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KUWAIT: As more countries joined the rush to
ban some southern African countries after the emer-
gence of a new COVID variant - Omicron, some
African expats are beginning to have a rethink on
their travel plans. Kuwait on Saturday joined dozens
of countries across the globe to imposed travel
restrictions on South Africa and its neighbors since
its scientists flagged the variant last Thursday. This
in turn, has affected many Africans in the region as
they weigh their options. The nine African nations
that were affected include; South Africa, Namibia,
Botswana, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Lesotho,
Eswatini, Zambia and Malawi.

For South African school teacher Jolene GJ who
has been preparing for a vacation to celebrate
Christmas with her family, the ban has affected her
so much. Unfortunately, the new variant has shat-
tered her vacation plans. Jolene had booked her
ticket for her scheduled flight to South Africa
(December 3, 2021) and to return to Kuwait by New
Year. “I cannot proceed with my plans because of
the ban. The past few days have been so depressing
for me. I was looking forward to spending the
Christmas with my family and friends,” she said. 

In addition to the travel restrictions, Kuwait’s
Council of Ministers ban entry of passengers from
the nine southern African countries unless they
spend 14 days in a third country with a negative
PCR test result before boarding a flight to Kuwait.
“So now, I have to call off my vacation plans. I have
not seen my family for a long time due to the airport
closure last year,” she said. 

Chimwemwe Vitto Mwineya from Malawi is also
affected by the recent development. Mwineya, who
was also preparing to take vacation next month has
to call it off immediately and informed his travel
agent to cancel the ticket. “I booked my ticket on
October and was excited to go home as I didn’t take
my vacation for the last three years. I was eager to
see my kids. Now, I don’t want to leave Kuwait and
get stuck in Malawi. Right now, I am temporarily
holding up my vacation plans,” he said.

Avoid travel
Meanwhile, Sierra Leone’s Ambassador in Kuwait

Haja Ishata Thomas advised African expats to be
cautious - urging them to follow all the necessary

precautionary measures. “We should be careful
always. We should take all the appropriate measures
so as to combat this virus. Unless it is essential, it is
not advisable to travel this time around,” the ambas-
sador advised.  

For Mike and his friends, it is risky to travel this
time around. “We actually planned to celebrate this
Christmas at home with our families but with the
look of things, we cannot go again. Corona has
overridden our plans,” Mike said as his friends nod-

ded in agreement. “We hope to travel during Easter.
By then, things would have gotten better,” Mike’s
friend Tony told Kuwait Times as they enter inside
the Church in Kuwait City.  

Omicron is widely spreading around the world,
with new cases found in the Netherlands, Denmark
and Australia even as more countries have imposed
travel restrictions. The detection has triggered a
global alarm - and governments around the world
scrambled to impose new travel curbs. Meanwhile,
an outraged South African President Cyril
Ramaphosa on Sunday said the curbs were scientif-
ically unjustified and called for them to be “immedi-
ately and urgently” reversed. 

Also, the UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres has weighed in, urging nations to avoid the
blame games. “The people of Africa cannot be
blamed for the immorally low level of vaccinations
available in Africa-and they should not be penalized
for identifying and sharing crucial science and
health information with the world,” UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres said.
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News in brief

Severe cold ahead

KUWAIT: Kuwait’s astronomer Adel Al-Saadoun
said that from December 7, Kuwait will see the
arrival of the “Marbaaniya” (forty days of cold) sea-
son which is known as one of the coldest seasons
during the year. He said meanwhile that most
Kuwait’s areas did not receive enough rainfall, as
usually the case this year. Marbaaniya, which lasts
until January 14 is divided into two phases, the first
phase is of 20 days which will end on December 27,
and the second phase begins on December 28 until
January 14, he added. A severe cold winter awaits
Kuwait, he warned, where temperatures are expect-
ed to drop. He added that the weather will be colder
in the second period of the Marbaaniya season as
temperatures may reach zero degrees Celsius. “We
will also witness cold humid and foggy days during
early mornings where the average temperatures are
expected to reach 8 degrees Celsius,” he added.

TEC CEO resigns

KUWAIT: Touristic Enterprises Company (TEC)
announced yesterday the resignation of its Chief
Executive Officer Abdulwahab Ahmed Al-Marzouq,
which has been accepted by the Board of Directors.
Marzouq took the reins of the TEC in January 2015
and has overseen the company’s transformation.

Birds’ import ban

KUWAIT: Kuwait’s Public Authority for
Agriculture Affairs and Fish Resources (PAAAFR)
yesterday banned importing birds from Hungary,
Kazakhstan and Poland, due to the outbreak of the
bird flu (H5N1) in these countries. In remarks to
the press, the authority’s spokesperson Talal Al-
Daihani said this came after the recommendations
of World Organization for Animal Health (OIE)
after observing multi cases in these countries.
Daihani also stated that all birds’ shipments must
be tested by official laboratories according to OIE
procedures, adding that any shipment showing
infection will be rejected and returned on the
expense of the exporting country.

