
DOHA: The United States signed a land-
mark deal with the Taleban yesterday, lay-
ing out a timetable for a full troop with-
drawal from Afghanistan within 14 months 
as it seeks an exit from its longest war. The 
agreement is expected to lead to a dia-
logue between the Taleban and the Kabul 
government that, if successful, could ulti-
mately see an end to the grinding 18-year 
conflict. Taleban fighter-turned-dealmaker 
Mullah Baradar signed the accord along-
side Washington’s chief negotiator Zalmay 
Khalilzad, in a conference room in a luxury 
hotel in the Qatari capital. The pair then 
shook hands, as people in the room shout-
ed “Allahu Akbar” (God is greatest). 

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
looked on as the two inked the deal, and 
alluded to the difficult work that remains to 
be done. “I know there will be a temptation 
to declare victory, but victory for Afghans 

will only be achieved when they can live in 
peace and prosper,” he said. The Taleban 
swept to power in 1996, banning women 
from working, closing girls’ schools, and 
forbidding music and other entertainment. 

Since the US-led invasion that ousted 
them after the Sept 11, 2001 attacks, 
America has spent more than $1 trillion on 
fighting and rebuilding in the country. 
About 2,400 US soldiers have been killed, 
along with unknown tens of thousands of 
Afghan troops, Taleban fighters and 
Afghan civilians. “We’re seizing the best 
opportunity for peace in a generation,” 
Pompeo told a press conference. 

US President Donald Trump, who has 
promised to finish America’s “endless wars”, 
urged the Afghan people to embrace the 
chance for a new future. “If the Taleban and 
the government of Afghanistan live up to 
these commitments, we will have a powerful 

path forward to end the war in Afghanistan 
and bring our troops home,” he said on the 
eve of the signing. 

The Taleban’s chief negotiator Sher 
Mohammad Abbas Stanikzai hailed anoth-

er “day of victory” in Afghanistan’s long 
history of repelling foreign powers. “This is 
the kind of day that our ancestors cele-
brated after they defeated the British 
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Kuwait calls on citizens to avoid  
travel; no new coronavirus cases
Catholic churches closed in Kuwait • Qatar confirms first case • Iran deaths jump to 43 

KUWAIT: Kuwait called on its citizens to avoid travel-
ing over concerns about the spread of the coronavirus, a 
health ministry official said at a media conference yes-
terday. The state has not registered any new coron-
avirus infections over the past 24 hours, Assistant 
Secretary at the Health Ministry Dr Buthaina Al-Mudhaf 
said, adding the ministry and other state bodies are con-
tinuing to take measures to counter the coronavirus, and 
the efforts have been fruitful.  

The total number of people infected with the disease 
in Kuwait is 45, while no one has died, the health ministry 
said on Friday. Kuwait will continue to evacuate citizens 
from heavily-infected coronavirus countries, Mudhaf said 
yesterday, revealing that 35 travelers coming from Iraq 
were sent into quarantine, while 52 Kuwaitis arriving from 
Italy were under health inspection. All border entry points 
in Kuwait - whether air, land, or sea - are under continu-
ous supervision to detect the coronavirus, she said, 
affirming that all those infected with the virus are in good 
health and recovering.  

The infected patients are receiving topnotch medical 
care at specialized facilities dedicated to combating the 
coronavirus. “There are no fees for expats subjected to 
COVID-19 tests,” Mudhaf underlined, noting that that 
expats found infected will be dealt with according to the  
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KUWAIT: Director of the World Health Organization Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean (WHO EMRO) Dr 
Ahmad Al-Mandhari speaks during a press conference held by the health ministry yesterday. — KUNA 

DOHA: US Special Representative for Afghanistan Reconciliation Zalmay Khalilzad and 
Taleban co-founder Mullah Abdul Ghani Baradar shake hands after signing a peace 
agreement during a ceremony in the Qatari capital yesterday. — AFP 

By A Saleh 
 
KUWAIT: Health ministry officials have praised the 
efforts of Roche Middle East and its partner Central 
Circle Company for their rapid response to the coron-
avirus problem in Kuwait. The companies produce 
(Roche) and distribute (Central Circle) the diagnostic 
kits and equipment necessary to test for the coron-
avirus, along with many others.  

