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“It is absurd to describe it as means to drive expats
away from Kuwait,” the sources exclaimed, pointing out
that only small numbers of expats had left compared to
their total numbers in Kuwait, and that they had left for
personal reasons and not because of the fees or being
replaced by citizens, who are still a minority in the pri-
vate sector. 

The sources admitted that the government does
have plans to cut the numbers of some communities in a
bid to adjust Kuwait’s demographics, but remarked that
such plans will never affect qualified and skilled labor.
“They only target marginal workers who overburden
public services and pose security threats without actu-
ally doing any good to Kuwait,” explained the sources,
noting that such laborers will not be given work permits
in the future. 

Meanwhile, the interior ministry announced that the
first batch of half a million new e-driving licenses will
arrive next week pending commencing the electronic
issuance of driving licenses in May, said informed
sources. The sources added that the project will initially
start with citizens in May, while those for expatriates
will start by the end of the year at most. The sources
explained that applicants will have to log in to the MoI
website to submit their information, and on receiving an
automated text message, they can receive their licenses
from automated machines in various governorates. 

The sources also explained that applications of
expats applying online to renew their licenses will be
blocked if they have unpaid fines, have changed their
profession, left the country or completed their studies
(for students), and will be asked to check in with rele-
vant traffic departments to rectify their status if they
are entitled to get driving licenses with the new data.
Moreover, the sources said the project will reduce the
number of expat licenses by over 25,000 due to can-
celling those of expats who permanently left Kuwait,
changed their profession, exceeded the age of 65 or
completed their studies in Kuwait. 
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In another development, head of the Assembly’s for-
eign relations committee MP Abdulkarim Al-Kandari
said the committee has summoned Deputy Foreign
Minister Khaled Al-Jarallah to question him over a
Syrian businessman who was briefly detained two

weeks ago over alleged money laundering accusations.
The government had made no statement over the
detention of Mazen Al-Tarazi, reportedly close to
Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad, but Jarallah said late
on Tuesday that Kuwait received some communications
from the Syrian government and decided to free Tarazi.

Also, a group of lawmakers handed the foreign min-
ister a letter objecting to allowing embassies and con-
sulates to have premises in residential areas. The move
came amid reports that the government will next week
decide to provide land plots to embassies with large
communities in the country.
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war, Tehran has been a steadfast ally helping the
regime now gain the upper hand as the conflict enters
its ninth year. And in Yemen it is supporting Houthi
rebels fighting a Saudi-led military coalition which is
backing the country’s beleaguered government.

Trump’s decision could be seen as a “godsend” for
Iran which will “try to capitalize on the US-Israeli move
to try to fill the void of official Arab leadership” in the
region, said Fawaz Gerges, an international relations
expert at the London School of Economics. Israel
seized the Golan Heights from Syria during the 1967
Arab-Israeli war, and annexed it in 1981, in a move that
was never recognized by the international community.
It has always been assumed that the fate of the strate-
gic plateau would be negotiated as part of a wider
peace deal between Israel and Syria.

The Arab League, due to hold its annual summit in
Tunis on Sunday, slammed Trump’s announcement as
“null and void in substance and form”. Arab govern-
ments including Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait, Jordan and
Lebanon have all condemned the US move. But while
they have been left fuming by Trump’s casual short-cir-
cuiting of the accepted precepts of a future Middle
East peace, they are powerless to take any meaningful
action. “Official Arab condemnation does not carry
much weight. The Arab state system is dysfunctional

and even broken,” said Gerges.  
Rubbing salt into the wounds, Trump’s Golan move

comes hot on the heels of his earlier incendiary decision,
breaking with the decades-long status quo to recognize
Jerusalem as the capital of Israel last year. Perhaps wor-
ryingly for the Palestinians, who claim east Jerusalem as
the capital of their promised future state, the US deci-
sion to move its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem has
sparked vows from other countries to follow suit. 

The Palestinians have broken off contact with the US
administration, and Palestinian Authority Mahmoud
Abbas has railed that Washington has forfeited its his-
toric role as a mediator in the conflict. Arab countries,
which have long fought for the Palestinian cause, “have
been reduced to extreme fragility and none of them will
go to war for Syria”, said political sociology professor
Said Sadeq.

