 22-year-old Masters rookie, he
showed up to a 2011 news conference at Au-
gusta National wearing his cap backwards until
a club member asked him to turn it around.

When it comes to cell phones, they are pro-
hibited on the course and violation of that rule
will subject the ticket holder to removal from the
grounds and the ticket purchaser to the perma-
nent loss of credentials. And gone are the ran-
dom shouts of “mashed potato” directed at
golfers the moment after hitting their tee shots
during other PGA Tour events.

Well-informed patrons
At Augusta National, such behavior is mostly

absent among a cast of spectators that competi-
tors say are well-informed of the intricacies of

the game, respective and reserved. “If every
week (on the PGA Tour) was like this week it
would be awesome,” world number 10 Xander
Schauffele told Reuters. Those lucky enough to
get tickets to the Masters do so not as a “fan”
but as a “patron”, and while the difference in the
two is mostly semantic it is one Augusta Na-
tional is adamant about as it considers each at-
tendee a valued customer.

So polite are the patrons that many arrive

early to set up chairs at their preferred viewing
areas and return hours later knowing their seat
will still be there waiting for them. “It’s a good
thing,” former FedExCup champion Billy
Horschel said when asked about what it is like
knowing there will be little to no outside distrac-
tion while playing the Masters. “Fans need to
have fun but they need to understand that we
are still trying to make a living for ourselves out
here.” — Reuters 

Masters patrons are a rare 
breed in wild world of sport

AUGUSTA: Henrik Stenson of Sweden plays his shot from the second tee during the first round of the
Masters at Augusta National Golf Club.  — AFP 

SYDNEY: Rugby Australia yesterday said it
intends to terminate superstar Israel Folau’s
contract over his latest anti-gay rant, throw-
ing the Wallabies’ World Cup plans into dis-
array. Chief executive Raelene Castle said
officials had made repeated unsuccessful at-
tempts to contact the fullback since his incen-
diary Instagram post claiming “hell awaits”
gays on Wednesday. “In the absence of com-
pelling mitigating factors, it is our intention to
terminate his contract,” the statement said.

Folau is Super Rugby’s all-time top try-
scorer and one of the game’s most electrify-
ing runners with ball in hand. A stand-out for
the Waratahs and on the international stage
during his 73 tests, he had been considered
crucial for the Wallabies’ hopes at this year’s
World Cup in Japan. But his extreme reli-
gious views have repeatedly rankled with
supporters, Rugby Australia and sponsors.

He was reprimanded for homophobic
posts last year, but unabashed, on Wednes-
day the 30-year-old posted an Instagram
banner that read: “Drunks, homosexuals,

adulterers, liars, fornicators, thieves, atheists
and idolators — Hell awaits you.” He sug-
gested they should “repent” as “only Jesus
saves”. Castle said in a joint statement with
New South Wales Rugby that “whilst Israel
is entitled to his religious beliefs, the way in
which he has expressed these beliefs is in-
consistent with the values of the sport”.

Despite previous scandals Folau  signed a
multi-season, multi-million dollar contract.
But his fate had appeared to have been
sealed earlier in the day when Wallabies team
sponsor Qantas publicly expressed its dis-
pleasure at the comments. The airline, whose
CEO Alan Joyce is openly gay, said Folau’s
social media post was “really disappointing”.
The comments “clearly don’t reflect the spirit
of inclusion and diversity that we support”,
Qantas said. Some leading Australian com-
mentators had called for him to be fired, in-
cluding former Wallabies forward Peter
FitzSimons. “Israel Folau has to go, and will
go,” FitzSimons wrote in the Sydney Morn-
ing Herald.—AFP 

Rugby Australia to fire 
Folau over anti-gay rant

AUGUSTA: Rory McIlroy renews his quest to
complete a career Grand Slam when the the 83rd
Masters tees off in the stately confines of Au-
gusta National here. The atmosphere might not
rival the serene, almost spiritual ambience that
McIlroy experienced during a non-tournament
week at the fabled course, but it certainly harks
back to a more dignified — and less digitized —
age in sports and life.

“It’s pure golf,” says four-time Masters cham-
pion Tiger Woods — the player most bedeviled
by boisterous fans who at most venues these
days are so busy snapping selfies they barely
have time to watch him hit a shot. Not only are
Augusta’s “patrons” encouraged, if not required,
to act with decorum outside the ropes, the
throng of media that follows him is not allowed
inside. “Some of the events, like the Open Cham-
pionship — because the golf courses are so old
that there’s not a lot of room —  there’s some-
times 75 to 100 people inside the ropes follow-
ing us,” Woods said. “That gets a little distracting
and it gets a little difficult at times.

“Here, it’s just us playing and you see some of
the greatest golf you’ve ever seen here. I think
that’s one of the reasons why.” Mobile phones

are prohibited, with those breaking the rule es-
corted off the grounds. Augusta National chair-
man Fred Ridley knows the policy makes the
club “an outlier” but he thinks patrons appreci-
ate it. “It’s refreshing,” McIlroy said of seeing
fans who “don’t constantly have their face in the
device.”

There’s no running, no sprawled in the sun
sleeping, and no fan photography at the Masters,
no “You da man” bombast and — if the marshalls
have their way — no applauding of a less pop-
ular player’s poor shot. It all creates an atmos-
phere like none other in modern golf, but it’s the
course itself that makes the Masters the ultimate
experience for some of golf’s greatest. “Some of
my best shots I’ve ever pulled off have been
here,” Woods said of a course that is a test of
creativity — and the ability to pull off a seem-
ingly outlandish shot — as much as the US Open
is a test of stamina.

“Augusta National allows you to do pretty
much whatever you can imagine in your mind in
each situation,” said Spain’s Jon Rahm, who tees
off in his third Masters alongside 14-time major
champion Woods and China’s Li Haotong at
11:04 am. —AFP

McIlroy chases golf history at 
‘outlier’ Augusta National
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SHANGHAI: Fast-rising Ferrari star Charles
Leclerc said yesterday that he must shut out the
growing hype surrounding him if he is to win his
maiden Formula One race. The 21-year-old from
Monaco goes into the Chinese Grand Prix on
Sunday — the 1,000th world championship race
— widely touted as the next big thing to grace
the sport.

