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Saudi-led coalition launches 
‘large-scale’ Yemen assault

Military operation comes after Houthi missiles kill two in kingdom
RIYADH: The Saudi-led coalition yesterday 
launched a “large-scale” assault on Yemen after mis-
siles fired by Iran-backed Houthi rebels killed two 
people in the kingdom, the first such deaths in three 
years. Yemen has been wracked by civil war since 
2014 pitting the internationally recognized govern-
ment supported by the Saudi-led military coalition 
against the Houthis, who control much of the north. 

The latest violence came overnight when two 
people - one Saudi and the other Yemeni - were 
killed in the projectile attack on Jazan, said Saudi’s 
civil defense. “A military projectile fell on a commer-
cial store on the main street, resulting in two deaths,” 
it said, adding six Saudis and a Bangladeshi national 
were wounded. Images from the official Saudi Press 
Agency of the aftermath of the attack showed a large 
crater in the ground and destroyed vehicles. 

The Saudi-led coalition said shortly afterwards 
that it was “preparing for a large-scale military oper-
ation”. It later launched an air strike. The coalition 
will hold a news conference today to address the lat-
est developments, the Saudi authorities said, clarify-
ing an earlier advisory that it would be yesterday. 

In a statement on the Houthis’ Telegram channel, 
spokesman Yahya Saree said the rebels had launched 
three ballistic missiles on Jazan, a southern region of 
the kingdom bordering Yemen. The insurgents often 

launch missiles and drones into Saudi Arabia, target-
ing its airports and oil infrastructure. The latest was 
the first in more than three years that has resulted in 
fatalities in the kingdom, which recorded its first 
death from a Houthi missile attack when a missile 
struck Riyadh in 2018. It also comes as fighting 
between the two sides intensifies, with the coalition 
ramping air strikes on Sanaa. 

Saudi Arabia and its ally the United States have 
long accused Iran of supplying the Houthis with 
sophisticated weapons, a charge the Islamic republic 
denies. The US Navy said this week that it seized 
1,400 AK-47 rifles and ammunition from a fishing 
boat it claimed was smuggling weapons from Iran to 
the Houthis. “The stateless vessel was assessed to 
have originated in Iran and transited international 
waters along a route historically used to traffic 
weapons unlawfully to the Houthis in Yemen,” it said. 

On Thursday - a day after the coalition targeted a 
Houthi military camp in Sanaa - the military alliance 
said it shot down a bomb-laden drone near Abha air-
port in the south of the kingdom, causing debris to 
fall nearby but leaving no casualties. And earlier this 
week, it targeted Sanaa airport, whose operations 
have largely ceased because of a blockade since Aug 
2016, with exemptions for aid flights. 

Continued on Page 2 
JAZAN, Saudi Arabia: Handout pictures provided yesterday show the site where a projectile fired from 
Yemen landed and killed two people. — AFP 

KOUROU, France: The world’s most powerful 
space telescope yesterday blasted off into orbit, 
headed to an outpost 1.5 million km from Earth, 
after several delays caused by technical hitches. The 
James Webb Space Telescope, some three decades 
and billions of dollars in the making, left Earth 
enclosed in its Ariane 5 rocket from Kourou Space 
Centre in French Guiana. 

“What an amazing day. It’s truly Christmas,” said 
Thomas Zurbuchen, head of scientific missions for 
NASA, which together with the European and 
Canadian space agencies, ESA and ACS, built the 
telescope. ESA chief Josef Aschbacher said he was 
“very happy to say that we’ve delivered the space-
craft into orbit very precisely... that Ariane 5 per-
formed extremely well”. 

This was key, since placing the spacecraft in 
orbit helps economize on the fuel the telescope will 
need to reach its final destination and perform well 
after that. It is expected to take a month to reach its  

Continued on Page 2 

Most powerful 
telescope sets 
off into space 

KOUROU, France: Arianespace’s Ariane 5 rocket with 
NASA’s James Webb Space Telescope onboard lifts 
up from the launchpad at the Guiana Space Center 
yesterday. — AFP 

KUWAIT: Father Emmanuel Gharib leads a Christmas mass at the National 
Evangelical Church of Kuwait on Friday. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat (See Page 4)

BETHLEHEM: Christian worshippers visit the Church of the Nativity during 
Christmas celebrations yesterday. — AFP 

WINDSOR: Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II records her annual Christmas Day message 
in the White Drawing Room of Windsor Castle on Dec 23, 2021. — AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yes-
terday called for dialogue to counter 
the isolation wrought by the COVID-
19 pandemic as billions around the 
world marked a second Christmas 
under the shadow of the coronavirus. 
An explosion in cases driven by the 
rise of the Omicron variant has meant 
a Christmas season tainted by the 
pandemic for a second year running, 
with longed-for family reunions over-
shadowed by the prospect of yet 
more COVID-19 restrictions. 

In his traditional Urbi and Orbi 
Christmas Day blessing, the pope told 
the faithful gathered in St Peter’s 
Square at the Vatican that “our 
capacity for social relationships is 
sorely tried; there is a growing ten-
dency to withdraw, to do it all by our-
selves, to stop making an effort to 
encounter others and do things 
together”.  

“On the international level, too, 
there is the risk of avoiding dialogue, 
the risk that this complex crisis will 
lead to taking shortcuts rather than 
setting out on the longer paths of dia-
logue. Yet only those paths can lead to 
the resolution of conflicts and to last-
ing benefits for all,” said the 85-year-
old Argentine pontiff. During the 
Christmas Eve mass attended by some 

Continued on Page 2 

COVID clouds 
Xmas festivities 
for second year

BETHLEHEM: In Bethlehem’s 
Manger Square, visitors in Santa hats 
and scouts beating drums marked 
Christmas Eve, but numbers were 
lower than usual as coronavirus fears 
overshadowed celebrations for a sec-
ond straight year. The city where 
Christians believe Jesus (PBUH) was 

born is usually a focal point of the 
holiday, with thousands packing the 
streets and filling hotels. 

But the Zionist entity, which con-
trols all entrances to Bethlehem in the 
occupied West Bank, barred its bor-
ders to foreigners in an effort to rein 
in infections from the Omicron strain 
of the coronavirus. “It’s very strange,” 
said Kristel Elayyan, a Dutchwoman 
married to a Palestinian, who came to 
Bethlehem from Jerusalem. “Before 
(the pandemic), you had a bunch of 
people coming in from different coun-
tries to celebrate Christmas, and now 

Continued on Page 2 

Bethlehem 
marks muted 
Christmas

LONDON: Queen Elizabeth II paid a 
touching tribute to her late husband 
Prince Philip in her Christmas Day 
message as she marked the holiday 
with a family gathering. In the unusu-
ally personal message broadcast at 

1500 GMT, the 95-year-old monarch 
said that she and her family were 
missing the Duke of Edinburgh, who 
died at 99 in April.  

Wearing a red dress and pearls, the 
Queen spoke while sitting at a table 
with a single photograph of her with 
Philip, taken in 2007 for their 60th 
(diamond) wedding anniversary. 
“Christmas can be hard for those who 
have lost loved ones. This year espe-
cially I understand why,” said the 
Queen, who was married for 73 years.  

Continued on Page 2 
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 you know that everybody who is here is proba-

bly not a tourist.” 
Last year, Bethlehem curtailed celebrations 

sharply because of the pandemic, with a virtual tree 
lighting and just a handful of visiting scouts. This 
year, the celebrations were more vibrant - but still a 
fraction of their usual size. “If it’s one year, it’s an 
interesting experience,” Elayyan said of the pan-
demic. “But because this is the second year and we 
don’t know what is going to come in the future, it’s a 
huge loss for the people here.” 

An upbeat Palestinian tourism minister, Rula 
Maayah, said it was “thanks to the vaccines” that 
Bethlehem was celebrating again. In his homily for 
midnight mass celebrated in St Catherine’s Church 
in Bethlehem, the Latin Patriarch of Jerusalem 
Pierbattista Pizzaballa said it was encouraging that 
celebrations were “certainly more joyful this year”. 

“Compared to last year’s Christmas, the partici-
pation is much greater and this is an encouraging 
sign,” he told the masked congregation, but regret-
ted the absence of foreign worshippers due to the 
pandemic. “We pray for them and at the same time 
ask for their prayers, so that all this may end soon 
and that the city of Bethlehem may once again be 
full of pilgrims.” 

On average, Bethlehem welcomed three million 
visitors a year before the pandemic, with Christmas 
alone drawing 10,000 people to the city’s hotels, 
around half from abroad. The municipality said it 
worked this year to appeal to local visitors from 
Palestinian communities across the Holy Land. Some 

hotels were busy, but about a quarter of available 
rooms citywide were shuttered because of the pan-
demic, said Elias Arja, head of the Palestinian Hotel 
Association. 

Several businesses kept their doors shut on 
Friday, despite Christmas Eve being the most 
important day of the year for many in Bethlehem. 
Inside the Church of the Nativity, visitors were 
even able to meditate nearly alone at the grotto 
where Jesus (PBUH) is said to have been born. 
“Surreal,” observed Hudson Harder, a 21-year-old 
American student at Hebrew University in 
Jerusalem. “Of course, there is a selfish part where 
it’s like, ‘Oh, I get to see this place so empty’ but on 
the other hand you feel for the shops, all the money 
they are losing.” 

Steps away from the basilica, images of Popes 
John Paul II and Francis covered the front of a shop 
selling carved olive wood figures and nativity 
scenes. Owner Victor Epiphane Tabash said it was 
his 57th Christmas behind the counter. For him, as 
for many shopkeepers around Manger Square, 
“there is nothing to say about Christmas”. “Only the 
scouts give a bit of the holiday feeling,” he said, as 
the uniformed groups marched past, blasting out 
Christmas carols on drums, trumpets and bagpipes. 

Tabash said he kept his business alive during the 
pandemic by exporting because no customers came 
to buy in person. He compared the pandemic to two 
previous Palestinian uprisings, or intifadas. “We 
have lived through the intifadas, wars. But the coro-
navirus is worse,” he said. Outside, Maram Saeed, a 
Palestinian woman from Jerusalem, took a selfie with 
her husband and two children in front of a towering 
Christmas tree decorated with shining red and gold 
spheres. 

Saeed said it was a time of joy after many days 
of depression. “It’s not like a usual year, we have 
the fear of the worst, we still fear COVID,” she 
told AFP. — AFP 
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Amir promotes diplomacy, strengthening 
Kuwait’s ties with other countries in 2021

KUWAIT: The following is a report on major 
events related to His Highness the Amir Sheikh 
Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah throughout 
2021: 

Jan 5: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah lauded the 41st GCC 
Summit, named after late Amir Sheikh Sabah Al-
Ahmad Al-Sabah and late Sultan Qaboos of Oman, 
that took place in Al-Ula, Saudi Arabia, for signing 
an agreement of unity among the six GCC coun-
tries. 

Jan 6: Kuwait’s Amir awarded Foreign Minister 
Sheikh Dr Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohammad Al-Sabah 
the Kuwaiti Order of the First Degree, for his distin-
guished efforts in the GCC. 

Jan 18: Kuwait’s Amir accepted the resignation of 
His Highness the Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-
Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah. 

Jan 24: Kuwait’s Amir signed a decree naming His 
Highness Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled as Prime Minister 
and assigned him to submit his Cabinet’s line-up to 
be approved. 

Feb 16: Jaber Al-Ahmad Cultural Center (JACC) 
unveiled a glass sculpture given by the US embassy 
on the 30th anniversary of Kuwait’s liberation, in a 
ceremony patronized by His Highness the Amir 
Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah. 

Feb 17: An Amiri decree was issued to adjourn 
the National Assembly sessions for a month starting 

as of February 18, 2021 according to article 106 of 
Kuwaiti constitution. 

March 2: Kuwait’s Amir issued a decree forming 
a new Cabinet chaired by His Highness the Prime 
Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-
Sabah. 

March 3: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf 
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah received the new 
Cabinet in an oath taking ceremony. 

March 4: Kuwait’s Amir departs for US for regu-
lar medical tests. 

March 14: Kuwait’s Amir departs to Europe after 
successful medical examinations in the US. 

March 23: His Highness the Amir returned to 
Kuwait after visits to Europe and following medical 
tests in US. 

March 29: His Highness the Amir received a 
phone call from Saudi Crown Prince, Deputy Prime 
Minister and Defense Minister, Prince Mohammad 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud, and they dis-
cussed the Middle East Green Initiative and plans to 
plant 50 billion trees as the largest green program 
in the world. 

April 8: Foreign Minister and Minister of State 
for Cabinet Affairs Sheikh Dr Ahmad Nasser Al-
Mohammad Al-Sabah delivered a written message 
from His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad to Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
regarding relations between the two friendly coun-

tries and means of boosting these ties in various 
spheres as well as issues of common concern. 