Saudi Arabia has even been quietly cooperating with
Washington on the Israeli-Palestinian issue. It “encour-
aged the Trump administration to think that core issues
of international law and Arab sensitivity like Jerusalem
and Syrian territory could be ridden roughshod over,”
said Neil Partrick, Gulf specialist and author. 

But the plan being drawn up by Trump’s son-in-
law Jared Kushner appears unlikely to win much
Arab approval. Bitar slammed the Kushner plan as
“smokescreen or a vast humbug”, saying the recog-
nition of the Golan serves as a “nail in the coffin” of
this plan. “Trump’s decisions on Jerusalem and the
Golan Heights ensure that Israel will be in a state of
perpetual war with its Arab-speaking people neigh-
bors,” added Gerges. “The Israel i-Arab peace
process is dead.” — AFP 

US Golan move 
stymies Arabs...Continued from Page 1

The enormous 52,000-sq-m National Museum of
Qatar is located on Doha’s waterfront corniche. It tells
the story of Qatar’s bedouin past and colonial times to
its energy-rich present, reflecting on the country’s
wealth and ambitions. French architect Jean Nouvel,
who designed the museum in the shape of a desert rose,
said it would become “an icon”.

Sheikha Al-Mayassa Al-Thani, chair of Qatar
Museums and a member of the royal family, said the
blockade had not delayed the museum’s opening date.
“The blockade hasn’t affected us one bit,” she told AFP
during a preview tour of the museum. “We are very
proud and happy and, in fact, all the people are wel-
come to this museum and we remain open to the rest of
the world,” she said. “We are more than proud of this

achievement.” Sheikha Mayassa, sister of the ruling
amir, is considered one of the world’s most important
art buyers after making a string of high-price acquisi-
tions in the years before Qatar was hit by an energy
price slump in 2014. 

The museum is the latest move in Doha’s campaign
for regional dominance in arts and culture that has
seen big-ticket acquisitions, new galleries, film festi-
vals and international exhibitions by artists like
Damien Hirst and Richard Serra. The museum includes
winding floor space, an artificial lagoon, and the
restored palace of Sheikh Abdullah bin Jassim Al-
Thani, who ruled until 1949.

Set along the Doha seaside and over a decade in the
making, the museum’s exterior is a tangle of massive
interlocking discs that evoke the shape of a desert rose,
a design Nouvel said was a big technical challenge. “It
creates a variation of space and unexpected spaces
and unexpected proportions. I think the visitor will be
surprised,” Nouvel said yesterday. The interior features
walls splashed with looping videos on Qatar’s desert
life and pearl diving in past eras, plus digital archives
about life under Ottoman and British rule. — Agencies

Amir says Qatar 
‘stronger’ as he...

Continued from Page 1

Indian planes bombed Pakistani territory for the first
time in decades.

Modi said the anti-satellite missile test was peaceful,
and not designed to create “an atmosphere of war”. “I
want to assure the world community that the new capa-
bility is not against anyone. This is to secure and
defend... fast-growing India.” But analysts said the test
would not go unnoticed in China and Pakistan, India’s
chief rivals in the nuclear-armed region, and could be
interpreted as a show of New Delhi’s advancing military
capabilities.

“This is less about shooting down satellites and
more about proving high-altitude ‘hit-to-kill’ proficien-
cy, which is the core competency required to get good
at a range of things - including defense against nuclear-
capable ballistic missiles,” Ankit Panda, of the
Federation of American Scientists, told AFP. “This is
how the message is going to be perceived in
Islamabad.” A spokesman for Pakistan’s foreign ministry
said countries that had “strongly condemned” the
demonstration of similar technologies in the past should
work towards preventing the militarization of space.
“Boasting of such capabilities is reminiscent of Don
Quixote’s tilting against windmills,” the spokesman said.

The United States and the former Soviet Union car-
ried out their first successful anti-satellite missile tests
in 1985, and China in 2007. All are now said to be
working on so-called Star Wars laser weapons to
destroy satellites. With satellites increasingly important
because of their intelligence gathering role -and major

nations seeking to gain a foothold in space - the United
States in 2014 rejected a Russian-Chinese proposal for
a treaty to ban weapons in space, saying it was “funda-
mentally flawed” because of the lack of weapons verifi-
cation measures.