He came an agonizing third last time out, in
Bahrain, after leading for much of the race until
his Ferrari lost power, allowing Mercedes’ Lewis
Hamilton to snatch victory. Speaking in Shang-
hai, the third race of the season, Leclerc con-
ceded that getting himself on the podium for the
first time had propelled him into the spotlight.

“After the first race (Australia, where he was
fifth) nobody sees me as a title contender,” he
said. “After the second race, everyone sees me
as a title contender so things can go (change)
very quick in Formula One. “I need to keep the
focus on what I’m doing in the car, work as hard
as possible and try to do the best job in the car
and outside the car, and I’m pretty sure the re-
sults will come.”

Leclerc, in only his second season in F1 and
first with the famed Ferrari team, added: “The
win was very close (in Bahrain) and hopefully I’ll
get my first win soon.  “That’s the target and
that’s what I’m working for.” Leclerc trumped his
Ferrari team-mate and four-time world cham-

pion Sebastian Vettel in Bahrain, with the Ger-
man coming fifth and alarmingly off the pace. 

Leclerc smiled when it was put to him by re-
porters that he was on the brink of becoming a
sporting household name. “The people seeing
your face on the podium changes quite a bit,” he
said, adding that he was now getting widely rec-
ognized back home in Monaco. “Formula One is
one of the sports in which you don’t actually see
the face of the athletes until you go to the
podium (because of their helmets) or do some-
thing good. “That did not happen before two
weeks ago, so people put a bit more of the face
to the name, which is nice to see, it’s good.”

Vettel under pressure 
The upbeat atmosphere surrounding Leclerc

is in stark contrast to that of Vettel. The 31-year-
old has made a series of unforced errors stretch-
ing back to last season and there have been
growing questions about his driving and tem-
perament. Vettel cut a relaxed figure however
ahead of practice in Shanghai on Friday, when
Ferrari will look to show off their unrivalled
straight-line speed.

Vettel, who struggled with the balance of his
Ferrari in coming fourth in the season-opening
race in Melbourne, admitted that he was still not
entirely at home in the car. But he accused his
critics of rushing to judgment with the season

still in its very early stages. “I know that I can do
better and I know that we have a lot of races to
show and prove that,” said the German. “Also I

know and understand that nowadays people’s
judgments don’t go further than a week, forward
or backward, so it’s part of the life.” —AFP 

Ferrari’s budding talent Leclerc 
promises to shut out the hype

SHANGHAI: Ferrari’s Monegasque driver Charles Leclerc is pictured in the paddock ahead of the
Formula One Chinese Grand Prix. — AFP 

SHANGHAI: Lewis Hamilton
sounded a warning ahead of the
1,000th grand prix on Sunday,
saying he was focused only on vic-
tory, adding: “I’m not one for spe-
cial days like this.” The Mercedes
star from Britain is facing multiple
challenges this season, primarily
from Ferrari, who go into the third
race of the season with the fastest
car. But that did not stop the 34-
year-old winning in Bahrain two
weeks ago after the Ferrari of
Charles Leclerc lost power to-
wards the end.

Hamilton, a five-time world
champion, was dismissive Thurs-
day of the party atmosphere sur-
rounding this weekend’s milestone
Chinese Grand Prix in Shanghai.
“I’m not one for birthdays, I’m not
one for anniversaries, I’m not one
for special days like this,” said
Hamilton, who is a point behind his
Mercedes team-mate Valtteri Bot-
tas at the top of the early drivers’
standings. “It’s absolutely no dif-
ferent to any other race weekend
for me. I’m here to do one job, and
one job only, and that’s win. “It

does not matter if it’s the 1,000th,
2,000th or 10,000th (race), it’s an
irrelevant figure for me.”

That steely resolve looks set to
be put to the test this weekend in
Shanghai, where the Briton has tri-
umphed five times and is a crowd
favorite. Shanghai has one of the
longest straights in Formula One,
which will suit Ferrari’s searing
pace. Hamilton does not expect his
Mercedes team to have closed the
gap in that department, and sees
the Red Bull team as a serious
threat too. Cautioning however
that the season is in its infancy,
Hamilton said that he hopes to beat
the Ferraris of Leclerc and Sebas-
tian Vettel fair and square, rather
than hope they suffer some kind of
mechanical problem.

“I hope that we do not have to
rely on reliability and hope that we
have a much closer race,” he said.
“Qualifying was ok in the last race,
but the race was a big delta (to the
Ferrari speed). “I hope this weekend
is closer between us because this is
a great track to have a real race.
“The closer it is, the better.”  — AFP 

TOKYO: Japan yesterday appointed a new Olympics
minister to replace a gaffe-prone politician forced to
step down after the latest in a string of embarrassing
missteps. With less than 500 days to go until the opening
ceremony, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe told reporters he
had re-appointed the “experienced” Shunichi Suzuki,
who had already served as Olympics minister between
2017-2018.

“I hope Mr Suzuki... will recover trust (among the
public) and lead us towards a successful Olympic and
Paralympic Games,” Abe told reporters. Suzuki’s ap-
pointment came after his predecessor Yoshitaka Saku-
rada quit late Wednesday after comments seen as
disrespectful to survivors of the 2011 tsunami. He re-
portedly told a political gathering that securing the re-
election of a local lawmaker was more important than
recovery in the area hit by the quake-triggered
tsunami and nuclear meltdown that claimed more than
18,000 lives.

More than 50,000 people have not returned to their
home towns following the disaster, and Japan has
dubbed the 2020 Games the “Reconstruction Olympics”
in a bid to showcase recovery in affected regions. “We
regret the news that in the midst of accelerating prepa-
rations and with less than 500 days to go until the Tokyo
2020 Games, the minister responsible for the Games has
resigned,” Tokyo 2020 organizers said in a statement.