As the number of cases rises dramatically in the 
region, the demand for these tests has drastically 
increased, creating a global bottleneck in supply. The 
demand for other necessary items such as facemasks 
and hand sanitizers has also shot through the roof. 
Numerous co-ops and pharmacy outlets have sold 
their “future seven-month supply”, according to a 
major co-op distributor.  

It’s noteworthy mentioning that personal hygiene is 
still the most important factor in preventing transmis-
sion of the disease, according to medical sources at the 
MoH and international advice from the WHO. For now, 
the public is still awaiting responses from the Kuwaiti 
health ministry. There have been mixed reviews related 
to the government’s response to this crisis in the coun-
try. For now, companies are still scrambling to provide 
the necessary amounts of test kits and protective 
equipment required to satisfy the increasing demand.

Roche Diagnostics, 
Central Circle rise  
up to the challenge

WASHINGTON: This handout illustration image 
obtained Feb 27, 2020 courtesy of the US Food and 
Drug Administration shows the COVID-19 coron-
avirus. — AFP 

US, Taleban sign historic 
deal to withdraw troops

ISTANBUL: Turkish President Tayyip 
Erdogan said yesterday that he had asked 
President Vladimir Putin for Russia to step aside 
in Syria and leave Turkey to deal with Syrian 
government forces alone, after 34 Turkish sol-
diers were killed this week. Government forces, 
backed by Russian air power, have waged a 
major assault to capture the northwest province 
of Idlib, part of the last remaining territory held 
by rebels backed by Turkey. 

Syrian and Russian warplanes yesterday 
kept up air strikes on the Idlib city of Saraqeb, 
the Syrian Observatory war monitor reported. 
The strategic city sits on a key international 
roadway and has been a flashpoint of fighting 
in recent days. Turkey said its forces destroyed 
a “chemical warfare facility”, just south of 
Aleppo, in part of its military retaliation after 
its soldiers were killed. “We would not want 
things to reach this point but as they force us 
to do this, they will pay a price,” Erdogan said. 
Syria’s state media denied the attack and the 

existence of such a facility. 
Turkish strikes using drones and smart mis-

siles late on Friday that hit Hezbollah headquar-
ters near Saraqeb killed nine of its members and 
wounded 30 in one of the bloodiest attacks on 
the Iran-backed group in Syria, according to a 
commander in the regional alliance backing 
Damascus. The Syrian Observatory said 48 

pro-Damascus troops had been killed by 
Turkish strikes in the past 24 hours. 

With diplomacy sponsored by Ankara and 
Moscow to ease tensions in tatters, Turkey has 
come closer than ever to confrontation with 
Russia on the battlefield. Speaking in Istanbul, 
Erdogan said he had told Putin in a phone 
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EDIRNE, Turkey: A man takes cover behind an umbrella as he throws a mattress in a fire during clash-
es with Greek police in the buffer zone at the Turkey-Greece border in Pazarkule yesterday. — AFP 

LUXEMBOURG: Luxembourg yesterday 
became the first country in the world to 
offer free public transport, as the small and 
wealthy EU country tries to help less-well-
off workers and reduce road traffic. Some 
cities elsewhere have already taken similar, 
partial measures. But the transport ministry 
said it was the first time such a decision 
covered an entire country. The free trans-
port, flagged as “an important social meas-
ure”, affects approximately 40 percent of 
households and is estimated to save each 
one around €100 ($110) per year. 

Not all passengers were aware of the 
change, which was brought forward one 
day ahead of schedule. “It’s free? I didn’t 
know,” said a woman in her 50s who gave 
her first name as Dominique as she waited 
at Luxembourg’s main train station. 
Transport workers were concerned about 
what impact the measure would have on 
their job security. “We don’t yet know” 

what will happen to their positions, said 
one ticket seller at the station who declined 
to give his name. “All the public transport 
workers are worried. It’s not yet clear.” 

The measure is part of a plan intended 
to reduce congestion. Private cars are the 
most used means of transport in the Grand 
Duchy, accounting for 47 percent of busi-
ness travel and 71 percent of leisure trans-
port. With more than 200,000 people liv-
ing in neighboring France, Germany and 
Belgium who work in Luxembourg and 
most of them driving in, that makes for 
major traffic jams at peak hours. The popu-
lation of the tiny country is just 610,000 
and those cross-border workers account 
for half the total employees. 

The capital city of Luxembourg has 
invested in its public transport network, 
notably by building a tram network, but 
commuters complain it is still patchy.  
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