India’s foreign ministry said the country “has no
intention of entering into an arms race in outer space”.
“We have always maintained that space must be used
only for peaceful purposes,” the ministry said. “At the
same time, the government is committed to ensuring the
country’s national security interests and is alert to
threats from emerging technologies.”

Modi said the test did not violate any international
treaties and was for the betterment and safety of India’s
1.3 billion people. The announcement comes ahead of a
national election in which Modi - whose Hindu nation-
alist party stormed to power in 2014 - is seeking a sec-
ond term in office. Voting starts April 11 and will last
nearly six weeks, with close to 900 million Indians eli-
gible to vote in the world’s largest election. Under elec-
tion laws in force, the government is forbidden from
announcing new policies or other major developments
that could benefit the ruling party.

“The timing and the manner of the announcement,
with elections around the corner, will certainly lead to
speculation,” Dhruva Jaishankar, Delhi-based fellow in
foreign policy with Brookings India, told AFP.
Opposition leader Rahul Gandhi congratulated India’s
scientists on the feat but also wished Modi “a very hap-
py World Theatre Day” - referring to celebrations also
marked around the globe on March 27. Finance
Minister Arun Jaitley defended the announcement, say-
ing for “a deterrent of this kind there is no better than
the prime minister to inform the world”. India has made
giant strides in its space journey in recent years. It
launched a record 104 satellites in a single mission in
2017, and has also built a reputation for low-cost space
exploration and science missions. - AFP 
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RIYADH: Nearly two years after the collapse of the
construction giant Saudi Oger rendered thousands job-
less, Lebanese worker Mohammed remains stranded in
limbo in Riyadh - and desperate to avoid arrest. The
demise in 2017 of the once-mighty company owned by
the family of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri
forced thousands of its expatriate workers to exit the
kingdom without months of unpaid wages and end-of-
service benefits.

But many like 60-year-old Mohammed, who worked
for the company for 35 years, are still stuck in Saudi
Arabia. The expiration of Mohammed’s residence permit
makes his presence in Saudi Arabia illegal, but he is also
legally barred from leaving due to an outstanding bank
loan taken while he was employed. So Mohammed is left
in a bewildering limbo, barely scraping by on the kind-
ness of strangers and cut off from his family in Lebanon.

“I am a prisoner,” he told AFP at the Riyadh apart-
ment of another former Saudi Oger employee from
Lebanon in a similar predicament. “When I want to go
outside, I choose a time when there are no (police)
roadblocks so that I am not detained,” he added.
Saudi Arabia, home to some 10 million expats, is in the
midst of an intensifying crackdown on illegal workers
that has seen hundreds of thousands expelled over the
past two years.

There appears to be no recourse for the two stranded
workers, who requested that their real names be with-
held. Without a valid residency, the two men are not
allowed to legally find work and repay their debt. And
until the debts are repaid, they cannot get an exit visa, a
mandatory authorization to leave the kingdom.
According to court documents seen by AFP, Saudi Oger

still owes Mohammed more than $100,000 in unpaid
wages - more than double his outstanding bank loan
used partly to pay for his children’s education.

The impasse spotlights Saudi Arabia’s long-criti-
cized sponsorship system, which binds workers to their
Saudi employers. It is unclear exactly how many of the
company’s nearly 40,000 former workers remain in the
kingdom. Company officials and the Saudi labor min-
istry have not responded to repeated requests for com-
ment. “Employees took car loans, housing loans - they
are not allowed to leave until they repay, in line with the
kingdom’s regulation,” said Wissam Saab, a 48-year-
old former employee, who left the kingdom after being
bailed out by relatives. “No one is helping,” he told AFP
from Beirut.

The testimonies encapsulate the human cost of the
labor-intensive construction sector’s slowdown amid
low oil prices, causing turmoil in the lives of millions of
workers and leading to the demise of what was once
one of the kingdom’s biggest builders. Former Saudi
Oger workers - from France to Lebanon, India and the
Philippines - are still awaiting salary arrears despite
repeated management assurances.

Many distressed employees regularly post screen-
shots of owed invoices on social media, pleading with
their governments to intervene. “Where is Saudi
Arabia? Where is justice? Where is humanity?” work-
ers chanted at a protest in front of the Saudi embassy
in Beirut. “We are asking for our rights, not charity.”
Multiple workers said some colleagues have died of
life-threatening illnesses as their health insurance -
once covered by the company - expired. “They were
deported as dead bodies from the kingdom,” Chahnaz

Ghayad, who offers legal counsel to Oger workers in
Beirut, told AFP.