“Contribution to the reconstruction effort of disas-
ter-hit areas is a main focus of Tokyo 2020, and we
will continue our efforts to prepare for the Tokyo
2020 Games... with the key aim of helping to re-
strengthen those areas,” added organizers. Suzuki
yesterday said Sakurada’s comments were “inappro-

priate” and vowed to push forward with the recon-
struction of disaster-hit areas.

‘Does not use computers’ 
Sakurada’s comments were the latest in a series of

controversial statements that raised questions about his
suitability to steer the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. He also
held the cybersecurity portfolio and became a laughing
stock after he admitted he “does not use computers.” In
February, he was forced to apologize after suggesting
that the leukaemia diagnosis of star Japanese swimmer
Rikako Ikee could dampen enthusiasm for the Games.

The shock announcement of 18-year-old Ikee’s diag-
nosis had prompted an outpouring of support in Japan,
but Sakurada came under fire after responding to the
news by saying: “She is a potential gold medalist... I’m
really disappointed.” “When one person leads, she can
boost the whole team. I am slightly worried that this type
of excitement could wane,” he said.

After a backlash, he sought to clarify his stance and
admitted his comments had “lacked consideration.”
Sakurada’s resignation also came only a month after the
head of Japan’s Olympic Committee Tsunekazu Takeda
announced he would step down from his position in June.
Takeda is the subject of French investigations involving
payments made before Tokyo was awarded the 2020
Summer Games.

He also stepped down from the International Olympic
Committee, after French authorities said they believed
they had evidence of corruption in the awarding of the
2020 Games. Takeda has denied any wrongdoing and
said his decision to quit was related to a desire to pass
the role on to a younger generation. Japanese politicians
are no strangers to foot-in-mouth gaffes. In 2013, now
finance minister Taro Aso said Japan’s elderly should be
allowed to “hurry up and die” instead of being kept alive
and costing the government money for end-of-life med-
ical care. And in 2017, he was forced to retract comments
in which he cited Adolf Hitler in a bizarre reference about
leaving a legacy in politics.—AFP 

Hamilton focused only 
on winning 1,000th race

Japan names new 
Olympics minister 
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NEW YORK: Luke Kennard scored 27 points off
the bench and the postseason-bound Detroit
Pistons closed out their regular season finale by
walloping the host New York Knicks 115-89 on
Wednesday. The Pistons (41-41) qualified for the
Eastern Conference playoffs for just the second
time since the 2009-10 season. They were swept
by Cleveland in the opening round of the 2015-
16 playoffs. Detroit will be the No 8 seed and
face top-seeded Milwaukee in the first round.
Kennard’s point total was one shy of his career
high. Reggie Jackson had 21 points and Andre
Drummond supplied 20 points and 18 rebounds
for Detroit. Wayne Ellington tossed in 12 points,
all on 3-point makes.

Heat 113, Nets 94
Dwyane Wade ended his storied career with

a triple-double of 25 points, 11 rebounds and 10
assists as visiting Miami was dealt a loss to
Brooklyn, which clinched sixth place in the East-
ern Conference. The Nets honored Wade with a
video tribute in pregame introductions by high-
lighting some of his notable shots against them
over the course of a 16-year career while the
text on the screen read “Thanks for the Memo-
ries.” With longtime friends LeBron James, Chris
Paul and Carmelo Anthony sitting courtside,
Wade recorded his fifth career triple-double in
his 1,054th regular-season game since entering
the league as the fifth overall pick out of Mar-
quette in 2003.

Spurs 105, Mavericks 94
LaMarcus Aldridge poured in 34 points and

totaled 16 rebounds to help propel San Antonio
to a resounding win over visiting Dallas in the
regular-season finale for both teams. It was also
the final game in the 21-year career of Dallas
forward Dirk Nowitzki, who led Dallas with 20
points and pulled down 10 rebounds in 31 min-
utes of play before leaving the court for the final
time with 47 seconds remaining. The win was
San Antonio’s third straight and — combined
with Oklahoma City’s win over Milwaukee —
earned the Spurs the seventh seed in the NBA
playoffs, where they will face the Denver
Nuggets. Dallas, playing the second game of an
emotional home-road back-to-back, had a two-
game winning streak snapped and they will miss
the postseason for the third straight season.

Trail Blazers 136, Kings 131
Rookie Anfernee Simons scored a season-

high 37 points to lift Portland to a come-from-
behind victory over visiting Sacramento. Skal
Labissiere added 29 points and 15 rebounds for
the Trail Blazers, who trailed by as many as 28
points in the first half. Jake Layman, Meyers
Leonard and Gary Trent Jr. scored 19 points
apiece for Portland (53-29), which gained the
No. 3 seed in the Western Conference and will
face No. 6 Oklahoma City (49-33) in the first
round of the playoffs.

Nuggets 99, Timberwolves 95
Jamal Murray hit a go-ahead 3-pointer with

31.5 seconds left, and host Denver scored the
final 15 points of the game to beat Minnesota to
earn the No. 2 seed in the Western Conference.

Nikola Jokic finished with 29 points and 14 re-
bounds and Murray scored 17 for Denver. The
Nuggets (54-28) will play the San Antonio Spurs
in the first round of the playoffs. Andrew Wig-
gins scored 25 points, Gorgui Dieng had 18
points and 11 rebounds and Cameron Reynolds
added 19 points off the bench for the short-
handed Timberwolves (36-46).

Clippers 143, Jazz 137 (OT)
With their respective playoff spots locked,

Los Angeles and Utah ended their regular sea-
sons in overtime, where the Clippers won to end
a three-game losing streak. Montrezl Harrell
scored 24 points to lead the Clippers. Ivica
Zubac added 22 points and 11 rebounds and Lou
Williams scored 15 off the bench. Utah rookie
Grayson Allen scored a career-high 40 points
and Georges Niang scored a career-best 24 off
the bench.