May 4: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad addressed a written message to the 
Chairman of the Libyan Presidential Council, Dr 
Mohammad Younes Al-Manfi, related to means of 
bolstering the solid ties between the two countries. 
The letter was delivered by Minister Sheikh Dr 
Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohammad. 

May 5: His Highness the Amir sent a letter to 
Algerian President Abdulmajid Tebboune regarding 
the deep-rooted bilateral relations. 

May 5: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad delivered a speech on the occasion of the 
last 10 days of the holy month of Ramadan. 

May 7: His Highness the Amir sent a letter to 
King of Morocco Mohammad VI, which touched on 
the strong relations linking the countries and means 
to develop them. 

May 8: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad sent a written letter to Mauritanian 
President Mohammad Ould Ghazouani on bilateral 
relations and ways to enhance them at all possible 
levels. 

May 10: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad sent a letter to Spain’s King Philip VI on the 
deep-rooted and historical ties. 

June 24: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad headed to Germany on a private visit. 

July 17: His Highness the Amir returns home fol-
lowing his private vacation. 

July 28: His Highness the Amir receives WHO 
Director General Tedros Adhanom Gebreyesus. 

Oct 20: Minister of the Amiri Diwan Sheikh 
Mohammad Abdullah Al-Sabah announced that His 
Highness the Amir assigned Parliament Speaker, 
Prime Minister and Chairman of the Judicial Council 
to propose amnesty criteria on a group of Kuwaiti 
convicts in order to pardon them. 

Oct 26: His Highness the Amir inaugurated the 
second regular term of the 16th legislative session 
of the National Assembly. 

Nov 8: His Highness the Amir received His 
Highness the Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-
Khaled who presented the Cabinet’s resignation. 

Nov 13: The official gazette published two 
decrees regarding pardon and reduction of prison 
sentences on several people. 

Nov 14: His Highness the Amir accepted the gov-
ernment’s resignation and instructed the Cabinet to 
act as care-taker. 

Nov 15: Minister of Amiri Diwan Sheikh 
Mohammad Al-Abdullah announced that His 
Highness the Amir delegated some of his constitu-
tional rights to His Highness the Crown Prince tem-
porarily 

Nov 23: His Highness the Amir re-assigned Sheikh 
Sabah Al-Khaled as Prime Minister. — KUNA 

Amir’s pardon paves way for political resolution in Kuwait

RIYADH: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah arrives in Saudi Arabia to 
attend the 41st GCC Summit. — KUNA photos His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah accepts the Cabinet’s resignation.
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In his Christmas Day message, Pope Francis 

deplored the fact that “immense tragedies” in conflict-
riddled Arab countries, including Yemen, were “being 
passed over in silence”. “Let us listen to the cry of chil-

dren arising from Yemen, where an enormous tragedy, 
overlooked by everyone, has silently gone on for years, 
causing deaths every day,” he said in the Vatican. 

The World Food Program said it has been 
“forced” to cut aid to Yemen due to lack of funds, 
and warned of a surge in hunger in the country. The 
UN estimates Yemen’s war will have claimed 
377,000 lives by the end of the year through both 
direct and indirect impacts. More than 80 percent of 
Yemen’s population of about 30 million requires 
humanitarian assistance in what the UN says is 
world’s worst humanitarian crisis. — AFP 

Saudi-led  
coalition launches...
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remote destination. It is set to beam back new 

clues that will help scientists understand more 
about the origins of the Universe and Earth-like 
planets beyond our solar system. 

Named after a former NASA director, Webb 
follows in the footsteps of the legendary Hubble - 
but intends to show humans what the Universe 
looked like even closer to its birth nearly 14 billion 
years ago. Speaking on social media, Webb proj-
ect co-founder John Mather described the tele-
scope’s unprecedented sensitivity. “#JWST can 
see the heat signature of a bumblebee at the dis-
tance of the Moon,” he said. All that power is 
needed to detect the weak glow emitted billions of 
years ago by the very first galaxies to exist and 
the first stars being formed. 

The telescope is unequalled in size and com-
plexity. Its mirror measures 6.5 m in diameter - 
three times the size of the Hubble’s mirror - and is 
made of 18 hexagonal sections. It is so large that it 

had to be folded to fit into the rocket. That 
maneuver was laser-guided with NASA imposing 
strict isolation measures to limit any contact with 
the telescope’s mirrors from particles or even 
human breath. 

Once the rockets have carried Webb 120 km, 
the protective nose of the craft, called a “fairing”, 
will be shed to lighten the load. To protect the 
delicate instrument from changes in pressure at 
that stage, rocket-builder Arianespace installed a 
custom decompression system. “Exceptional 
measures for an exceptional cl ient,” said a 
European Space Agency official in Kourou on 
Thursday. 

Crew on the ground were to know whether the 
first stage of the flight was successful about 27 
minutes after launch. Once it reaches its station, 
the challenge will be to fully deploy the mirror and 
a tennis-court-sized sun shield. That intimidating-
ly complex process will take two weeks and must 
be flawless if Webb is to function correctly. Its 
orbit will be much farther than Hubble, which has 
been 600 km above the Earth since 1990. 

The location of Webb’s orbit is called the 
Lagrange 2 point and was chosen in part because 
it will keep the Earth, the Sun and the Moon all on 
the same side of its sun shield. Webb is expected 
to officially enter service in June.— AFP 

Most powerful 
telescope sets...
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 2,000 members of the public wearing masks and 

respecting social distancing, the pope urged people 
to appreciate the little things in life. 

In the southern Philippines, standing in a pool of 
water in his typhoon-hit church, Father Ricardo 
Virtudazo celebrated Christmas Day mass with 
dozens of devotees who prayed for a better year 
after the storm killed nearly 400 people and left 
hundreds of thousands homeless. “What’s important 
is all of us are safe,” said Joy Parera, 31, attending 
the service with her husband in the town of Alegria 
on the island of Mindanao. Another survivor, 
Marites Sotis, said she would usually serve up meat, 
spring rolls and salad for Christmas, but her family 
was struggling after the storm felled most of their 

coconut trees. 
For the second year, surging infections have 

complicated yuletide plans from Sydney to Seville. 
The new coronavirus strain severely disrupted holi-
day travel, with tracking website Flightaware.com 
reporting more than 4,500 flights had been can-
celled around the world, hundreds of them in the 
United States. Millions of Americans were neverthe-
less on the move to see loved ones for Christmas, 
even as COVID infections surpass the peak of the 
previous wave and hospitals run out of beds. 

In Washington, US President Joe Biden and his 
wife Jill visited a children’s hospital for the tradition-
al Christmas book-reading by the first lady. In 
Europe, governments are reimposing misery-induc-
ing safety measures that are draining the fun from 
Christmas for many. The Netherlands is back in lock-
down, while Spain and Italy have made wearing 
masks compulsory outdoors. And with Britain hitting 
a record high number of COVID-19 infections again 
on Friday for a third day in a row, British Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson suggested getting a vaccine 
booster shot as a Christmas gift for relatives. 

COVID clouds 
Xmas festivities...
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Symbolically, her outfit includes a sapphire brooch 

she wore on her honeymoon and at their diamond wed-
ding anniversary. 

Buckingham Palace this week announced a memorial 
service would be held for Philip at Westminster Abbey in 
the spring, after only 30 people could attend his funeral 
due to social distancing rules and the Queen sat alone in 
a pew. The Queen reminisced fondly about the prince, 
saying his “sense of service, intellectual curiosity and 
capacity to squeeze fun out of any situation were all 
irrepressible”. 

“That mischievous inquiring twinkle was as bright at 
the end as when I first set eyes on him,” she added. The 
royal family will be celebrating Christmas with “one 
familiar laugh missing this year,” she said. But “as much 
as I and my family miss him, I know he would want us to 

enjoy Christmas.” She also acknowledged the impact of 
the virus, saying that this year “COVID again means we 
can’t celebrate quite as we would have wished”. 

The Queen cancelled her usual trip to her 
Sandringham estate in eastern England as a precau-
tionary measure, instead staying at Windsor Castle 
west of London. She also decided against attending 
the traditional Christmas Morning service at the cas-
tle’s St George’s Chapel, though the rest of the family 
were present. 

The Queen’s daughter Princess Anne is in self-isola-
tion after her husband tested positive for coronavirus, 
but the monarch’s eldest son and the heir to the throne, 
Prince Charles, and his wife Camilla were to visit on 
Christmas Day. The Sun reported that 16 family members 
would join the Queen for Christmas, while her grandson 
Prince William will stay in Norfolk with his family. 

The Queen said she was “proud beyond words” that 
Charles and his eldest son William are following in 
Philip’s footsteps in “taking seriously our stewardship of 
the environment”. She added that they were “admirably 
supported” by their wives, Camilla and Catherine, at the 
COP26 summit on climate change in Glasgow in 
November, which the monarch did not attend after health 
problems led her to spend a night in hospital. — AFP 

Queen pays 
tribute to...

Bethlehem 
marks muted...
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Kuwait Crown Prince’s visits to Saudi
Arabia in 2021 highlight strong ties

RIYADH: His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah arrives to Saudi Arabia on
an official visit. — KUNA photos

His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah during a visit to Saudi Arabia.

His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah waves to the crowd as he attends
the final match of His Highness the Amir’s Cup.

His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah attends the final match of His
Highness the Amir’s Cup.

KUWAIT: The following is a report on major
events related to His Highness the Crown Prince
Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah
throughout 2021:

March 8: His Highness the Deputy Amir and
Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber
Al-Sabah chaired a meeting with officials of
Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of
Sciences (KFAS), during which Dr Khaled Ali
Mohammad Al-Fadhel was selected as KFAS
Director General.

May 31: His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh
Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, accompanied
by an official delegation, departed to Saudi Arabia
on an official visit.

June 1: His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh
Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah arrived in
Saudi Arabia for an official visit, which reflected
the historical deep-rooted bilateral relations.

Oct 25: His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh

Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah headed an
official delegation to Saudi Arabia to attend the
Middle East Green Initiative.

Dec 10: His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh
Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah received
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammad bin Salman Al-
Saud who arrived in an official visit in Kuwait.

Dec 10: Representative of His Highness the
Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah,
His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh Mishal Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah heads Kuwait’s delega-
tion that attended the 42nd GCC Summit in
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

Dec 21: Under the patronage of His Highness
the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah, His Highness the Crown Prince Sheikh
Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah attended
Qadsia SC vs Kuwait SC match at the final of His
Highness the Amir’s Cup at Jaber Al-Ahmad
International Stadium. — KUNA

US remains close
strategic partner to
Kuwait, GCC: Benaim
KUWAIT: Reconnaissance Research conducted an
interview recently with Daniel Benaim, the Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State at the US Department of
State. Founder and CEO of Reconnaissance Research
Abdulaziz Al-Anjeri conducted the interview. Benaim is
the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Arabian
Peninsula Affairs in the Near East Bureau at the US
Department of State. He is a former Middle East policy
advisor to President Biden, he has worked at the White
House, State Department, and Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. He is a lifetime member and former
International Affairs Fellow at the Council on Foreign
Relations. The following are excerpts from the interview:

Abdulaziz Al-Anjeri: How important are human
rights and freedoms of expression to the US
administration in our region?

Daniel Benaim: President Biden and Secretary
Blinken have committed to elevating the role of human
rights in our foreign policy, especially with our part-
ners that we care deeply about, such as Kuwait. We
clearly seek to support and strengthen the role of
democratic institutions, and to show the importance of
active civil political participation. We support enabling
citizens to contribute to the civil life of their countries
in order to achieve prosperity and security. We have
seen areas of remarkable progress in the region and
areas where significant work still lies ahead. 

Anjeri: How can the United States apply these
principles?

Benaim: I want to underscore that we discuss
human rights with our partners against the backdrop
of incredibly close, deep, and wide-ranging partner-
ships that span from traditional security cooperation to
COVID and climate change to higher education. Our
partnerships in the Gulf are enduringly
important to the United States, including in
Kuwait, where Secretary Blinken made his
first visit to the region in July 2021. In my
own travels to the region as a US official, I
have had the chance to meet with many
civilians and influencers in civil society and
people who have traveled to the United
States as part of our exchange programs.
In every society in this region, there are
remarkably talented people working to solve the prob-
lems they have identified in their communities. We are
proud to support efforts by both governments and pri-
vate citizens to find the best solutions.

In Kuwait, in addition to every society in this region,
we find individuals who are remarkably talented in
evaluating and diagnosing problems and helping us in
suggesting appropriate solutions to them, and we find
them keen to solve the problems of their societies. We
are proud to support these people and open more
channels of communication with them, as their partici-
pation in improving their countries is an important role
that should not be left solely to governments only, peo-
ple are an essential partner in determining the shape
and mechanism of their future as well.