A job at Saudi Oger, which reaped billions for Hariri
and helped establish his family as a dominant force in
Lebanese politics, was once billed as a ticket to a secure
future. The mega-contractor, which shut up shop in July
2017 after nearly four decades in operation, built
grandiose complexes including Riyadh’s palatial Ritz-
Carlton hotel and the all-women Princess Noura
University.

But trouble for the company - heavily reliant on the
Saudi state for contracts - started much earlier as the
world’s top energy exporter tightened spending follow-
ing a collapse in oil prices in mid-2014. The company’s
former employees, however, pin much of the blame on
Hariri’s personal and political ties with the kingdom’s
leadership, apparently helping him to escape stringent
penalties over non-payment of wages.

Last year, the kingdom established a committee to
handle the restructuring of the undisclosed debt owed
by Saudi Oger, but its current status remains unclear.
The company reportedly owed at least $3.5 billion. “The
fact that this firm, and the Hariri family, have a political
relationship with the government clearly complicates
matters,” Karen Young, from the American Enterprise
Institute, told AFP. “The fact that Saudi Oger has been in
a restructuring process by a government committee,
even as it was due outstanding payments by the govern-
ment, is also distinct from how other failing firms have
been treated by the state.” Its former workers, mean-
while, are girding for an indefinite wait. “Fighting hope-
lessness all alone,” reads graffiti outside the abandoned
residential quarters for its workers in Riyadh. — AFP 
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RIYADH: A former employee stands in front of the closed
entrance to Oger’s headquarter in the Saudi capital on
Nov 9, 2018. —AFP 

CAIRO: Egypt’s actors union said yesterday it was
expelling two prominent performers after they criticised
constitutional amendments seeking to extend President
Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi’s rule. Amr Waked and Khaled Abol
Naga joined a congressional briefing on Monday in
Washington about the human rights situation in Egypt as
well as the possible extension of Sisi’s tenure. In a statement,
the union accused Waked and Abol Naga of “betraying the
nation” and pushing “the agenda of conspirators against
Egypt’s security and stability”.

“Both actors will no longer be allowed to act in Egypt,”
the union’s head, Ashraf Zaki, told AFP. “The decision pro-
hibits anyone from assigning them to any acting jobs.” Both
men accused the union of playing a “political” role on their
official Twitter accounts. The award-winning actors live
abroad and have featured in a wide range of Egyptian as
well as international movies and TV series. Earlier this
month, Waked said he faced difficulties renewing his pass-
port at the Egyptian consulate in Madrid.  

Egypt’s parliament, which is dominated by Sisi support-
ers, gave the preliminary go-ahead last month to constitu-
tional amendments that would allow the president to stay in
power after his second term ends in 2022. Speaker Ali
Abdel-Aal said this week that a draft is expected to be
ready by mid-April after which it will be put to a public ref-
erendum, according to local media. A coalition of opposition
groups yesterday reiterated its rejection of the planned
amendments which it criticized as “unconstitutional”.

Sisi, a former army chief, led the military’s overthrow of

Mohamed Morsi in 2013 following mass protests against the
Islamist leader’s rule. He won his first term as president the
following year and was re-elected in March 2018 with over
97 percent of the vote. His government has been criticized
for quashing serious opposition and curtailing freedoms
gained following a 2011 uprising that toppled longtime
autocrat Hosni Mubarak.

The authorities have in recent years launched a broad
crackdown on dissent targeting Islamists as well as liberal
and secular activists. Novelists, singers, actors and popular
social media bloggers have also been swept up in the
crackdown. Last week, Egypt’s musicians union said it sus-
pended singer Sherine Abdel-Wahab pending an investiga-
tion into her joke about a lack of free speech in the country.
Prominent novelist Alaa Al-Aswany also said he was
accused of insulting Sisi, the armed forces and judicial
institutions. — AFP 
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ALEXANDRIA: Egyptian President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi
welcomes Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan,
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and Deputy Supreme
Commander of the UAE Armed Forces, at Ras El-Tin
Palace yesterday. — AFP 