Thunder 127, Bucks 116
Dennis Schroder scored 32 points to help

Oklahoma City earn the No. 6 seed in the West-
ern Conference with a win at Milwaukee. The
Bucks, who had already sealed the top seed in
the Eastern Conference coming into the game,
sat three starters — Giannis Antetokounmpo,
Eric Bledsoe and Brook Lopez — to rest them
for the playoffs. Milwaukee (60-22) will start the
playoffs against the eighth-seeded Detroit Pis-
tons (41-41). The Thunder (49-33) will open the
playoffs against the third-seeded Portland Trail
Blazers (53-29).

Pacers 135, Hawks 134
Edmond Sumner made three free throws with

0.3 seconds remaining to lift Indiana to a road
win over Atlanta in the final regular-season game
for both teams. Atlanta finished the season with
a 29-53 record while Indiana (48-34) heads into
the playoffs winners of only four of its last 13
games. The fifth-place Pacers will oppose the
fourth-place Boston Celtics (49-33) in the first
round of the Eastern Conference postseason.

Magic 122, Hornets 114
Terrence Ross came off the bench to score a

season-high 35 points, and playoff-bound Or-
lando ended Charlotte’s season. Ross scored 19
of his points in the first half, when the Magic led
by as many as 13. He finished 12 of 19 from the
field and 6 of 10 from 3-point range. Ross’ per-
formance overshadowed a 43-point explosion
by Charlotte’s Kemba Walker in the defeat. The
Magic (42-40) remained the No. 7 seed in the
Eastern Conference playoffs with the victory,
and will face second-seeded Toronto in the first
round of the playoffs.

Grizzlies 132, Warriors 117
Memphis dizzied visiting Golden State in the

regular-season finale for both teams, parlaying
a remarkable 86-point first half into a shocking
win. The loss had no bearing on the playoff
seeding for the Warriors (57-25). The two-time
defending champions enter the postseason as
the top seed in the Western Conference and they
will open the playoffs against the No. 8 seed, the
Los Angeles Clippers, who defeated the Utah
Jazz, 143-137, in overtime Wednesday. The win

allowed the Grizzlies (33-49) to avoid what
would have been a second straight season of at
least 50 losses. Rookie Jevon Carter scored 19
of his career-high 32 points in the first half, when
the Grizzlies ran off to an 86-68 lead.

76ers 125, Bulls 109
Jonathon Simmons scored 20 points and

Boban Marjanovic added 18 to lift host Philadel-
phia over Chicago. TJ McConnell tied his ca-
reer-high with 18, Zhaire Smith contributed 17

and Greg Monroe had 14 for the Sixers, who
completed their regular season with a 51-31
record and the No. 3 playoff seed in the Eastern
Conference. The Sixers finished 31-10 at home.
The Sixers were extremely short-handed as nu-
merous key players were held out for precau-
tionary reasons as the playoffs are about to
begin. All-Star center Joel Embiid, All-Star
guard Ben Simmons, guard JJ Redick, forward
Jimmy Butler and forward Tobias Harris were all
held out. —Reuters 

Pistons pound Knicks to nail 
down final East playoff spot

NEW YORK CITY: Luke Kennard #5 of the Detroit Pistons goes to the basket against the New York Knicks
on April 10, 2019 at Madison Square Garden. — AFP 

BROOKLYN: For Dwyane Wade’s final NBA
game, where else would his so-called Banana
Boat Crew members be but on hand to see
it? Wade ended his 16-year career with a
bang Wednesday night, producing his fifth
career triple-double as he amassed 25 points,
11 rebounds and 10 assists in the Miami Heat’s
113-94 loss to the Brooklyn Nets.

Sitting courtside to watch Wade in his
final NBA game were his longtime friends
and fellow NBA stars LeBron James, Chris
Paul and Carmelo Anthony. Of course they
would be there, James said during the game.
James was shut down for several of the Lak-
ers’ final games and Paul’s Houston Rockets
played their final regular-season game
Tuesday night. Anthony did not sign with
another NBA team after his release from the
Chicago Bulls this season after he was
traded by the Rockets.

“Listen, we all started this journey to-
gether,” James told Fox Sports Southeast.
“Obviously CP came into the league a couple
years after us, but we have a brotherhood

that is just so much more than basketball. CP
played last night, we had our last regular-
season game last night, and Melo is right here
in New York, so we kind of made the plan and
made the decision to come up here.”

The friends often travel together during
the summer and picked up the Banana Boat
Crew moniker after photos of them riding in
one circulated on social media in 2016. James,
who won two NBA titles with Wade in Miami,
two of the three Wade won altogether, was
asked about favorite memories of his friend-
ship with Wade. James said a good answer to
that would take a while.

“I mean, we’d be here all night talking. We’d
be here all night talking about the best mem-
ories, or the most fond memories I have of D-
Wade. “The plane rides, the bus rides, the
hotels when we get to the city we’d go to the
hotel room and just chop it up, the dinners we
had on the road, everything we did was al-
ways genuine. (There was) always love, and
we always wanted the best for one another,
no matter the good or the bad. — Reuters 

Famous friends stop by 
to see Wade’s finale



NEW DELHI: Indian star Ravichandran Ashwin
has insisted he has no regrets over his contro-
versial ‘Mankad’ dismissal of England batsman
Jos Buttler which sparked a worldwide debate.
“You can’t say that Ashwin is a villain,” the In-
dian all-rounder insisted in his first interview
since the storm erupted after he ran out Buttler
at the non-striker’s end in an Indian Premier
League game last month.

The Kings XI Punjab skipper has been at
the centre of a major cricket controversy for
using the ploy made famous by India player
Vinoo Mankad in 1947. Mankading, as it has
become known, is legal but frowned upon by
purists unless the batsman has been warned.
Ashwin, who seemed to have waited for Buttler
to leave his crease before clipping off the bails,
insisted his “conscience was clear” over the
March 25 incident.