Supporting freedom of expression worldwide is a
key priority for the United States. Our efforts have
included supporting those advocating for the rights of
women, girls, and all people, and we have pressed for
the release and lifting of restrictions on women’s rights
activists.  

Obstacles to reforms
Anjeri: What are the obstacles that the United
States faces in the region that hinder its vision of
further reforms?

Benaim: The United States makes common cause
with a wide range of partners with different political
systems, as we always have. Our commitment to demo-
cratic norms and human rights begins at home - where
it is a source of national pride and strength - and it
remains a vital part of our engagement in the world.  

The United States will speak up for our values, and
we also work to build closer, stronger relationships

with our partners - and
where possible to align
our bilateral relationships
with our values and inter-
ests. That work can be
incremental and challeng-
ing. As governments and
citizens in this region work
to move their societies and
institutions forward, our
hope is that our engage-
ment creates opportuni-
ties for progress, cooper-
ation, and positive change.  

Anjeri: Are there shifting
dynamics in US foreign
policy?

Benaim: Regional
dynamics are ever-changing, but it is equally important
to look at what is not changing; the United States
remains a close strategic partner to Kuwait and to the
GCC.  We have enjoyed strong strategic, diplomatic,
economic, and people-to-people ties for many decades
and look forward to continuing to strengthen them.

As threats and conditions have changed in the
region, we have always adapted together as partners.
An excellent recent example is the Gulf states’ close
coordination on Afghanistan and their indispensable
support in facilitating the transit of US citizens,
Embassy Kabul personnel, Afghans, and other evac-
uees from Afghanistan. The Gulf states’ have been at
the forefront of our efforts to evacuate people from
Afghanistan to safety. We are deepening our coopera-
tion not only on counterterrorism, defense, and oil but
also on clean energy, climate change, and COVID.

The United States has enduring strategic interests
that will keep us engaged in this region for decades to
come, including ensuring the freedom of maritime nav-
igation and the flow of energy into the global econo-
my; counterterrorism; preventing the spread of nuclear
weapons; helping our partners to defend themselves;
and encouraging positive changes across the region to

help societies prepare for the immense
challenges that lay ahead, challenges which
often will not respect national or even
regional boundaries.

The United States and the GCC coun-
tries have an unprecedented opportunity
to work together to heal old rifts within the
region and create new accords. We’ve seen
concrete examples of progress already like
the end of the Gulf rift earlier this year, as
well as improved relations between the

GCC and Turkey. We respect each country’s sover-
eignty and expect them to make decisions based on
their own interests. 

Anjeri: Will attention shift from the Gulf to the
Indo-Pacific and China?

Benaim: Regarding efforts by China to expand its
cooperation in the region, as the Secretary has said
time and time again, our relationship with China will be
competitive when it should be, collaborative when it
can be, and adversarial when it must be.  We recognize
that our allies and partners have complex relationships
with China, which will not always align with our own.
Our focus has been on closing the gaps in areas like
technology and infrastructure, which we have seen
China exploit to exert coercive pressure. We will rely
on innovation and competition in these areas.

We are in close coordination with Kuwait on many
of the issues I have highlighted. The United States,
Kuwait, and other Gulf countries continue to consult
closely on Iran and a return to the JCPOA. Most
recently, senior US officials and members of the GCC
convened a working group on Iran at the GCC’s head-
quarters on November 17 and issued a Joint Statement
on their shared views on this issue.  

Similarly, the United States and Kuwait are partners
in efforts to combat the climate crisis - for example, we
both joined the Global Methane Pledge. We will contin-
ue to deepen our partnership on the issues we’ve
worked on together for many years. And we will broad-
en our partnership to new fields of endeavor because
we want to be active together wherever we can deliver
greater security, prosperity, and wellbeing for people in
Kuwait, the United States, and around the world.

KUWAIT: Daniel Benaim,
speaks in an online

interview with Abdulaziz
Al-Anjeri.



Sunday, December 26, 2021

4
L o c a l

Established 1961 

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24833199 Extn. 125
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
Email: info@kuwaittimes.com
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

KUWAIT: Several vehicles caught fire in the basement
of a Yarmouk area house, Kuwait Fire Force said yes-
terday. Farwaniya and Shuwaikh Industrial firemen
put out the blaze as no injuries were reported, KFF
added in a press statement.

KUWAIT: Christian worshippers attend a Christmas mass at the National Evangelical Church in Kuwait City on Christmas Eve. —Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat

A workout facility. A physical therapy room at the rehabilitation facility.

By Ben Garcia 

KUWAIT: Christians all over the world including
Kuwait celebrated Christmas for the second year in
the shadow of the coronavirus, and this year its new
Omicron variant. The Holy Family Cathedral Church
in Kuwait City celebrated Christmas Mass with
strict health protocols, requiring everyone to wear
masks at all times, although churches and mosques
in Kuwait are no longer required to observe social
distancing. 

Kuwait has recently registered an increase in the
number of daily coronavirus cases, from less than
20 daily to more than 100 a day. Father Monching

Atanacio encouraged everyone to strictly follow the
protocols of the health ministry as the threat of
Omicron is still alive and stealing people’s happi-
ness. “The nine consecutive days of dawn Christmas
Masses (for Filipinos) are in preparation for the joy
we are anticipating today, the birth of our savior. I
pray God will grant all your heart’s desires,” he said.    

Meanwhile, at the Life Connection Church, a
branch of the Evangelical Church in Kuwait, the
message was also about restoring joy this
Christmas. Bishop Tim Dailey, a senior pastor who
preached from the US virtually to live audiences
in Kuwait, said the wonder of new technology
today means they can reach out to people in far-

away places.
“Happiness is external, but joy is internal, and it

comes with our relationship with the Lord,” he said.
“Happiness is by chance, but joy is a choice. Even
amidst the pandemic, we can have joy. But you have
to protect yourself so that your joy will not be
stolen,” he added.  

The National Evangelical Church and the Holy
Family Cathedral are two of the biggest Christian
denominations in Kuwait, both located in the
heart of Kuwait City. There are other Christian
churches in Kuwait too, such as the Coptic and
Orthodox churches, but they celebrate Christmas
on January 7.

Christmas celebrated
amidst Omicron fear

Tunisia lauds Kuwaiti
foundation’s role in
promoting Arab culture
TUNIS: Tunisian President Kais Saied extolled the
Kuwait-based Abdulaziz Saud Al-Babtain Cultural
Foundation for its strenuous efforts to promote the
Arabic language and Arab culture. This came during
his reception of Chairman of the Kuwaiti foundation
Abdulaziz Al-Babtain on Friday, according to a
statement issued by the Tunisian Presidency. The
President also discussed with Babtain a plan for
launching an international center for calligraphy arts
in Tunisia. Saied hoped Al-Babtain Foundation
would contribute to the project’s execution.
Meanwhile, Babtain spoke highly about the Tunisian
President’s role in defending the Arab culture,
stressing the foundation’s eagerness to implement-
ing several cooperation projects with Tunisia in the
fields of culture and education. At the end of the
meeting, Babtain presented the foundation’s hon-
orary shield to President Saied in recognition of his
support to the cultural sector. 

In the meantime, Tunisian Culture Minister Hayat
Guermazi voiced appreciation to Al-Babtain
Foundation for naming this year’s edition of the
Arabic Poetry competition after the late Tunisian
poet Aboul-Qacem Echebbi. This is a recognition of
the renown Tunisian poets and literary people and
their role in enriching the Arabic language and Arab
culture, Guermazi said in a speech during the poet-
ry competition’s award ceremony which was held
Friday at the Opera House in the Tunisian Cultural
City. She stated that Tunisia supports all endeavors
to hone the skills of the talented poets, artists and
literary people in Tunisia and the whole Arab world.

The minister thanked the Kuwaiti foundation for
organizing the competition in Tunisia and its role in
promoting Arab poetry. She also congratulated
Abdulaziz Al-Babtain, the foundation’s chairman
who was also attending the ceremony, for the
United Nations’ honoring of him on the World
Arabic Language Day, which is celebrated on 18
December of every year. In the meantime, Babtain
expressed pleasure for the success of the first edi-
tion of Aboul-Qacem Echebbi poetry competition.
On this occasion, he congratulated the Tunisian
leaders and winners of the competition prizes.

He reaffirmed commitment of his foundation to
sponsoring activities to commemorate the great
Tunisian poet Echebbi. He announced that Mencef
Al-Mezghani and Hafez Mahfouz had shared the
prize of the general category of the competition and
Naseri Al-Aradi and Ali Al-Erabi shared the prize of
the youth poets’ category. Aboul-Qacem Echebbi
(1909-934) was a Tunisian poet. His works include
part of the national anthem of Tunisia. —KUNA

TUNIS: Tunisian President Kais Saied receives an
honorary shield from Chairman of Abdulaziz Saud Al-
Babtain Cultural Foundation. —KUNA

KUWAIT: The rehabilitation and hydrotherapy unit
for women, located within the Physical Medicine
and Rehabilitation Hospital, is considered a state-
of-the-art project and turning point for medical
services in Kuwait. The building is considered the
first hospital in Kuwait for daily care to offer
patients full care from speech therapy to physio-
therapy, and hydrotherapy. It also contains one of
the largest hydrotherapy pools in the country.

Hospital Director Dr Saleh Al-Shaijy said yester-
day that the building is a pivotal step towards bet-
tering health services provided by Ministry of
Health, especially for patients of orthopedic or neu-
rological il lnesses. Dr Shaijy explained that
hydrotherapy, or the use of water as treatment,
helps alleviate pain in patients suffering from ortho-
pedic or neurological conditions from either chronic
illnesses or accidents and injuries.

Dr Al-Shaijy illustrated that hydrotherapy eases
muscle tension, increases flexibility and betters
stamina, blood circulation as well as mental health.
In addition to hydrotherapy, the hospital’s director
clarified that the building also houses a hall fitted
with specialized equipment for nerves and bones. It
also includes specialized clinics for pregnant
women, and elderly people.

Meanwhile, head of the physiotherapy depart-
ment for women within the hospital Dr Nafeesa
Kamal affirmed said that field of physical therapy in
Kuwait is witnessing great improvement as it uti-
lizes latest technologies and international treatment
techniques. She also went on to explain that
hydrotherapy is one of the techniques utilized by
physiotherapy, and it takes different forms and dif-
ferent temperatures, mentioning that alternating
between hot and cold water helps minimize infec-
tion and stimulate blood circulation. Dr Kamal
added that benefits of hydrotherapy include
decreasing sensitivity to pain, reducing muscle ten-
sion, easing joint movement as well as increasing
endurance and bodily balance. —KUNA

Women’s hydrotherapy unit, medical turning point in Kuwait

KUWAIT: The swimming pool inside the rehabilitation and hydrotherapy unit for women. —KUNA photos

The interior of the Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation Hospital.
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Pope calls for
dialogue amid
COVID isolation
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis yesterday urged
dialogue on both personal and political levels as
he celebrated a second Christmas under the
shadow of a coronavirus pandemic that was
pushing people into isolation. In his traditional
Urbi and Orbi Christmas Day message to the
faithful gathered in St Peter’s Square at the
Vatican, the pontiff also deplored that the
“immense tragedies” in Syria, Yemen and Iraq
were “being passed over in silence” and cau-
tioned against fresh violence in the simmering
conflict in Ukraine.

“In this time of pandemic...Our capacity for
social relationships is sorely tried; there is a
growing tendency to withdraw, to do it all by our-
selves, to stop making an effort to encounter oth-
ers and do things together,” he said. “On the
international level too, there is the risk of avoiding
dialogue, the risk that this complex crisis will lead
to taking shortcuts rather than setting out on the
longer paths of dialogue. Yet only those paths can
lead to the resolution of conflicts and to lasting
benefits for all.”

Around the world, “we continue to witness a
great number of conflicts, crises and disagree-
ments. These never seem to end; by now we
hardly even notice them. We have become so
used to them that immense tragedies are now
being passed over in silence,” he said, mentioning
Syria, Iraq and Yemen, among others. “In Ukraine,
prevent fresh outbreaks of a long-festering con-
flict,” he said, as tensions mounted between
Russia and the West over the fate of the strategic
ex-Soviet country. —AFP

KHARTOUM: Thousands of Sudanese protesters
rallied yesterday, two months on since a military
coup, demanding soldiers “go back to the barracks”
and calling for a transition to civilian rule. Waving
flags, beating drums, dancing and chanting, crowds
marched on the streets of Khartoum despite a
heavy deployment of security forces - who later
fired tear gas canisters to break them up. 

