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Macron tours Gulf, discusses 
regional peace and stability

UAE buys record 80 French fighter jets 
JEDDAH: French President Emmanuel Macron met 
Saudi Arabia’s de facto ruler in Jeddah yesterday to 
discuss regional stability, in particular crisis-hit 
Lebanon. Macron landed in the kingdom’s Red Sea 
city after visits to the United Arab Emirates and Qatar 
as part of a short Gulf tour. Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman shook hands with Macron, who wore a 
face mask, welcoming him at the royal palace before 
talks and a lunch together.  

He becomes one of the first Western leaders to 
meet with Prince Mohammed in the kingdom since 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi was killed. Dialogue 
with Saudi Arabia was necessary to “work for stability 
in the region”, Macron said. During his discussions 
with Prince Mohammed, Macron pleaded the case of 
Lebanon, where an economic crisis has been exasper-
ated by a diplomatic row sparked in October between 
Beirut and some Gulf states - in particular Saudi 
Arabia which had blocked imports.  

His efforts are likely to receive a boost by the resig-
nation of Lebanese information minister Georges 
Kordahi whose remarks on the Saudi intervention in 
Yemen’s war sparked the row. Macron on Friday wel-
comed Kordahi’s departure, saying he hopes to “re-
engage all Gulf countries in relations with Lebanon”. 
The French president has spearheaded international 
efforts to help Lebanon out of its worst-ever econom-
ic downturn.  

The country’s fragile government has been strug-

gling to secure international aid, particularly from 
wealthy Arab powers. Kordahi said Friday his resigna-
tion, which he had initially ruled out, became inevitable 
earlier this week when he met Lebanon’s prime minis-
ter. “I understood from Prime Minister Najib Mikati... 
that the French want my resignation before Macron’s 
visit to Riyadh because it could maybe help them start 
a dialogue with Saudi officials over Lebanon and the 
future of bilateral ties,” Kordahi told reporters.  

Lebanon’s ties with Gulf states have also grown 
increasingly strained in recent years due to the 
growing influence of Iran-backed Lebanese move-
ment Hezbollah. Macron said France had a role to 
play in the region. “But how can we work for regional 
stability and on Lebanon and many other issues while 
ignoring the first Gulf state in terms of geography 
and size?” he said, referring to the kingdom which is 
the Arab world’s largest economy, and the world’s 
biggest crude exporter.  

Meanwhile, the United Arab Emirates signed a 
record 14-billion-euro contract for 80 Rafale war-
planes and committed billions of euros in other deals 
as French President Emmanuel Macron kicked off a 
Gulf tour on Friday. The biggest international order 
ever made for the French jets came as Macron held 
talks with Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Zayed at the start of a two-day trip 
which will also take in Qatar and Saudi Arabia.  
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JEDDAH: Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (left) receives French President Emmanuel Macron in 
Saudi Arabia’s Red Sea coastal city of Jeddah yesterday. — AFP 

BEIRUT: The Lebanese minister whose remarks 
on the Saudi intervention in Yemen’s war sparked 
a row with Gulf countries that exacerbated 
Lebanon’s multiple crises resigned Friday in hopes 
it would help end the standoff. Georges Kordahi, 
speaking during a press conference, said he 
hoped this decision “could open a window... 
towards improved bilateral ties” with Saudi Arabia 
and its Gulf allies. 

“The timing is right because I am offering 
something that could provide Lebanon with an 
exit” from the crisis, the former information minis-
ter said. Kordahi’s resignation has been on the 
table for weeks and is expected to help end a 
political and diplomatic quandary that has crip-
pled Lebanon’s fledgling cabinet since October. 

His announcement coincided with a visit to the 
Gulf by French President Emmanuel Macron, who 
has spearheaded international efforts to help 
Lebanon out of its worst ever economic down-
turn. Kordahi said the resignation, which he had 
initially ruled out, became inevitable earlier this 
week when he met Prime Minister Najib Mikati. “I 
understood from Prime Minister Najib Mikati... 
that the French want my resignation before 
Macron’s visit to Riyadh because it could maybe 
help them start a dialogue with Saudi officials 
over Lebanon and the future of bilateral ties,” 
Kordahi told reporters. 