“People can say that they believe it is right or
wrong, that is their opinion, but you can’t say
that Ashwin is a villain. That is not in my charac-
ter,” Ashwin told the India Today television
channel late yesterday. “There is nothing to de-
fend. It was instinctive. I didn’t plan to wait for
Buttler to go out and I will hit (the bails). He had
done that four or five times,” Ashwin said. “It is
in the rules if the batsman goes out of his crease
then you can whip the bails off. Nobody told the
batsman to stay in the crease, but it his respon-

sibility to stay inside the crease.
“And most importantly my conscience was

clear. People who know me well, know that I will
never do anything illegal.” Cricketers and pun-
dits have criticised Ashwin. Even the MCC, the
arbiter of cricket laws, released a statement say-
ing that if Ashwin had deliberately waited for
Buttler to be out of his crease that would be “un-
fair”. A video of England paceman James Ander-
son putting an image of Ashwin through a
shredder has gone viral on the internet but the
Indian off-spinner is not bothered.

“Today Jimmy Anderson might feel that
whatever I did was wrong. Maybe, tomorrow he
might end up doing (Mankading) it,” he said.
“Who knows, it is all a question of perception of
right and wrong. I don’t think in this case it is
necessary because it is within the law.” Buttler,
who walked back to the dressing room after a
heated exchange with Ashwin, still feels ag-
grieved. “I think if you look at the footage, prob-
ably the wrong decision was made because at
the time he was expected to release the ball I
was in my crease,” Buttler told Britain’s Daily
Mirror newspaper. “At the time, I was really dis-
appointed with it. I didn’t like the style of it,”
added Buttler, who was also a victim of the rare
dismissal at the hands of Sri Lanka’s Sachithra
Senanayake while playing for England at Edg-
baston in 2014. — AFP 
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JAIPUR: In this file combination of photos created on March 26, 2019, Rajasthan Royals’ Jos Buttler (L)
walks back to the pavilion after he was dismissed by Kings XI Punjab’s Ravichandran Ashwin during the
2019 Indian Premier League (IPL) Twenty20 cricket match between Rajasthan Royals and Kings XI Punjab
at the Sawai Mansingh Stadium in Jaipur on March 25; and (R) Ashwin reacting after dismissing Buttler
during the same match at the Sawai Mansingh Stadium. —AFP 

Ashwin has no regrets over 
‘mankading’ controversy

Nabi backs Afghan 
spinners to shine 
at World Cup
NEW DELHI: Mohammad Nabi said Afghanistan’s spinners
would be a handful at the cricket World Cup after their ex-
periences playing in England and in the cauldron of the In-
dian Premier League. The 34-year-old batting all-rounder
will form a potent spin attack with Rashid Khan and Mujeeb
Ur Rahman at the World Cup, with all three currently con-
testing the high-pressure IPL.

Nabi and Khan also played for Leicestershire Foxes and
Sussex Sharks respectively in England’s T20 Blast last year,
while Rahman has been signed by Middlesex for the coming
season. “Ours is a good combination because Rashid and
Mujeeb are wicket-taking bowlers and I am more defensive,
bowling a lot of dot balls,” Nabi, who plays for Sunrisers
Hyderabad, told AFP in an interview. “It was a great expe-
rience for us and was of big help,” he said of last year’s T20
Blast. “Rashid and I bowled really well and he also batted
well. “We will quickly get adjusted to the conditions there
hopefully,” added Nabi, who will represent Kent in this
year’s 20-over contest.

While most of the Afghan team are at a training camp in
South Africa, the spinners are all warming up for the 50-over
World Cup in the IPL. Both Nabi and Khan have starred in
Hyderabad’s campaign, and 18-year-old Rahman is playing
for Kings XI Punjab. But Nabi said the IPL, with its big
crowds and tight games, was great preparation for the World
Cup despite the differences between T20 and 50-over
cricket. “The IPL helps a lot,” Nabi said. “If you play these
kind of pressure games before the World Cup it will help a
lot in the tournament against top opposition teams.” “It is a
white-ball format after all. Yes it is a change of format but
you can adjust easily to the 50-over game,” he added.

Beating the odds 
Nabi’s seven wickets from less than 16 overs, conceding

a parsimonious 87 runs, has made him one of the top 10
bowlers in this year’s IPL. He will now hope to take that form
into the World Cup, where Afghanistan face a daunting
opener against defending champions Australia on June 1. The
strong middle-order batsman has been at the centre of
Afghanistan’s fairytale rise, captaining the side at their first
World Cup in 2015. But while many Afghanistan players
learned the game in refugee camps in Pakistan, Nabi hails
from a wealthy Afghan family that lived in Pakistan during
the Soviet invasion.

Since beating the odds to compete at the 2010 World T20
in England, Afghanistan have qualified for all major interna-
tional tournaments and won their first Test against Ireland
last month. “It was a historic occasion,” Nabi said of the vic-
tory. Now expectations are building for their second World
Cup, where Afghanistan’s cricketers will hope to bring fur-
ther joy to their war-torn nation. “We will try our best at the
World Cup and challenge every team that we play against,”
Nabi said. “Inshallah (God-willing) in future we will chal-
lenge everybody in Test cricket.” —AFP 

Mohammad Nabi

Pollard hoping for 
Windies recall 
after IPL blitz
MUMBAI: West Indies outcast Kieron Pollard said he was targeting
a return to the national team for the World Cup after smashing a whirl-
wind 83 in the Indian Premier League. Pollard, whose knock off 31 balls
helped Mumbai Indians beat Kings XI Punjab on the last ball on
Wednesday, said he hoped his problems with the West Indies board
were in the past.