Officers had earlier blocked bridges connecting
the capital to suburbs, cut phone lines and restrict-
ed the internet ahead of the planned protests. At
least 48 people have died in crackdowns during
weeks of protests, according to the independent
Doctors’ Committee, and Khartoum’s state governor
has warned that security forces “will deal with those
who break the law and create chaos”.

Demonstrators converged on the presidential
palace in Khartoum, the headquarters of the mili-
tary government in control since General Abdel
Fattah al-Burhan seized power on Oct 25. Burhan

held civilian leader Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok
under effective house arrest for weeks, but reinstat-
ed him on November 21 under a deal promising
elections for July 2023. The move alienated many of
Hamdok’s pro-democracy supporters, who dis-
missed it as providing a cloak of legitimacy for
Burhan’s coup.

Protesters online had encouraged supporters
with slogans, including demanding “no negotia-
tions” with the army. As well as rallies in Khartoum
and its suburbs, protesters also marched on the
streets of Madani, a town around 150 km to the
south, witnesses said.

Internet cut at dawn
Security forces with cranes used shipping con-

tainers to block the bridges across the Nile river
connecting Khartoum to the cities of Omdurman
and North Khartoum, and web monitoring group
NetBlocks reported mobile Internet was cut at sun-

rise yesterday. Activists reported the arrest of sev-
eral colleagues beginning Friday night, and Volker
Perthes, the UN special envoy to Sudan, urged the
authorities to “protect” the protests not to stop
them. “Freedom of expression is a human right,”
Perthes said yesterday, adding that it includes “full
access” to the Internet. “No one should be arrested
for his or her intention to protest peacefully.” 

“We draw the attention of the world and ask
them to monitor what happens in Sudan on the
issue of the revolutionary movement for freedom
and democracy”, said the Doctors’ Committee,
which is part of the pro-democracy movement.

Khartoum’s governor warned that “approaching
or attacking buildings of strategic sovereignty is
punishable by law”. At rallies last Sunday, held on
the third anniversary of mass demonstrations that
led to the ouster of veteran strongman Omar Al-
Bashir, crowds began a “sit-in” protest outside the
presidential palace.

Rape used as ‘weapon’
Within hours, security forces dispersed the

thousands of protesters with truncheons and fir-
ing tear gas canisters. Activists have condemned
sexual attacks during those protests, in which the
UN said at least 13 women and girls were raped.
The European Union and the United States
issued a joint statement Thursday condemning
the use of sexual violence “as a weapon to drive
women away from demonstrations and silence
their voices”.

Sudan, one of the world’s poorest countries, has
a long history of military coups, enjoying only rare
interludes of democratic rule since independence
in 1956. Over 14 million people, a third of Sudan’s
population, will need humanitarian aid next year,
according to the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs, the highest level for a
decade. Activists say more demonstrations are
planned for Dec 30. —AFP

Police fire tear gas to break up protests l Internet cut, activists arrested

Thousands march in Sudan anti-coup rallies
KHARTOUM: Protesters march during a mass demonstration demanding civilian rule in the Sahafa neighborhood in the south of the capital yesterday. —AFP

Iran fires missiles
in warning to
Zionist entity
TEHRAN: Iran fired multiple ballistic missiles Friday
at the close of five days of military drills that gener-
als said were a warning to the Zionist entity archen-
emy. “These exercises were designed to respond to
threats made in recent days by the Zionist regime,”
armed forces chief of staff Major General
Mohammad Bagheri told state television. “Sixteen
missiles aimed and annihilated the chosen target. In
this exercise, part of the hundreds of Iranian mis-
siles capable of destroying a country that dared to
attack Iran were deployed,” he added.

In a statement issued in London, the British
Foreign Office condemned Iran’s use of ballistic mis-
siles, saying it was a “threat to regional and interna-

tional security”. “The launch is a clear breach of UN
Security Council Resolution 2231, which requires that
Iran not undertake any activity related to ballistic
missiles designed to be capable of delivering nuclear
weapons - including launches using ballistic missile
technology,” it quoted a spokesperson as saying.

The Iranian military drills, dubbed Payambar-e-
Azam or “Great Prophet”, began Monday in
Bushehr, Hormozgan and Khuzestan provinces, each
of which touches the Gulf. “The military exercise... is
a serious warning to Zionist regime officials,” said
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps chief Major
General Hossein Salami. “Make the slightest mis-
take, we will cut off their hand.”

The drills come after US national security advis-
er Jake Sullivan met Wednesday with Zionist Prime
Minister Naftali Bennett, amid the Zionist entity’s
opposition to efforts to revive the 2015 Iran nuclear
deal. Bennett has accused Iran of “nuclear black-
mail” and charged that revenue it gained from sanc-
tions relief would be used to acquire weapons to
harm Zionists. Zionist leaders have also hinted at

striking Iran. Iran says it only wants to develop a
civil nuclear program, but Western powers say its
stocks of enriched uranium could be used to devel-
op a nuclear weapon. —AFP 

Caller taunts Biden
during White House
Christmas event
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden was trolled
by a caller Friday who said “Let’s Go Brandon” - a
coded insult that has become a rallying cry for sup-
porters of Donald Trump - during a White House
Christmas Eve event. The incident, which quickly went
viral online, took place after Biden and First Lady Jill
Biden spoke by video conference with North
American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD)
officials, who track Santa’s travel across the globe.

After being assured of St Nick’s progress, the presi-
dent fielded calls from several American families. One
man identified himself as “Jared”, a father of four. Biden
spoke briefly with the caller’s children, asking what pres-
ents they wanted for Christmas and telling them they
needed to be in bed before midnight. He also remarked
on how he and Jared both had sons named Hunter.

Wrapping up the call, Biden wished Jared a “won-
derful Christmas”. “I hope you guys have a wonderful
Christmas as well, Merry Christmas, and let’s go
Brandon!” Jared replied. “Let’s go Brandon, I agree,”
returned Biden, without reacting to the dig. It was not
immediately clear if the president had understood the
reference, though Jill Biden chuckled uncomfortably
and rolled her eyes.

Biden asked Jared where he was calling from, but
by then the call had been disconnected. A clip of the
moment spread widely on social media, with some
praising the president for his calm response. “Let’s Go
Brandon” is a euphemism for a vulgar insult that origi-

nated when a reporter at a NASCAR event misheard a
chant of “F- Joe Biden” while interviewing driver
Brandon Brown in September. Since then it has been
taken up as a political slogan by supporters of Trump,
Biden’s predecessor.

Trump had his own headline-grabbing Christmas
Eve moment when, in 2018, he raised doubts about

Santa’s existence in a call with a seven-year-old boy.
“Are you still a believer in Santa Claus? ‘Cuz at seven
it’s marginal, right?” he said. The Santa tracker pre-
sented by NORAD dates to 1955, when a Colorado
newspaper advertisement misprinted a phone number
to connect children with Santa and mistakenly direct-
ed them to the military nerve center hotline. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis delivers his Christmas
Urbi et Orbi blessing in St Peter’s Square at the
Vatican yesterday. —AFP

This handout photo provided on Dec 22, 2021 shows the
Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps taking part in
five days of military exercises in three provinces. —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden and first lady Dr Jill Biden participate in an event to call NORAD and
track the path of Santa Claus on Christmas Eve in the South Court Auditorium of the Eisenhower Executive
Building on Friday. —AFP



News in brief

Governor of Najaf resigns 

NAJAF: The governor of Iraq’s Najaf province
resigned on Friday, a day after another governor also
quit following demonstrations against living condi-
tions and corruption. Louai Al-Yasseri resigned from
his leadership in Najaf, in central Iraq, a day after the
governor of Nasiriyah province in the south quit fol-
lowing the violent suppression of protesters. Yasseri
announced at a press conference that he was leaving
his post in the holy Shiite city. His resignation follows
harsh criticism from prominent Shiite leader Moqtada
Sadr, who emerged as kingmaker following legislative
elections in October. —AFP 

Putin hails multiple launch test

MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin said Friday the
Russian military successfully fired a simultaneous salvo
of its Zircon hypersonic missiles, calling it “a big event”
for the country. As world powers race to develop
advanced weaponry, Russia has carried out a number
of successful tests of its Zircon hypersonic cruise mis-
sile. This was however the first time that Russian
authorities reported a successful simultaneous launch
test of several Zircon missiles. Speaking at a govern-
ment meeting on Friday, Putin said that the salvo launch
of the missile had been conducted overnight.  —AFP 

28 killed in Lake Chad sweep

NIAMEY: Six soldiers and at least 22 militants have
died in fighting in the Lake Chad region, a joint force
deployed to the area said on Friday. The force
described the operation, conducted by air-supported
troops from Niger and Nigeria, as a “success” and
said it had benefitted from “decisive support by
American partners”. The region around Lake Chad, a
vast lake bordered by Nigeria, Niger, Cameroon and
Chad, has become a bolthole for Boko Haram and
Islamic State-linked jihadists. —AFP 

At least six killed in Niger attack 

NIAMEY: At least six people have been killed in
attacks by suspected jihadists in Niger near its bor-
der with Burkina Faso, authorities said on Friday.
“The provisional toll is... six dead including a police-
man, two customs officers and three civilians” during
the attacks overnight from Wednesday to Thursday,
the interior ministry said in a statement. Ten others
were wounded when heavily armed gunmen simulta-
neously attacked a border post and a bridge near the
border town of Makaldoni, it said. —AFP

BANGUI: A year ago, the president of the Central
African Republic, Faustin Archange Touadera,
appealed to the Kremlin to save his government. As
rebels advanced on the CAR capital Bangui ahead
of presidential elections, Russia flew in hundreds of
paramilitaries, helping Touadera to turn the tide. But
today, analysts say, the men from Russia’s Wagner
private security group who underpin Touadera’s
presidency are becoming a liability.

The entwinement has alienated the CAR’s tradi-
tional supporter France, triggered allegations of
atrocities and failed to defuse hostility to Touadera’s
rule, they say. “After the Touadera regime came
under Russian tutelage, it
isolated itself off from its
western donors and got
rid of the opposition,
while the peace initiatives
have never borne fruit,”
says Thierry Vircoulon of
the French Institute of
International Relations
(IFRI) thinktank.

The CAR is facing a
swelling humanitarian cri-
sis - out of a population of
around five million people, more than three million
will need aid next year, according to the United
Nations humanitarian aid coordinator, OCHA. The
CAR’s involvement with Wagner is being emulated
farther north in jihadist-hit Mali, whose military-led
government is also courting its help.

Russia, the CAR’s ally since 2018, officially only
acknowledges the presence of unarmed “military
instructors” to train its poorly equipped armed
forces. But NGOs on the ground, as well as France
and the United Nations, say that some of the
Russians deployed in the country are Wagner oper-
atives - a claim denied by Moscow. “Me, I haven’t
signed anything with any company called Wagner,”

Touadera said in September in an interview with the
publication Jeune Afrique.

A win, but no victory
The CAR in 2013 plunged into a civil war along

sectarian lines, which was then quelled by French
military intervention, opening the way to Touadera’s
first election in 2016. In 2018, a peace agreement
that brought rebel leaders into the government ush-
ered in a lull in fighting. But rebel groups, many of
them claiming to represent religious or ethnic
groups, retained control over some two-thirds of
the country.

As Touadera cam-
paigned for re-election in
polls in late December last
year, violence flared anew
and a rebel coalition
advanced on the capital.
Russian help - supported by
troops sent by Rwanda
under a bilateral arrange-
ment - thwarted the attempt
on power and forced rebels
out of major towns, enabling
the government to claim it

had recovered control over most of the country.
But the pushback also unleashed allegations of

bloody abuse. The United Nations sounded the alarm
about “major rights violations” by CAR forces and
their Russian allies, including extrajudicial killings,
torture and sexual violence. In October, Touadera
declared a “unilateral ceasefire”, hoping that his
stronger position would unlock a national dialogue to
encourage peace. Yet a timetable for the much-trum-
peted forum remains unannounced, and rebel attacks
on local populations and the security forces have
continued, especially in the country’s northwest.

Vircoulon, of IFRI, said the rebels were now
engaged in “guerrilla” warfare after failing in their

frontal assault on power. Roland Marchal, an expert
at France’s Center for International Studies, said
these attacks were likely to continue. The rebels’
apparent switch in tactics has badly hit the Russian
paramilitaries, who have suffered “a large number of
wounded”, he said.