“Because I am keen to take advantage of this 
promising opportunity that Macron has... I have 
decided to step down from my ministerial post.” 
Macron who arrived in the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) on Thursday visited Qatar - and Saudi 
Arabia welcomed Kordahi’s announcement as a 
step towards revitalizing Mikati’s cabinet. “I 
remain cautious, but my wish is... to be able to re-
engage all the Gulf countries in their relationship 
with Lebanon,” both politically and economically, 
Macron told reporters in Dubai. “We are not at 
the end of the road yet but I hope that the next 
hours will see us move forward,” he added. 
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UNION GLACIER: Chilean and US scientists look at a solar eclipse from the Union 
Glacier in Antarctica yesterday. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Members of the Iraqi football team for little people attend a training 
session at a fitness centre in the capital Baghdad in preparation for international 
competitions. — AFP 

GENEVA: The Omicron variant has been detected 
in 38 countries but no deaths have yet been report-
ed, the WHO said, as authorities worldwide rushed 
to stem the heavily mutated COVID-19 strain’s 
spread amid warnings that it could damage the 
global economic recovery. The United States and 

Australia became the latest countries to confirm 
locally transmitted cases of the variant, as Omicron 
infections pushed South Africa’s total cases past 
three million.  

The World Health Organization has warned it 
could take weeks to determine how infectious the 
variant is, whether it causes more severe illness and 
how effective treatments and vaccines are against it. 
“We’re going to get the answers that everybody out 
there needs,” WHO emergencies director Michael 
Ryan said. The WHO said on Friday it had still not 
seen any reports of deaths related to Omicron, but 
the new variant’s spread has led to warnings that it 
could cause more than half of Europe’s COVID cas-

es in the next few months.  
The new variant could also slow global economic 

recovery, just as the Delta strain did, International 
Monetary Fund chief Kristalina Georgieva said on 
Friday. “Even before the arrival of this new variant, 
we were concerned that the recovery, while it con-
tinues, is losing somewhat momentum,” she said. “A 
new variant that may spread very rapidly can dent 
confidence.” A preliminary study by researchers in 
South Africa, where the  variant was first reported 
on November 24, suggests it is three times more 
likely to cause reinfections compared to the Delta 
or Beta strains. 
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SANTIAGO: A total solar eclipse 
plunged Antarctica from summer into 
darkness yesterday in a rare astro-
nomical spectacle witnessed by a 
handful of scientists and thrill-seekers 
- and countless penguins. “The visibil-
ity was excellent,” said Raul Cordero 
of the University of Santiago de Chile 
(USACH), who was on site to witness 
“totality” at 0746 GMT, with the “ring 
of fire” phase lasting just over 40 sec-
onds. Solar eclipses occur when the 
Moon passes between the Sun and 

Earth, casting its shadow on Earth. For 
the eclipse to be total, the Sun, Moon 
and Earth must be directly aligned. 

Totality was visible only in 
Antarctica, experienced by a small 
number of scientists, experts and 
adventure tourists - who paid some 
$40,000 for the privilege. Streamed 
live by NASA from the Union Glacier 
camp in Antarctica, the eclipse began 
at 0700 GMT as the Moon began to 
move in front of the Sun, coming to an  
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Total solar eclipse plunges 
Antarctica into darkness

BAGHDAD: Twice a week, a small 
football pitch in Iraq offers the 25-
member national squad of little people 
a chance to fulfill dreams and tackle 
prejudice. Omar Abdel Rahman’s team 
has set its sights on an ambitious goal: 
to travel to Argentina for their first 
international tournament. Despite 
modest means, the players come from 

across the country to train, leaving 
behind their daily troubles, discrimi-
nation and jibes. 

“The team has changed the course 
of my life and that of the other play-
ers,” said Abdel Rahman, who works 
in a Baghdad cafe where he prepares 
shishas. “I’m good at football, but 
we’re treated with contempt and it’s 
impossible to play in mainstream 
teams,” said Abdel Rahman, who 
stands at 1.42 meters. “But now every-
thing is changing,” said the forward, 
clad in a number nine jersey, with 
green socks hiked up to his knees. The 
team has just returned from a friendly  
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