The 31-year-old, who last played an ODI in 2016, said he was
“blacklisted” under the previous regime but was hopeful of a recall
after last month’s ousting of controversial board president Dave
Cameron. “There has been a lot of turmoil in West Indies cricket over
the last couple of years. We have seen in the last couple of weeks
there’s a change,” said Pollard. “The most I can do every time I step
on the cricket field is try to put runs on the board,” he added, when
asked about the West Indies’ World Cup squad.

“There’s people there who have the job to select and whatever and
let’s see how that goes. As I said, I’m 31 years, Chris Gayle is still play-
ing, he’s 39, and he’s whacking it all around.” Pollard’s blitz, which in-
cluded three fours and 10 sixes, came after big innings by Punjab
batsmen Lokesh Rahul and Gayle. Rahul registered his maiden IPL
century and Gayle hit 63 off 36 balls to guide Punjab to 197-4, but Pol-
lard’s fireworks overshadowed both of them.

Pollard said it could be the start of a fresh era for West Indies cricket
under new chief Ricky Skerritt, the former team manager. “We have a
new chairman of selectors, there’s a new president of the cricket board,
and as I said you take it as it comes,” said Pollard. “We know what we
can do and I think Chris batted superbly,” he added, also paying tribute
to fellow West Indian IPL stars Andre Russell and Sunil Narine. “These
guys are having a good tournament and again, when your mind is free,
you just go out and enjoy cricket.” West Indies start the World Cup
against Pakistan at Nottingham, England on May 31. — AFP 



S p o r t s Friday, April 12, 2019

Friday46

AMSTERDAM: Cristiano Ronaldo was again
hailed by Juventus coach Massimiliano Allegri
after scoring with his side’s only shot on target
to earn a 1-1 draw away to an excellent Ajax in
the first leg of their Champions League quar-
ter-final in Amsterdam on Wednesday. On his
return from a thigh injury, Ronaldo subdued the
50,000 home fans in the Johan Cruyff Arena
when he headed Juventus in front on the stroke
of half-time to take his record goal tally in the
competition to 125.

However, Brazilian winger David Neres con-
jured a stunning equalizer almost immediately
after half-time to give Ajax a draw that was the
very least they deserved. Despite that, it is Ju-
ventus — for whom substitute Douglas Costa
struck a post late on — who hold the upper
hand heading into next Tuesday’s return in Turin,
with the winners of this tie facing Manchester
City or Tottenham Hotspur in the last four.

“Ronaldo showed that he is on a different
level. His timing and movement are different to
everyone else’s, there’s nothing you can do
about it,” said Allegri. Ronaldo had not played
for his club since scoring a hat-trick to dump
out Atletico Madrid in the last 16, and his goal
here saved the visitors in the face of another
fine Ajax performance. “Ajax have great qual-
ity. We suffered after their goal but we de-
fended well and finished the game better,”
added Allegri.

Ronaldo won the trophy in the last three sea-
sons with Real Madrid, but a fearless Ajax
ended the Spanish side’s European hegemony
in the previous round after a thrilling 4-1 victory

in Spain. This result allows them to maintain
hope ahead of the return, even if they might feel
they should have won here. “He’s a world class
player but I think we did well tonight,” captain
Matthijs de Ligt said of Ronaldo. The Ajax
coach, Erik ten Hag, added: “It is not the result
you hope for, but it is a result. Last time we lost
2-1 to Madrid at home so we are still in it.” Ten
Hag’s brilliant young side is likely to be broken
up at the end of this campaign, so this may be
the Amsterdam club’s best chance in a long time
to win a fifth European Cup.

De Jong runs the show 
Frenkie de Jong is leaving for Barcelona, and

the 21-year-old’s eagerness to get on the ball
and start moves here underlined why the Cata-
lans were prepared to pay an initial 75 million
euros ($84.5 million) in January to secure his
signature. However, it was the Moroccan inter-
national, Hakim Ziyech, who was the most
prominent going forward in the first half — one
curling effort in the 18th minute was heading for
the top corner before being tipped over by Wo-
jciech Szczesny.

Donny van de Beek then put a great
chance agonizingly wide after being teed up
by Dusan Tadic, while Juventus only dis-
played their attacking threat in patches.
Ronaldo was largely quiet, but he was af-
forded too much time and space by the Ajax
defense as he opened the scoring right on
half-time. He collected a Rodrigo Bentancur
pass, spread the play to Joao Cancelo and
then ran unhindered in a straight line into the

box to head home his compatriot’s cross.
It was his 25th goal of the season — he has

now scored six Champions League goals at the
Johan Cruyff Arena, as many as ex-Ajax star
Zlatan Ibrahimovic. The Ajax fans greeted their
team’s return for the second half with a rendi-
tion of Bob Marley’s Three Little Birds, and they
were still belting out the words to their adopted
hymn when they equalized within a minute of

the restart. Neres robbed Cancelo by the left
touchline just inside the Juventus half and ad-
vanced before curling a shot beyond Szczesny
and into the far corner. Exerted home pressure
followed, although Costa nearly delivered a late
sucker punch as he hit the woodwork at the
other end. Ajax are still right in the tie, but left-
back Nicolas Tagliafico will be suspended for
the return after being booked here. — AFP 

Returning Ronaldo gives Juventus 
the edge against impressive Ajax

AMSTERDAM: Juventus’ Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo (L) and Ajax’s Dutch midfielder Jurgen
Ekkelenkamp jump for the ball during the UEFA Champions League first leg quarter-final football match
between Ajax Amsterdam and Juventus FC at the Johan Cruijff Arena. —AFP 

MADRID: Atletico Madrid striker Diego Costa will miss the rest
of the season after being handed an eight-match suspension by
the Spanish Football Federation (RFEF) yesterday. Costa was
sent off in the first half of Atletico’s 2-0 defeat to Barcelona on
Saturday for directing a crude insult towards referee Gil Man-
zano. Manzano also reported that Costa had “grabbed” him by
the arms during the incident.