A diplomatic source, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said that Russians were wielding more
and more clout in Bangui, notably in the ministries
of defense, foreign affairs and finance, in particular

the customs service. In a report in June, US inves-
tigative NGO The Sentry said “transnational crimi-
nal networks” had “captured state institutions and
taken entire communities hostage”. “This is a loot-
ing and killing machine, serving the interests of the
Central African president and his foreign allies, in
particular the Kremlin-linked private army known as
the Wagner Group, as they plunder the country’s
gold, diamonds, and other mineral wealth,” said The
Sentry’s co-founder, John Prendergast. —AFP

Russia officially only acknowledges presence of unarmed ‘military instructors’

Burdensome friends: Central
African Republic’s Wagner allies

BANGUI: A monument depicting four armed men protecting a mother and her children is seen next to the
University of Bangui on Nov 29, 2021. The monument pays tribute to the Russian private security armed
forces and fighters who “died for the liberation” of the country, a symbol of a cumbersome influence. —AFP

Mali denies 
deployment of 
mercenaries
BAMAKO: Mali’s government has
denied any deployment of Russian
mercenaries from the Wagner group
following charges by a group of 15
Western powers involved in the fight
against jihadists in the Sahel country.
The government “gives a formal
denial to these baseless allegations”
of “an alleged deployment of ele-
ments from a private security compa-
ny in Mali,” it said in a statement
released late Friday.

Mali’s government “demands that
proof be brought to it by independ-

ent sources” and said “Russian train-
ers” were in Mali as part of strength-
ening the operational capacity of the
national defense and security forces.
Bamako was “only involved in a
state-to-state partnership with the
Russian Federation, its historical
partner”, said the statement signed
by government spokesman Colonel
Abdoulaye Maiga.

A group of 15 Western powers on
Thursday expressed anger that
Russian mercenaries working for the
controversial Wagner group had
started to deploy in Mali, accusing
Moscow of providing material back-
ing for the f ighters. The nations
involved in the f ight against  a
jihadist insurgency in Mali, including
Canada, Germany, France and
Britain, said they “firmly condemn
the deployment of mercenary troops

on Malian territory”.
“We are aware of the involvement

of the Russian Federation government
in providing material support to the
deployment of the Wagner group in
Mali and call on Russia to revert to a
responsible and constructive behav-
ior in the region,” they said. It was
one of the first official acknowledge-
ments by Western capitals that the
deployment of fighters has begun in
Mali after months of warnings to the
Bamako government.

Growing concern
There has been growing concern

over the situation in Mali under tran-
sitional leader Colonel Assimi Goita -
who took office in June after the
country’s second coup in less than a
year - and in particular over fears a
commitment to hold elections in

February is slipping. A French gov-
ernment source who asked not to be
named said intense activity had been
noted as the deployment went ahead.
“We are seeing repeated air rotations
with military transport planes belong-
ing to the Russian army and installa-
tions at Bamako airport to allow the
arrival of a significant number of mer-
cenaries,” said the source.

Also noted had been frequent vis-
its by Wagner executives to Bamako
and the activities by Russian geolo-
gists known for their association
with Wagner, said the source.
Despite the deployment of Russian
mercenaries, the statement from the
15 powers indicated they planned to
remain engaged in Mali, saying “we
wil l  not give up our efforts to
address the needs of the Malian
population”. —AFP

Donations help US
tornado survivors
salvage Christmas
MAYFIELD, Kentucky: With the help of volunteers
from around the country, families in western Kentucky
will be able to celebrate Christmas on Saturday, two
weeks after a string of tornadoes wrought a path of
deadly destruction. “We’re just trying to provide
Christmas,” said Jimmy Finch, a volunteer from the
neighboring US state of Tennessee who came to
Mayfield the day after the twisters hit. “I haven’t kept a
total tally of how many people we have fed,” Finch said.
“We just encourage everybody to keep coming back.”

Under a big yellow tent set up in a parking lot, the
Scientology Volunteer Minister group also serves hot

food and drink on a cold, windy Christmas Eve. “It’s a
very difficult time for everybody,” said Chad Adams, a
member of the organization. “We’re trying to make sure
everybody eats.” He estimates that they have served
over 30,000 meals since the disaster struck, and invites
everyone around to keep coming back to have food
and hot chocolate.

At other sites, organizations distributed toys to fam-
ilies who have lost everything, hoping to provide some
joy amidst the tragedy. In the nearby town of Benton,
Shane Cornwell dressed up as Santa for his volunteer
shift at a donation site, where boxes of toys and food
lined the walls of the local Elk Lodge. Outside, volun-
teers painted Christmas tree ornaments, while local
families impacted by the storm collected toys from bins
separated by age range.

At least 79 people lost their lives in the tornados,
which passed over several states from the night of
December 10 to the early morning of Dec 11. “The
scope and scale of this destruction is almost beyond

belief,” said US President Joe Biden after touring the
damage in Mayfield. —AFP
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BENTON, Kentucky: Shane Cornwell dressed as Santa
Claus works at a donation camp set up by Elks Club on
Dec 23, 2021. —AFP

At least 30 dead
in migrant boat
accidents in Greece
ATHENS: Greek coast guards scoured for survivors in
the Aegean Sea yesterday after the latest in a series of
migrant boat accidents that have killed at least 30 peo-
ple in just days. Late Friday, the coastguard found 16
bodies, including those of three women and a baby, and
rescued 63 people from a boat that overturned and
sank near the island of Paros. According to those res-
cued, around 80 people had been on the vessel that
was bound for Italy.

Smugglers operating from Cesme and Bodrum on
the Turkish coast are packing migrants in yachts to
send them to Italy using new, more dangerous routes,
according to the ERT television channel. Three coast
guard patrol boats, private vessels, a coast guard plane
as well as divers searched for more survivors, officials
said. The latest tragedy - the third since Wednesday -
came amid high smuggler activity not seen in Greek
waters in months.

Hours earlier, 11 bodies were recovered from anoth-
er boat that ran aground on an islet north of the Greek
island of Antikythera on Thursday evening. Coast guard
said yesterday that two of the rescued migrants - both
men suspected of being the smugglers - were arrested.
Ninety people stranded on the islet were rescued. And
on Wednesday, a dinghy carrying migrants capsized off
the island of Folegandros, killing at least three people.

‘Indifferent to human life’
Thirteen people were rescued, while dozens remain

missing, Greek authorities said. Survivors gave conflict-
ing accounts: Some said there had been 32 people on
board, while others put the number around 50, a coast
guard official told AFP. The UN refugee agency said
the Folegandros accident could end up being the worst
in the Aegean this year, as an unknown number of peo-
ple were still missing.

“This shipwreck is a painful reminder that people
continue to embark on perilous voyages in search of
safety,” said Adriano Silvestri, the UNHCR’s assistant
representative in Greece. Earlier Friday, the coastguard
had intercepted another boat with 92 men and boys on
board after it ran aground on the coast of the
Peloponnese peninsula. Three suspected smugglers
who fled the boat on foot were later arrested. —AFP

KIEV: Secretary of the national security and defense
council of Ukraine Oleksiy Danilov answers questions
during an interview in his office on Friday. —AFP

‘Putin wants to
destroy Ukraine’: 
Kiev security chief
KIEV: Russian President Vladimir Putin is bent on
destroying Ukraine but there is no major risk of an
imminent invasion, a senior Ukrainian security offi-
cial said on Friday. Speaking to AFP in an interview,
Oleksiy Danilov, secretary of the National Security
and Defence Council, said that talk of Moscow’s

invasion could destabilize Ukraine and play into
Putin’s hands. “Putin wants to destroy our country.
Will he succeed? No, he will not,” said Danillov.

“Our citizens will protect our country,” he said,
adding that both the army and civilians will form a
broad national “resistance” movement if Russia
attacks. “We are going to protect our country. Full
stop.” Tensions have been building since mid-
November when Washington sounded the alarm
over a massive Russian troop build-up on Ukraine’s
border and accused Putin of plotting an invasion.

But Danilov, 59, downplayed the risk of a major
military escalation, saying Ukrainian officials have
not seen any “critical build-up”. According to Kiev’s

estimates, the number of Russian troops along
Ukraine’s borders has increased from around
93,000 troops in October to 104,000 now. “We
don’t think this is a big surge,” Danilov said.

The security aide to President Volodymyr
Zelensky stressed that authorities did not want to
“scare people” with war talk as that “would desta-
bilize the situation inside the country”. The Russian
leader has for years questioned the legitimacy of
Ukraine’s borders and insisted that Russians and
Ukrainians are “one people”. During his end-of-the-
year news conference on Thursday, Putin said
Ukraine was “created” by Vladimir Lenin, the
founder of the Soviet Union, in the 1920s. —AFP



GURGAON, India: Dinesh Bharti drives around
with other activists on Fridays heckling and harass-
ing Muslims praying outside in Gurgaon, the latest
flashpoint of sectarian tensions under India’s Hindu
nationalist government. Muslims praying in the open
“create problems in the country and the entire
world”, the thickset Hindu man in his 40s said, a red
tilak on his forehead marking him out as a devout
member of India’s majority religion.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s election in 2014
emboldened hardline groups who see India as a
Hindu nation and its 200 million-strong Muslim
minority as potentially dangerous outsiders.
Gurgaon is a modern satellite city of the capital
New Delhi. Around 500,000 Muslims either live
there, have migrated to the area for work or labor
there during the day.

The city has 15 mosques for them, but the local
government has refused permission to build more -
even as the number of Hindu temples has grown.
This has forced the community to hold Friday after-
noon prayers - the most important of the week for
Muslims - in open spaces. In recent years, Hindu
groups have sprayed cow dung at Islamic prayer
sites and called worshippers terrorists and
Pakistanis - referencing India’s Muslim-majority
neighbor and archrival. The local government,
meanwhile, has steadily cut the number of approved
outdoor worship sites.

‘No longer tolerated’
Earlier this month, the Haryana state chief minis-

ter, a member of Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party,
declared that outdoor prayers in Gurgaon “will no
longer be tolerated”. Undermining their argument

that religion can be practiced only indoors, Hindu
groups celebrated last Friday by setting up a
makeshift temple and community kitchen to feed
hundreds as devotional music blared.

Across town, hundreds of Muslims queued to
take turns to worship at one of only six remaining
prayer venues still available. At another site,
Muslims were heckled and forced to chant slogans
such as “Hail Lord Ram” - a Hindu deity - that
have proliferated under Modi among his support-

ers. “If the government doesn’t find a solution to
the issue... it will become more complicated and
serious,” Sabir Qasmi, a Muslim cleric at the
prayer meeting, told AFP.

Lifelong hardliner
Modi is a lifelong member of the hardline

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) Hindu nation-
alist group. He was briefly barred from the United
States over religious riots in Gujarat in 2002 when
he was state chief minister. Since his coming to
power, a string of lynchings of Muslims by Hindu

mobs for so-called cow protection - a sacred ani-
mal for many Hindus - and other hate crimes has
sown fear and despair in the community.

Several states have brought in legislation crimi-
nalizing conversion to Christianity and Islam,
including through marriage - or “love jihad” as
Hindu hardliners call it. This week, a video emerged
from a recent gathering of rightwing Hindu groups
in which some delegates called for Muslims to be
killed, reports said. Hindu protesters in Gurgaon say
outdoor prayers pose a “security” risk, cause traffic

problems and prevent children from playing cricket.
But critics say the real reason is simply that

Muslims have no place in Modi’s new intolerant
India, where Hindu zealots are dictating government
policy. Arati R Jerath, a political commentator, said
there is an agenda to convert India from a pluralistic
and secular nation into a “Hindu country”. “Whether
it is economic spaces or spaces for worship, or
spaces for the food and customs or anything with a
Muslim identity, that is going to be part of the proj-
ect,” said Jerath.  —AFP 
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Local govt has steadily cut the number of approved outdoor prayer sites

No place to pray: Indian Muslim 
worshippers under pressure

News in brief

37 dead in Bangladesh ferry fire

DHAKA: At least 37 people died in an inferno
on an overcrowded night ferry in Bangladesh
on Friday, with terrified passengers leaping
overboard and dozens including children still
unaccounted for. The latest maritime tragedy
to hit the impoverished low-lying nation saw a
fire burn through the three-storey vessel in
the early hours while passengers slept on
board. As light broke, rescue workers combed
through the still-smoking and charred remains
of the vessel, removing dead bodies wrapped
in white plastic as distraught relatives waited
on the muddy riverbank for news. — AFP 

South Korea pardons Park

SEOUL: South Korea’s ex-president Park
Geun-hye received a pardon on Friday, cutting
short a jail term of more than 20 years for cor-
ruption with her successor saying he granted it
in the interest of national unity. Park became
South Korea’s first woman president in 2013,
but less than four years later she was
impeached and ousted after a graft scandal
sparked huge street protests. “We must over-
come the pain of the past and move forward
into the new era,” said President Moon Jae-in,
who was propelled into power in 2017 following
public backlash against Park and her conserva-
tive party. Moon said Park’s deteriorating health
after serving almost five years in jail was also a
factor in the decision to pardon her.  —AFP 

HK makes record ketamine bust

HONG KONG: A haul of ketamine worth over
$100 million has been seized by Hong Kong
officials, police said yesterday. The record-
breaking 1.3 tons of the drug, valued at around
HK$840 million ($108 million), is the largest
bust of its kind in the city’s history. Travel
restrictions related to COVID-19 have forced
smugglers to make risker bulk shipments
instead of using drug mules travelling through
airports, police said. On Friday morning, officers
intercepted the narcotics as they were being
offloaded from a speedboat in the seaside Lei
Yue Mun district. Three local men and a man of
Indian nationality, aged between 32 and 47,
were arrested and remain in custody. — AFP 

GURGAON, India: In this photo taken on Dec 17, 2021, Muslim devotees offer Friday prayers in an open ground after
several prayer sites were closed by the authorities following demands by rightwing Hindu groups calling for ban-
ning Muslim prayers in open spaces. — AFP 

Police probe event
calling for mass
killing of Muslims
NEW DELHI: Indian police said Friday they have
launched an investigation into an event where Hindu
hardliners called for mass killings of minority Muslims.
A speaker at the gathering earlier this month told the
crowd that people should not worry about going to
jail for killing Muslims, according to a video verified
as genuine by AFP. “Even if just a hundred of us
become soldiers and kill two million of them, we will
be victorious... If you stand with this attitude only
then will you able to protect sanatana dharma (an
absolute form of Hinduism),” the woman said.