Kuwaiti specialist:
AIDS remains one of
deadliest epidemics
KUWAIT: AIDS remains one of the deadliest epi-
demics in modern times, the head of the AIDS
office at the Kuwaiti Ministry of Health, Dr Fajr Al-
Assaf, warned yesterday. Dr Assaf, in a statement
marking World AIDS Day which falls on December
1 (today), noted that Kuwait has dedicated atten-
tion to this epidemic since 30 years ago - issuing
necessary relevant legislations and establishing
“the immunity need bureau,” tasked with following
up on cases and securing specialists for the sick.
The official staff examine suspected cases with
total privacy, she noted. 

Still no vaccine
COVID vaccines began to show promise just

months after the novel coronavirus started spreading
across the globe. So why have decades of HIV/AIDS
research yielded so little progress on a jab to prevent
a disease that claimed some 680,000 lives in 2020?
As the globe marks World AIDS Day today, why is
there still no vaccine to protect people from the
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV)?

One answer is that the political will and colossal
investment that have spurred on COVID vaccine
development have largely been missing from AIDS
vaccine research since HIV was discovered in 1983.
But another lies in the complexity of the science
behind HIV. “With COVID vaccines, researchers
worry about the vaccine being able to fend off a
handful of variants that have become particularly
worrisome,” reads a June report by the International
AIDS Vaccine Initiative (IAVI). 

“But for HIV, there are millions and millions of dif-
ferent viruses that have resulted from the virus’s
stealth ability to rapidly mutate... It is this astonishing
level of diversity that any HIV vaccine must contend
with.” Olivier Schwartz, head of the viruses and
immunity unit at the Pasteur Institute in Paris, says
that while most people can recover naturally from an
initial coronavirus infection and thus acquire immuni-
ty, this is not the case for HIV.

“HIV mutates much more easily than COVID and
so it is more difficult to generate so-called broadly
neutralizing antibodies that could prevent infection,”
he said. Only a handful of people naturally produce

these antibodies when exposed to HIV. Research into
a vaccine has meant studying those rare responses,
understanding how they work, and trying to replicate
them in healthy people’s immune systems.

An mRNA jab? 
Several dozen vaccines are being studied, with

one by US firm Moderna seeking to use the same
mRNA delivery method as its popular Covid vaccine.
The June report describing the research explains
how the mRNA jab is meant to deliver instructions
for a process called “germline targeting”. This means
“guiding the immune system, step by step, to induce
antibodies that can counteract HIV”, the report
explains. So far, the technique is complex, involving
an initial shot to activate important B-cells before
several jabs attempt to spur the body into producing
a range of antibodies.

Being able to visualize a way forward has given
researchers hope, and some say it’s thanks in no
small part to the pandemic. “These last few years
have seen unprecedented growth in our understand-
ing of the immune system,” Serawit Bruck-Landais of
French AIDS organization Sidaction said. But even
with seeming breakthroughs, Bruck-Landais says,
progress on an HIV jab is “not enough to be able to
say we will have an AIDS vaccine soon”. The US
clinical trials for the Moderna vaccine that were set
to begin in August are still listed on the National
Institutes of Health website as “not recruiting”.

‘Lack of investment’
Researchers looking into vaccines say they are

overlooked in terms of funding. “The market is too
weak for pharmaceutical groups and there’s a disap-
pointing lack of investment,” says Nicolas Manel, a
research director at the French National Institute of
Health and Medical Research (INSERM).  “Many
researchers are very motivated, but they have to
make do with the funds they have.” In the absence of
a vaccine, focus has historically been on promoting
preventative measures like protected sex, clean nee-
dles, and overall better access to healthcare for mar-
ginalized populations.

Some 38 million people across the globe live with
the virus. Monsef Benkirane, research director at the
France-based Institute of Human Genetics, points to
important improvements in medicine that allow many
people with HIV to live longer, healthier lives.
Importantly, by reducing an infected person’s viral
load, HIV treatments today can vastly decrease or
eliminate a person’s chances of transmitting HIV to
another person. — Agencies

Iraq’s ministries call
for info about missing
Kuwaitis, properties
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s foreign and defense ministries
renewed a call upon Iraqi citizens yesterday to
report any information regarding remains of miss-
ing Kuwaitis or Kuwaiti properties. The two min-
istries, in a written humanitarian appeal distributed
yesterday, urged Iraqis or any person who may
possess information about burial locations of Iraqis
or Kuwaitis, lost in the beginning of the Iraqi inva-

sion of Kuwait in 1990 or any information about the
Kuwaiti properties, namely documents, the Amiri
archive, and report back rapidly. They called for
communicating with the two departments, or the
Iraqi diplomatic missions abroad or the team of the
International Committee of the Red Cross in
Baghdad. The Iraqi departments, that included
phone numbers for the informants, noted the keen-
ness on leaving no stone unturned to locate
remains of missing Kuwaitis and Kuwaiti items, in
line with Iraq’s relevant international obligations.
The file of the missing Kuwaitis and the Kuwaiti
archive had been restricted to the Iraqi human
rights ministry before it was shifted to the defense
ministry. And later, the foreign affairs department
was added. — KUNA

Avoid travel ‘unless it is essential’