The lengthy ban means Costa will not play again this season
as Atletico have seven games left in La Liga, having been
knocked out of the Champions League and Copa del Rey. Ac-
cording to the match report submitted by Manzano, Costa in-
sulted his mother in a foul-mouthed outburst before “grabbing
me by the arms to prevent me showing cards to numbers 24 and
2 respectively”. The RFEF ruled Costa should therefore be sus-
pended for four matches for “clear insults and offensive expres-
sions made by the player towards the referee” and another four,
after “meeting the referee with mild violence, without aggressive
spirit, but in a manner that is reflected in the act of grabbing”. 

The statement added: “Consequently, it is appropriate to
sanction the player with a four-game suspension referring to ar-
ticle 94 (insults, verbal offenses and insulting attitudes) and four
more referring to article 96 (light violence towards the officials),
both from the Federation’s Disciplinary Code.” Costa’s dismissal
in the 28th minute at Camp Nou meant Atletico had to play for
more than an hour with 10 men in a match coach Diego Simeone

had said they had to win to keep their title hopes alive. Instead,
defeat leaves them 11 points adrift of Barca at the top of the table.

Costa has endured a difficult season, having scored only five
goals in all competitions and missed almost two months at the start
of the year due to a foot injury. Atletico signed Alvaro Morata on
loan from Chelsea in January and the 26-year-old is now likely to
be given an extended run in the starting line-up. Costa is no
stranger to controversy. He moved to Atletico after falling out with
Chelsea coach Antonio Conte in 2017, a dispute that saw the for-
ward relocate to Brazil and refuse to play for his club.— AFP 

Diego Costa handed 
eight-match ban

BERLIN: Veteran Dutch winger Arjen Robben fears that he has
played his last game for Bayern Munich as he struggles to return
from injury before he leaves the club this summer. Robben, 35, will
end a glittering 10-year spell at Bayern when his contract ends
this summer, and had hoped to return to fitness in time for a fitting
send-off. Yet yesterday, Robben admitted that his hopes of play-
ing a final competitive game for Bayern are fading. 

“I have my concerns, and I am not sure if I can play for Bayern
again this season,” he told Sky Sport News in Germany. The
Dutchman has not played for Bayern since their 5-1 Champions
League victory over Benfica last November. After an initial thigh
injury, Robben was set to return to action in January, but remained
sidelined after further problems with his calf. In February, he had
an operation to remove two infected teeth, which were reportedly
identified as the root cause of his injuries. Yet six weeks on, the
Dutchman is still not fit to play. “It is frustrating to not know what
the problem is,” he told Sky. In a decade at Bayern, Robben has
won seven Bundesliga titles and four German Cups. In 2013, he
scored the winner in the Champions League Final against Borus-
sia Dortmund. His future plans after leaving Munich remain un-
clear, but he has been linked with a return to his home club
Groningen and a move to MLS club Toronto FC. “Of course I have
had a few calls, but at the moment I just want to make sure I am
training again over a long period of time,” said Robben.  —AFP 

Robben admits he
may never play 
for Bayern again

BARCELONA: In this file photo taken on April 6, 2019 Atletico Madrid’s
Spanish forward Diego Costa (C-R) argues with Spanish referee Gil Man-
zano before receiving a red card during the Spanish league football
match between FC Barcelona and Club Atletico de Madrid at the Camp
Nou stadium. — AFP 
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BARCELONA: Lionel Messi finished with a
bloody nose and a swollen cheek but Barcelona
left unscathed, with one foot in the semi-finals
and Manchester United hoping for another
Champions League miracle. Chris Smalling’s
clattering challenge in the first half could mean
Messi is spared Barca’s visit to Huesca on Sat-
urday, their 11-point lead in La Liga affording
Ernesto Valverde the luxury of preserving his
captain for next week’s second leg. 

“He was certainly not comfortable, that’s ob-
vious,” Valverde said after his team’s gritty 1-0
win at Old Trafford on Wednesday. A fresher
and sharper Messi would hardly make United’s
task any easier. Ole Gunnar Solskjaer was keen
to invoke memories of their comeback against
Paris Saint-Germain in the previous round but
it will be an altogether different task winning at
Camp Nou, where Barca have lost only once in
52 matches and not in the Champions League
since 2013.  They faced pressure at Old Trafford
but few genuine moments of discomfort,
demonstrated by United’s failure to muster a
single shot on target, for the first time in this
competition since March 2005. “Lacking talent
on the field, this United team has to resort to
faith,” wrote Diario Sport. “The roar of the sta-
dium spurred the players on but it was nothing
that could affect Barca.” 

Their victory was, in part perhaps, due to
their opponents’ lack of punch but there was
merit too in navigating a sloppy performance
with both maturity and resilience. “Neither
Messi nor his teammates had their brightest

night in Manchester,” wrote Mundo Deportivo.
“But Valverde’s 11 played with common sense
and tactical rigor.” Since Solskjaer’s arrival,
United’s greatest threat has been on the counter-
attack while Barcelona have been exposed on
the break this season by the likes of Real Betis,
Sevilla and Levante. 

‘Crucial’ Pique 
Valverde’s team limited the danger by sitting

deep. “They put us under pressure but we con-
trolled it well,” Gerard Pique said. “We were
very conscientious,” said Jordi Alba. “Sometimes
you go on the attack and leave the defence open
but we sat in more and balanced the game.”
Pique endured a chaotic start to the season, his
form and focus questioned in the autumn when
Barcelona’s defence looked leaky. But Pique has
got better and better, his performance on his re-
turn to Manchester perhaps the peak of what
has been an impressive few months since the
turn of the year. 

“We put in an excellent performance defen-
sively, our defense is in the best form of the sea-
son,” Pique said. “Gerard has been crucial,” said
Sergio Busquets. “Just like always.”  Luis Suarez
continued his rich vein of form too, delivering
again when it mattered most. After his goal sent
Barcelona to victory over Atletico Madrid last
weekend, it was his header that met Messi’s
cross in the 12th minute and proved this game’s
decisive moment as well. 