The meeting in the northern holy city of Haridwar
was attended by at least one member of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP). The party stands accused of - but denies -
encouraging the persecution of Muslims and other
minorities by hardline Hindu nationalists since coming
to power in 2014. Prominent Muslim MP Asaduddin
Owaisi tweeted that the comments in the video were
a “clear case of incitement to genocide”.

Modi’s government has not commented on the
event. The woman in the video reportedly added that
Indians should “pray to Nathuram Godse”, the Hindu
extremist who assassinated Indian independence icon
Mahatma Gandhi in 1948.

‘Cleansing’
Another delegate, Prabodhanand Giri - the head

of a fringe Hindu group who is often photographed
with senior BJP members - called for a “cleansing”
and for those present to be “ready to die or kill”.
“Like Myanmar, the police, politicians, the army and
every Hindu in India must pick up weapons and do
this cleansing. There is no other option left,” he is

heard to say.
A military crackdown in Myanmar on the heavily

persecuted Muslim Rohingya minority is thought to
have killed thousands and has forced huge numbers
to flee. A third speaker is heard to say that he
wished he had killed Modi’s predecessor, the main
opposition Congress party’s Manmohan Singh, who
was the first Sikh Prime minister of India. Another
said he had asked hotels from his state not to allow
Christmas celebrations. The statement was met with
cheers from the audience.

The BJP denies accusations that its agenda is to
turn officially secular and pluralistic India into a pure
Hindu nation. Many in the Muslim community say
they have been increasingly subject to attacks and
threats since Modi, a lifelong member of a hardline
Hindu group, came to power. Christians have also
been subject to violence and harassment, with the BJP
government in the southern state of Karnataka this
week becoming the latest to introduce legislation out-
lawing “forceful” religious conversions. — AFP 

ALEGRIA, Philippines: Father
Ricardo Virtudazo stands in a pool of
water in his typhoon-hit church in the
southern Philippines delivering
Christmas Day mass to dozens of
devotees whose wishes this year were
for new roofs, food and fine weather.
More than a week after Typhoon Rai
cut a swathe through the archipelago,
killing nearly 400 people and leaving
hundreds of thousands homeless, sur-
vivors clung to family and faith after
their homes - and planned festivities -
were wiped out. 

“What’s important is all of us are
safe,” said Joy Parera, 31, attending
Christmas mass with her husband at
San Isidro Labrador Parish church in
the town of Alegria, on the northern
tip of Mindanao island. A light rain
soaked the pews and white tiled floor
of the damaged church, which has
been left with a gaping hole in the
roof after Rai ravaged the area.
Devotees wore masks as they gath-
ered inside the church festooned with
Christmas decorations and prayed for
a better year. “We still have hope,”
Virtudazo told AFP. “In spite of the
calamities they experience, they still

have faith in God.”
Christmas is one of the most

important events in the Christian cal-
endar and in the Catholic-majority
Philippines, families typically gather
to share a meal. But the widespread
destruction caused by Rai in the
southern and central regions of the
country has dampened celebrations
as many survivors plead for drinking
water and food.

Mindanao, Siargao, Dinagat and
Bohol islands are among the most
devastated by the storm, which
knocked out electricity, tore off
roofs, shredded wooden buildings,
felled concrete power poles and
uprooted trees. The scale of the
damage, lack of mobile phone signal
or internet in many areas, and
depleted government coffers after
the Covid-19 response were hamper-
ing efforts to distribute aid.

‘We’ll make do with spaghetti’
Nardel Vicente said his Christmas

wish was for someone to help him
buy a new roof for his house in
Alegria after it was wrecked by Rai,
which hit the country on Dec 16 as a

super typhoon. Jobless and with little
money to spare, Vicente said his fam-
ily would not be able to prepare a
festive meal this year. “In previous
years we had spaghetti, meat, chicken
- whatever we could afford between
us,” the 38-year-old said. But he
added: “That’s ok - we’re alive. It’s
better than welcoming Christmas with
a dead loved one.”

Marites Sotis usually serves up
meat, spring rolls and salad for her
family. “We won’t have those this
year because they cost a lot of mon-
ey,” Sotis, 53, told AFP in the coastal
municipality of Placer where the

storm felled most of her family’s
coconut trees. “We’ll make do with
spaghetti.” Some survivors in nearby
Surigao City have been standing on
roads for days begging for money
and food from passing motorists
after failing to receive a scrap of
government assistance.

Inaga Edulzura, 41, said she hoped
to get a packet of spaghetti to cook
for her family. Otherwise, they would
“make do with sliced bread”. “Our
only request is that there’s f ine
weather on Christmas Day to give us
some cheer,” she told AFP. “That and
some food.” — AFP 

Philippine typhoon survivors
wish for roofs, food on Xmas

ALEGRIA, Philippines: Catholic faithful attend Christmas mass in their destroyed
church in Surigao del Norte province yesterday, more than a week after Super
Typhoon Rai devastated the province. — AFP 

Mongolian docs
trek to remote 
areas to give jabs
DUNDGOBI, Mongolia: Nurse Sodkhuu
Galbadrakh clutches a box of COVID-19 vaccines
on his lap as he journeys along a bumpy track
through a remote region of the Mongolian steppe,
going home to home to offer booster doses to
herders. The country of three million has taken some
of the world’s toughest and most enduring measures
against the coronavirus pandemic, shutting schools
for much of the last two years and closing borders.

Its vaccination program has seen huge take-up
with more than 90 percent of adults receiving two
jabs. But the booster program is seeing patchier
success among nomadic communities thanks to both
online misinformation and the sheer logistical chal-
lenge that comes with reaching remote communities

in such a vast nation. Mongolia is one of the most
sparsely populated countries in the world and about
one-third of the population are nomadic.

“During the first wave, people were queuing out-
side (for vaccines) and I was working until 9pm,”
said Sodkhuu. “There were days I didn’t go home.
Now, only five to six people come to get the booster
shot per day.” He said he calls herders daily to try
and arrange the third shot but often can’t get
through, especially with poor phone reception in
pastureland. This meant health officials had no
choice but to go to the herders, he added.

After finding several ger homes empty, Sodkhuu
- accompanied by doctor Enkhjargal Purev - met
37-year-old herder Enkhmaa Purev, who received
the booster. “I was planning on getting my booster
shot the next time I visited the soum (town) centre,”
the herder told AFP, saying she had driven 160 kilo-
metres earlier this year with her husband to get
their first doses. Another herder, named Badamkhuu,
couldn’t get the jab due to high blood pressure - a
common problem among herders due to a high cho-
lesterol diet. — AFP 

HK students, alumni
mourn loss of campus
Tiananmen statues
HONG KONG: Hong Kong university students
and graduates on Friday paid solemn tribute to
two campus statues marking Beijing’s 1989 sup-
pression of Tiananmen Square democracy protest-
ers, which were removed overnight as authorities
steadily erase all remaining tributes to the histori-
cal event. The removals come a day after Hong
Kong’s oldest university took down a well-known
sculpture commemorating the bloody crackdown,
sparking outcry by activists and dissident artists in
the city and abroad.

Hong Kong used to be the only place in China
where mass remembrance of Tiananmen was toler-
ated, and the commemorative statues - found in
many top universities in the city - were a vivid illus-
tration of the freedoms the territory enjoyed. But

since huge and often violent democracy protests
two years ago, Beijing has set about remolding
Hong Kong in its own image, imposing a sweeping
national security law to curb dissent.

Before dawn on Friday, the Chinese University
of Hong Kong (CUHK) removed the “Goddess of
Democracy” from its campus. The six-meter
sculpture - a replica of the giant statue that stu-
dents erected in Tiananmen Square - had been a
potent symbol of Hong Kong’s democracy move-
ment. Around the same time, Lingnan University
of Hong Kong removed a relief sculpture and
painted over a wall bearing an image of the
Goddess of Democracy.

On Christmas Eve, a few dozen CUHK students
and alumni lit candles and placed flowers at the
statue’s former location - an outpouring of grief
that has become rare in Hong Kong where public
gatherings are heavily policed. Those gathered
also displayed placards reading “Shame on
CUHK” and “Missing: have you seen her?”, while
Tiananmen commemorative songs played from a
nearby loudspeaker. — AFP 



MOSCOW: A Moscow court on Friday slapped
Google with an unprecedented fine of nearly $100
million, while Meta (formerly Facebook) received
a fine of $27 million. In recent years Russia has
been piling pressure on Western social media
giants, with President Vladimir Putin saying those
companies were becoming as influential as elected
governments.

Moscow has repeatedly taken legal action
against them for allegedly not moderating their con-
tent properly and interfering in the country’s affairs.
But so far fines on Facebook parent company Meta
and Google have stretched into the tens of millions
of rubles, not billions.

However on Friday a Moscow court fined Google
a record 7.2 billion rubles ($98 million), while Meta
(formerly Facebook) received a fine of 1.9 billion
rubles ($27 million) for repeatedly failing to delete
illegal content. “For the first time, a Russian court
has imposed  fines that make up a share of the
annual revenue of these companies in Russia,”
Russia’s state communications regulator
Roskomnadzor said in a statement.

The regulator said that Google and Meta had
“ignored multiple demands” to remove materials
that incite religious hatred and promote views of
“extremist and terrorist organizations”, among oth-
er violations. Over the past few years, the Russian
government has used the pretext of protecting
minors and fighting extremism to crack down on
dissent and control the Russian segment of the web.

It has also begun developing a so-called sover-
eign internet that can operate independently.
Kremlin critics have accused authorities of muzzling
independent media, saying now the government is
zeroing in on the internet, considered the last bas-
tion of free speech in Russia.

The Western media giants have denied any vio-
lations in the past. “We’ll study the court documents
and then decide on next steps,” Google’s press
service told AFP on Friday. There was no immediate
comment from Meta. On Thursday, Twitter was
handed its latest fine of three million rubles
($40,000) after authorities started throttling its
services in the spring.

Fines and threats 
Ahead of parliamentary elections in September,

Russia’s media watchdog blocked dozes of websites
linked to jailed Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny, whose
organizations have been outlawed in Russia as
“extremist”. The regulator also ordered Google and
Apple to remove an app dedicated to Navalny’s
“Smart Voting” campaign which advised supporters
who to vote for to unseat Kremlin-aligned politi-
cians. The Silicon Valley giants complied, with
sources telling AFP the decisions came after
authorities threatened to arrest local staff.

Russia’s media regulator has also blocked dozens
of websites linked to Navalny. During protests in
support of Navalny last winter, Russian authorities
accused platforms including Google’s YouTube and

Twitter of meddling in Russia’s domestic affairs by
not deleting posts calling for people to join the ral-
lies. Putin at the time complained that large technol-
ogy companies were competing with states.

Russia has already blocked a number of web-
sites that have refused to cooperate with authori-
ties, such as the video platform Dailymotion and

LinkedIn. As part of broad efforts to bend foreign
social media under its control, Russia in September
banned six major VPN providers including Nord
VPN and Express VPN. Russia also introduced a
new law demanding that smartphones, computers
and other gadgets sold in the country come with
pre-installed domestic software and apps. — AFP 
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Moscow continues to pile pressure on Western social media giants

Macron, Draghi 
call for reform 
of EU fiscal rules
BRUSSELS: French President Emmanuel Macron
and Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi called on
Brussels to reform its fiscal rules to allow greater
investment spending while acknowledging the
necessity to reduce debt. “Just as the rules could
not be allowed to stand in the way of our response
to the pandemic, so they should not prevent us
from making all necessary investments,” the two
leaders wrote in a joint column published on the
Financial Times website.