Luke Shaw’s touch deprived Suarez of his
first away goal in the Champions League since

September 2015, but the satisfaction was evi-
dent in the former Liverpool striker’s celebra-
tion, performed at the Stretford End in front of
the fans that had jeered his every touch. El Pais
said of the striker nicknamed, ‘El Pistolero’: “In
England, and even at Old Trafford, the law is set
by the gunman.” 

The question now is whether United can re-
peat their heroics in Paris and for Barca, avoid a
collapse similar to the one that ended in a 3-0
defeat by Roma last year, which knocked them
out in the quarter-finals for a third consecutive
season. “We know we didn’t go through because
we didn’t deserve it,” Alba said.  — AFP 

Barca left bloody but leave 
Man United on the ropes

MANCHESTER: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Lionel Messi (C) vies with Manchester United’s English mid-
fielder Scott McTominay during the UEFA Champions league first leg quarter-final football match between
Manchester United and Barcelona at Old Trafford. — AFP 

ZUZENHAUSEN: English teenager Reiss Nel-
son remembers driving up the leafy road to-
wards the training ground of Bundesliga club
Hoffenheim for the first time and thinking:
“Where am I going?” The 19-year-old English
winger has made quite an impact since arriving
at the club on a year-long loan from Arsenal, be-
coming the latest English youngster after Jadon
Sancho to shine in Germany. 

Now he feels ready to return to North Lon-
don and walk in the footsteps of his boyhood
idol Thierry Henry. Yet for a young man who
grew up on the gritty estates of South London,
it was something of a culture shock to land in the
idyllic, green surroundings of Hoffenheim after
his loan deal was signed last August. The club’s
training ground is in sleepy Zuzenhausen, a small
village nestled in the hills near Heidelberg.

“It’s a long drive coming up to the training
ground and you are surrounded by all these
trees,” Nelson told AFP. “I was like: ‘where am I
going?’ Then I got into the changing room and
all the guys were speaking German and I
thought ‘what are they talking about?’” Nelson
quickly integrated into the squad, however,

scoring six goals in his first seven appearances.
He formed a close group with teammates Ishak
Belfodil, Kasim Adams Nuhu and Joshua Brenet.
Germany international Nico Schulz also took
Nelson under his wing, nicknaming him “little
brother”.

‘Stay grounded’ 
“Me, Ishak, Josh and Kasim are the ones who

can’t really speak German so we stay together,”
said Nelson, who is set to return to Arsenal at
the end of the season. “I’ve got a lot of close
friends here and I will keep in contact with a lot
of them.” One of several young Englishmen to
have tried their luck in the Bundesliga, Nelson
has not made quite the same impact as close
friend Sancho, who broke into the England team
this season.

But having emerged at Arsenal under then
manager Arsene Wenger, Nelson said he has
learned plenty from Hoffenheim’s 31-year-old
coach Julian Nagelsmann. “Arsene watched me
grow up, he gave me my Premier League debut,
and I think he developed me into a good young
man as well,” said Nelson. “Julian is different. He
likes to analyze the opposition and he is very
tactical.” Nelson was an Arsenal fan as a boy
and joined the club aged eight. He grew up idol-
izing French striker Henry, who later coached
him at under-19 level for the Gunners. “Thierry
used to give me a lot of advice, he was such a
great guy,” said Nelson. “He told me to stay
grounded, because a lot of kids start to get
flashy when they get to 18 or 19, and they forget
the basics of being a professional.” — AFP 

Rising star 
Nelson hopes 
to emulate Henry 

MILAN: Defying the economics of modern
European football, unheralded Atalanta are
threatening to deny AC Milan their long-
awaited return to the Champions League.
With another Juventus title win now a formal-
ity — a draw at SPAL on Saturday will earn
the Turin side an eighth successive Scudetto
with six games to spare — the real excite-
ment in Serie A is now in the race for the
Champions League slots.

Atalanta have never played in Europe’s
flagship competition, and would not have ini-
tially been considered as contenders for one
of the four places. The Bergamo outfit are the
sort of middle-ranking European club who,
as soon as they have a good season, see their
best players snapped up by bigger clubs,
have to start all over again and often slip back
into obscurity. Remarkably, however, Atalanta
have refused to lie down and, with seven
games left, are level on 52 points with fourth-
placed Milan. They are followed by Roma (51)
and Lazio and Torino (49).

While Milan and Lazio meet on Saturday,
Atalanta have a relatively straightforward
match at home to lowly Empoli on Monday.

After finishing fourth in 2016-17, Atalanta al-
most inevitably lost two top players as An-
drea Conti and Franck Kessie left for AC
Milan, while midfielder Roberto Gagliardini
had joined Inter Milan halfway through the
season. But they rebuilt and enjoyed another
impressive season in 2017-18 when they fin-
ished seventh in Serie A, reached the Coppa
Italia semi-finals and topped their Europa
League group.

Although they showed signs of cracking
early this season, Atalanta have instead
bounced back stronger than ever. They are
Serie A’s joint top scorers alongside Juventus,
with 64 goals in 31 games, and have reached
the Coppa Italia semi-finals after eliminating
the Turin side with a 3-0 win. In playmaker
Alejandro Gomez, the gifted Josip Ilicic and
powerful goalscorer Duvan Zapata, they have
arguably Serie A’s most potent attacking trio,
even if that is partly offset by a leaky defence.

Coach Gian Piero Gasperini insisted re-
cently that he was still aiming for the Eu-
ropa League rather than the Champions
League. “The Champions is not our tar-
get,” he said. —Reuters 

Unheralded Atalanta threaten
to upset Italian applecart
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Ronaldo gives Juventus 
the edge against Ajax

AMSTERDAM: Juventus’ Portuguese forward
Cristiano Ronaldo celebrates after scoring the
opening goal during the UEFA Champions
League first leg quarter-final football match
between Ajax Amsterdam and Juventus FC at
the Johan Cruijff Arena.  — AFP 
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