Macron had already said on December 9 that he
intended to make a reform of the so-called
Maastricht criteria one of his priorities when
France takes over the rotating EU presidency next
month. He argued that the rule that a member
country’s public deficit should not exceed 3.0 per-
cent of its gross domestic product was outdated.

Now with the backing of his Italian counterpart,
he reiterated his stance on Thursday, addressing
EU members who had expressed reservations
about adopting an exceptional post-pandemic
recovery budget.

Germany’s new chancellor, Olaf Scholz, for one,
is more reserved about a possible reform of the
fiscal rules. “There is no doubt that we must bring
down our levels of indebtedness. But we cannot
expect to do this through higher taxes or unsus-
tainable cuts in social spending, nor can we choke
off growth through unviable fiscal adjustment,”
Macron and Draghi wrote.

“We need to have more room for maneuver and

enough key spending for the future and to ensure
our sovereignty,” they continued. “Debt raised to
finance such investments, which undeniably benefit
the welfare of future generations and long-term
growth, should be favored by the fiscal rules, given
that public spending of this sort actually contributes
to debt sustainability over the long run.”

According to Macron’s office, the French leader
is hoping that an informal summit of EU heads of
state and government will be able to draw up “a
quantified estimate of investment needs.”

The rules “will have to evolve accordingly,
including competition and trade rules, but also
European budgetary rules... which must be adapted
to the challenges of the time,” it said.

A European debt management agency? 
Macron and Draghi showed their column to oth-

er European leaders, like Spanish PM Pedro
Sanchez, who generally shares their views, as well
as Scholz, according to the French president’s office.

But the fact the other leaders didn’t sign the column
is not a sign of disagreement, it added.

The column also referenced an article written by a
handful of experts including Macron’s economic advi-
sor Charles-Henri Weymuller that advocates the cre-
ation of a European debt management agency. The
proposal would see pandemic-related debt of EU
members currently held by the ECB transferred to the
new agency, which would have the power to issue
European bonds. Investors have been keen on having
safe European debt instruments to hold onto, but
conservatives in Germany and the Netherlands have
been adamantly opposed to joint European debt.

The experts also proposed giving each mem-
ber state tailored debt reduction plans, and also
grant more leeway to investments promoting
growth or climate efforts. Macron’s office says
the French president wants to hold a summit for
EU leaders on March 10 and 11 to agree on the
level of needed investments and then work on
appropriate reforms. — AFP

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron and Italian Prime Minister Mario Draghi called on Brussels
to reform its fiscal rules to allow greater investment spending while acknowledging the necessity to
reduce debt. 

Markets waver
on Christmas
eve as COVID
fears recede
NEW YORK: World stock markets
wavered Friday in subdued Christmas
Eve trade as investors mulled reced-
ing Omicron coronavirus fears, with
European bourses wrapping up early
before the long holiday weekend.
Asian equities mostly rose in thin vol-
umes after Wall Street finished its
trading week Thursday with strong
gains on solid economic data.

The London and Paris stock
exchanges ran out of steam in a half-
day session with traders somewhat
wary over more possible restrictions
to curb Omicron. “Markets ... remain
reticent today due to lower volumes
as traders are away for a holiday peri-
od,” AvaTrade analyst Naeem Aslam
told AFP.

“We believe overall there is still
plenty of optimism about COVID vac-
cines-however, concerns are real that
more restrictions may be placed

ahead of New Year’s Eve to curtail the
spread of COVID.”

Frankfurt’s DAX index had shut
Thursday, closing the week with a
1.0-percent gain at 15,756.31 points.

Studies indicating Omicron infec-
tions are less likely to result in hospi-
talization have increased confidence
that the pandemic will have less
impact on the economy. Sentiment has
also been buoyed by US approval of
drugs from Merck and Pfizer to add
to a growing arsenal of weapons
against COVID.

“Omicron is looking more like a
short-term disruption to the economic
outlook and not a destructive head-
wind that knocks the economy off its
course,” added OANDA analyst
Edward Moya. On Wall Street, the
S&P 500 ended the last session
before the long holiday weekend at a
fresh record following a raft of mostly
decent US economic data.

Commerce Department data
showed consumer spending climbed
in November, though at a slower rate,
and new home sales rose. Jobless
benefit claims held steady from the
prior week and orders for big-ticket
manufactured goods climbed, though
mostly due to aircraft.

Inflation, however, posted the

biggest increase in nearly four
decades, illustrating the delicate bal-
ancing act the Federal Reserve faces
between reining in inflationary pres-
sures and keeping the economic
recovery on track. Omicron “will
create some slowdowns in the econ-
omy, perhaps some slowdowns of
production which could add to infla-
tion pressures in the short term,”
Paul Christopher, head of global

market strategy at Wells Fargo
Investment Institute, told Bloomberg
Television, adding however that the
economy would work its way
through the situation.

The optimistic mood carried over
to Asia with most markets rising,
although in quiet trade with several
stock exchanges shut or on short-
ened hours ahead of the Christmas
holiday. —AFP

Generally positive US economic data and receding Omicron fears cheered
investors.

US trucking crisis:
Driver shortage or 
retention problem?
WASHINGTON: The tight US labor market
has not spared the trucking industry, where
“help wanted” pleas are plentiful, wages are on
the rise, and drivers recently have scored sign-
ing bonuses of up to $20,000. In an economy
that hauls more than $12 trillion in freight annu-
ally, the problems facing trucking have drawn
the attention of President Joe Biden, who is
seeking to restore his political fortunes as
United States faces the highest inflation in
nearly 40 years.

Biden’s White House has convened a task
force to examine the supply chain snarls partly
blamed for the price increases and shortages,
including in shipping and trucking.

But debate is raging in the largely non-
union trucking industry over whether the chal-
lenges are exceptional in a competitive pan-
demic labor market, and what policy changes
would have the biggest impact. On one side,
the American Trucking Associations (ATA),
where large hauling companies are influential,
has said the combination of aging drivers and
rising demand from e-commerce suggest the
shortage will be long lasting and could reach
crisis proportions within a decade.

But the Owner-Operator Independent
Drivers Association (OOIDA) has argued that
remarkably high turnover in some trucking
segments points to a “flaw” in working condi-
tions, and has called for steps to resolve driver
frustrations such as unpaid waiting time. A key
point of contention between the two sides of
the debate is a proposal to drop the national
minimum driving age on interstate trucking to
18 from 21. 

ATA backs the shift as a way to recruit
younger drivers, but OOIDA warns the meas-
ure would threaten safety and only worsen
turnover problems.

Unpaid wait times 
Pre-pandemic government data showed the

size of the trucking workforce was increasing,
but also growing older. A 2019 Census Bureau
analysis said the number of truckers was at an
“all-time high” after a big decline following the
2008 recession, but the median age, 46, was
five years older than the overall US workforce.

Veteran drivers express passion for a diffi-
cult profession, but also point to frustrations.
“It’s been the freedom to move around the
country and see the country,” said Danny
Smith, who drives for about six days each
week, traveling from his Florida home to other
southern states. Sixty-three-year-old Smith,
who in 2016 hit a milestone of three million safe
miles at his Tennessee-based company Big G
Express, told AFP he was especially frustrated
with detention time-waiting to load or unload-
which eats up to 20 hours of his week, much of
it unpaid.

“It’s frustrating the amount of time I give
away for free and I’m away from home,” Smith
said.  —AFP
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Gulf Bank 
launches travel 
spends campaign 
KUWAIT: Gulf Bank has
launched its winter cards
campaign, which gives all
Gulf Bank cardholders the
chance to win their spends
as cashback when they
use their Gulf Bank pre-
paid, credit or debit cards
for travel booking (Hotel,
airline ticket, car rental or
travel agency). During the
course of the campaign,
which is scheduled to run
until February  28, 2022
cardholders who use their Gulf Bank credit, debit or pre-
paid cards for travel bookings ( hotel, airline ticket, car
rentals or travel agencies ) will automatically be entered
into the final draw. For every KD 10 spent locally on a
travel category using  Gulf Bank prepaid or credit card,
customers will receive one entry into the draw. For every
KD 10 spent internationally on a travel category using
Gulf Bank  prepaid, credit, or debit card, customers will
receive three entries into the draw. To be eligible for the
raffle, the minimum card spends on travel categories dur-
ing the campaign should be KD 100. This could include
hotels, car rentals, airlines and travel agencies that were
booked using a Gulf Bank prepaid, credit, or debit card. 

Gulf Bank will be announcing 40 lucky winners at the
end of the campaign, each of whom will receive a cash-
back of up to KD 500 of their card spends made on trav-
el category . The draw will take place on March 20, 2022
in the presence of a representative of the Ministry of
Commerce & Industry, and the winners will be notified
by text, phone call, and email.  “By launching the travel
spends campaign, all our customers have a chance to
enter our draw and become one of the 40 winners to get
cashback on their travel expenses,” says Mohammad Al-
Qattan, General Manager of Consumer Banking. “At Gulf
Bank, we are always thinking of ways to support our cus-
tomers. Now that life is slowly going back to normal, we
wanted to be the first to celebrate with our customers by
having their next vacation be on us!”

Gulf Bank is constantly working to offer its customers
the very best banking products and services, including
the bank’s recent 100 percent cashback campaign for its
prepaid and credit cardholders. Throughout this cam-
paign, cardholders can enjoy all the benefits of Gulf
Bank’s prepaid and credit cards while being entered into
the draw for the chance to win the campaign prizes.

Gulf Bank credit cards provide customers with a vari-
ety of travel offers and benefits which include discounts
on hotel bookings, flights, and car rentals. Additionally,
Gulf Bank credit card customers can also take advantage
of complimentary airport lounge access at over 600 air-
ports across the world. Moreover, Gulf Bank credit card-
holders can also access the Gulf Points program, the
fastest rewarding program in Kuwait that gives cardhold-
ers valuable points to use for free airline travel, hotel
accommodation, and exclusive seasonal travel packages.
To further ease the travel planning process, Gulf Bank
credit card customers can also receive free travel insur-
ance for themselves and their families, which can be used
for the Schengen Visa application.

As customer experience and satisfaction are the pri-
mary focus of the Bank’s products, a number of benefits
have been added to Gulf Bank’s Prepaid Card to enhance
customer experience. These benefits include fraud pro-
tection with Gulf Bank 3D secure, online shopping, and
instant discounts of up to 20% at over 300 renowned
restaurants and coffee shops, and discounts of up to 25%
at over 150 retail outlets in Kuwait across travel, enter-
tainment, health, beauty, and lifestyle segments Gulf
Bank’s vision is to be the leading Kuwaiti Bank of the
Future. The Bank is constantly engaging and empowering
its employees as part of an inclusive and diversified
workplace in recognition of every employee’s role in
delivering customer excellence and serving the commu-
nity at large. 

WASHINGTON: American consumers ramped up
spending in November but at a slower pace than
the prior month, while prices continued to march
upward, posting the biggest gain since 1982,
according to government data released.

The hot housing market also continued to see
price pressures amid a shortage of new homes
available for buyers, according to the latest
monthly figures. Personal consumption expendi-
tures last month rose 0.6 percent or $104.7 bil-
lion, less than half the increase in October, with
most of the gain going to services, the Commerce
Department reported.

The small increase in spending on goods was
fueled largely by rising gasoline prices, among the
most visible of the wave of price increases that
have hit the US economy as it recovers from the
COVID-19 pandemic amid supply chain snarls and
labor shortages. Analysts said some of the slow-
down may have been due to shoppers making hol-
iday purchases earlier in the year due to concerns
about shortages.

Accelerating inflation has become a political lia-
bility for President Joe Biden who has made the
issue a priority for his administration. The PCE price
index picked up speed again last month, jumping
5.7 percent compared to November 2020, the
biggest increase in nearly four decades, with energy
prices surging 34 percent, according to the report.

Excluding food and energy goods, the core
PCE inflation measure increased 4.7 percent over
the past year, the highest since 1983. The PCE
inflation measure is the one preferred by the

Federal Reserve and has been rising steadily in
recent months.

Fed officials have become increasingly worried
that price increases could become entrenched and
signaled earlier this month that it will pull back on
stimulus more quickly, to be ready to raise bor-
rowing rates in the first half of the year. “Rising
inflation continues to eat into real incomes,” said
Ian Shepherdson of Pantheon Macroeconomics,
pointing to the big gains in rent and car prices.

He predicted core PCE “will rise further over
the next few months, peaking at nearly 5-1/2 per-
cent in March. Favorable base effects and-we
hope-easing pressure on vehicle prices will then
start to bring it down.”

Rising home prices 
New home sales jumped in November, accom-

panied by another increase in prices, according to
the latest data from the Commerce Department.
Nationwide sales jumped 12.5 percent compared
to October to an annual rate of 744,000, season-
ally adjusted, although that is far below the sales
pace in the same month of 2020, the report said.

Low mortgage rates have attracted homebuy-
ers into the market in the past year, but builders
have struggled to keep up with demand amid ris-
ing costs for building materials and difficulty find-
ing workers, and that has pushed prices higher.

The median price of a new home rose to
$416,900, an increase of more than $66,000 over
the past year, according to the report. A separate
report from the Commerce Department showed

orders for big-ticket manufactured goods, from
home appliances to airplanes, jumped 2.5 percent
last month to $268.3 billion. But the vast majority
of the increase was in the highly-volatile trans-

portation sector, notably the 34 percent surge in
non-defense aircraft orders. Excluding trans-
portation, new orders rose just 0.8 percent com-
pared to October, according to the report. —AFP

Prices continue to march upward, posting the biggest gain since 1982

US spending rises more slowly in 
Nov, inflation highest since 1982

NEW YORK: In this file photo, shoppers stand outside a store in Manhattan. —AFP

World Finance honors 
KIB’s Al-Jarrah,
Bukhamseen 
KUWAIT: Garnering international recognition for their
achievements during two of the most unprecedented
and challenging years in recent history, World Finance
(WF) magazine has once again chosen to honor
Kuwait International Bank (KIB) Chairman, Sheikh
Mohammed Jarrah Al-Sabah, as well as the Bank’s Vice
Chairman and CEO, Raed Jawad Bukhamseen, with
two prestigious leadership awards. For the year 2021,
the Magazine has bestowed the “Life Achievement in
Islamic Banking and Dedication to Community” award
on Al-Jarrah, in addition to naming Bukhamseen
“Kuwaiti Visionary CEO - Development & Growth
Driver”; recognizing their visionary leadership of the
Bank throughout 2021 and their overall transformative
strategies, as well as their efforts in ensuring a more
positive and stable financial performance for KIB.

For years now, WF has been holding its annual
Islamic Finance awards program to recognize and hon-
or some of the most prominent financial and banking
institutions and individuals around the globe, recogniz-
ing their efforts and contributions to the development
and growth of the Islamic finance sector. Within its
award categories, WF’s program also honors the elite
of industry leaders and the most successful names
within the banking and financial sectors.

Distinguishably among them this year came Al-
Jarrah and Bukhamseen, to nab prestigious honorary
titles for their outstanding performance, in accordance
with the award criteria. This included experience and
leadership, excellence in banking solutions and cus-

tomer service, the comprehensiveness and diversity of
the bank’s social responsibility program throughout
the year, as well as vision and the continuous pursuit of
evolution and innovation.

Commenting on his lifetime award, Al-Jarrah
expressed his gratitude and affirmed his full commit-
ment to continuing to manage and develop the bank’s
strategy in order to achieve KIB’s goals and enhance
its competitive position within the banking sector as a
leading, full-service bank. He also vowed to continue
providing KIB’s employees with the opportunity to be
a part of a financial institution carving a solid place for
itself within its industries, and to continue working to
offer customers the next-level banking experience
they need that meets their aspirations. As for serving
his community, Al-Jarrah stressed his ongoing commit-
ment to the development of KIB’s community engage-
ment program and to expand its scope to include more
initiatives cross all fields, in a way that benefits all seg-
ments of society and drives positive change.

On his part, Bukhamseen expressed his optimism
and enthusiasm about the upcoming period of busi-
ness, especially after winning, for the second year, the
title of a visionary leader and driver of growth. Noting
that this particular win comes as an important indica-
tor of KIB’s successful path and approach in terms of
developing and implementing its comprehensive and
integrated strategy in all its aspects - from providing
innovative services, to investing in human capital and
upholding its corporate social responsibility - keeping
pace with modern trends and other developments in
the banking sector at the global level. According to
Bukhamseen, this is what contributed to KIB’s attain-
ment of a position that deservedly earned it this global
recognition by an international and prestigious indus-
try awarding body such as World Finance.

Concluding their statements, both Al-Jarrah and
Bukhamseen dedicated their awards once more to all

KIB employees, considering these wins as an accom-
plishment for the entire team. They both expressed
their gratitude to all team members for their support
and cooperation, stressing that these international
honors were only possible thanks to the team’s loyalty,
perseverance, and dedication to work throughout the
past two years; amid a series of difficult challenges,
starting from COVID-19 pandemic to the upsurge in
workload and pressure. Lauding their firm stand in the
time of crisis, both leaders also praised KIB’s team
members for contributing their efforts and energies to
achieve the Bank’s goals and provide exceptional serv-
ice to customers to their optimal satisfaction, earning
their trust in a bank that will continue to serve them
under any and all circumstances.

It serves to note that the London-based World
Finance magazine, is one of the leading and most
prominent global media platforms specializing in finan-
cial and economic news coverage. Its esteemed awards
program continues to represent a standard of success
and set a benchmark for best practices in the world of
finance and business on an international level.

KUWAIT: Ahli United Bank, Kuwait, conducted recently a
seminar on ‘Macro and Micro-economic outlook of
Kuwait’ for the senior management of the Mohamed
Abdulrahman Al-Bahar Group at the Millennium Hotel and
Convention Centre, Salmiya Kuwait.

Maher Tuffaha - Group Financial Controller began the
symposium by welcoming the guests of Ahli United Bank,
indicating the importance of symposium which comes at a
time when all industries are reeling out of the pandemic
impact witnessing an increasing demand and consumption
levels. Maher Tuffaha furnished what is the general expec-
tation from this seminar and how it will benefit the organi-
zation in planning their corporate strategy. 

Abdullah Al Al-Langawy, GM - Treasury at Ahli United
Bank started the seminar presenting the Global &
Regional macro-economic outlook, briefing on the latest
Fed policy meeting takeaways and provided tools for
hedging risk evolving due to volatile markets. This was
followed by a discourse on Kuwait economic recovery
including credit growth, challenges and highlighted initia-
tives and reforms underway for opportunities ahead.

Subsequent to the macro-economic viewpoint,
Ahmed Abd Al-Rashid Ibrahim, GM - Corporate
Banking at Ahli United Bank, took the stage to focus on
the micro-economic industry level. As an introduction, a
refresher to the previous presentation stating the facts
about increase in inflation, supply chain constraints, con-
sumer spending and behavior, aggregate growth in Bank
finances and deposits - was discussed. Mr. Ibrahim then
outlined the agenda of Corporate Banking’s presenta-
tion, which was set to cover wide array of topics basis of
research and rationalized the benefits company could
reap from this presentation. 

Ibrahim, started the session with business challenges
during COVID-19 explaining about each of them and how
the cash flow constrains faced during the unusual lock-
down situation forced the clientele to flood the banks with
restructuring / deferment request. Speaking about the
challenges - while supply chain disruptions troubled the
manufacturing and trading sectors, technology gaps and
business continuity challenges cropped up with several
companies given working remotely has not been a usual
way of functioning in this region. The corporates suffered

with lack of adequate IT infrastructure, resources,
knowhow which led to difficulties in accessing work-
places, offices, access to key management resources and
difficulties in obtaining information. This problem further
aggravated with limited human resources given the travel
restrictions imposed world-wide.  

Abdullatif Mohammad Alshaya, Executive Manager -
Corporate Banking, at Ahli United Bank elaborated further
bifurcating the industry activities into worst hit, medium
hit and well performed, the focus was shifted onto the
performance of the worst hit industries such as Aviation /
Travel, Logistics and Real Estate industries. It was
explained that Kuwait Aviation sector incurred around $1
billion loss in 2020, although the position witnessed
improvement by Q3’21, but were yet to revert to pre-pan-
demic levels. Alshaya explained that the Residential sector
activity is the main driver in overall property sales and an
upward trend is observed from Q3 Y21. It was discussed
that on the other hand - Commercial sector and invest-
ment sector sales declined by in excess of 50 percent and
30 percent in Y-o-Y respectively in Y2020. 

Further, Ahli United Bank team re-visited its industry
acclaimed B2B systems along with detailing the bank’s
focus, efforts and investments in digitalization platforms,
usage of latest AI technologies to provide an all-round,
feature-rich, enriching, customer friendly and futuristic
experience of the customer. The seminar followed by an
interactive Q & A at conclusion.

It is worth mentioning that the seminar was convened
by Al-Bahar Group, for understanding the nuances of the
market and gauging the consumer behavior in the post-
covid era, to plan corporate strategy for the year 2022.
The participants from Al-Bahar in the symposium includ-
ed Ihab Al-Khatib, Group General Manager, Al-Bahar
Group, Abdullateef Al-Bahar, General Manager - FMCG
along with the heads of business departments of various
group companies of Al-Bahar.

Sheikh Mohammed
Jarrah Al-Sabah

Ihab Al-Khatib honoring Abdullatif Alshaya

Mohammad Al-Qattan

AUB holds seminar on economic 
outlook of Kuwait for Al-Bahar Group

Ihab Al-Khatib honoring  Abdullah Al-Langawy

Raed Jawad
Bukhamseen
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KUWAIT: In 2021, Group Human Resources at the National
Bank of Kuwait (NBK) played a key and pivotal role in
implementing NBK’s strategic objectives in the midst of the
health, economic and social challenges imposed by the
COVID-19 pandemic. The group supported NBK’s digital
transformation agenda by implementing a state-of-the-art
training program promoting digital culture across the Group.

The group also continued to support employees’ devel-
opment and training through improving its digital training
infrastructure, following global best practices to raise
employees’ efficiency. This approach is clearly reflected in
the quality of NBKs services and products, whilst leading to
increased customers satisfaction.

In 2021, the Human Resources Group’s strategy encom-
passed supporting the government’s initiatives as well as
the wellbeing of the community through bracing the vacci-
nation program to accelerate social and economic recov-
ery. Moreover, the Group continued its strategy aimed at
professional talent acquisition, engagement, and retention
as part of the bank’s plan to strengthen its leading position
as the largest national labor employer in the private sector
in Kuwait.

Training courses
The training and development department continued to

actively develop its training infrastructure across all plat-
forms by introducing the latest technologies and most
advanced interactive digital tools, in cooperation with the
most prestigious institutions and universities around the
world. Today, NBK has one of the latest digital infrastructure
platforms and a unique training and development system,
keeping up with international best practices.

The group continued to develop the bank’s electronic
training system into an integrated digital platform with
enhanced accessibility, through which we may offer a wide
range of training programs, i.e.  offering Induction training
programs for new hires, fulfilling regulatory requirements
stipulated by the Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK), and devel-
oping basic professional skills. It goes to show that the train-
ing experience at NBK goes far beyond being a vehicle for
testing and assessing knowledge.

The training and development department has also modi-
fied its strategy to adopt “Continuous Learning” or lifelong
development, which is always applied at the group level, pro-
moting a culture that supports employees’ personal growth
and appreciates the value of their long-term career path.
Moreover, we constantly invest in promoting our employees’
talents and skills to maintain our sustainable growth.

We pride ourselves on providing equal opportunities to all
NBK employees through offering opportunities to participate
in training programs that are designed based on assessing the
individual needs of each and every employee across all
departments. NBK is also committed to developing employ-
ees academic and professional skills to assume leading posi-
tions in the future. As part of the Group’s comprehensive
strategy to improve employee’s learning experience, the

Training and Development Department continuously strive to
leverage  new technologies to make e-learning more appeal-
ing and highly effective for all NBK employees, also provides
more than 3,500 training opportunities for bank employees
during the year 2021.

This year, 137 trainees participated in “Yalla Watani”
training program designed to develop and train new employ-
ees, in addition to the participation of 157 employees in the
Induction Program across various departments. These pro-
grams were offered through virtual & e-learning platforms.  

During the year, NBK provided 58 training courses for
1,272 participants on various topics related to the develop-
ment of personal and behavioral skills. The program was
offered to new employees as well as managers, in line with
the bank’s annual plan. Additionally, 132 trainees participated
in the Middle Management Program through the organizing
company’s virtual and e-learning platforms, as well as
through remote interaction with the trainers to develop pro-
fessional skills and refine their talents across a wide array of
various topics, including but not limited to: administrative
skills, adaptive leadership, change management, effective
communication skills and improving flexibility in leadership.

NBK also offered a specialized employee training pro-
gram in Trade Finance in cooperation with Euromoney. NBK
also offered “ “Moody’s Credit Curriculum Program”, the
Beginners and Intermediate Level Trainees, a collaboration
between NBK and the international credit rating agency
Moody’s. Moreover, NBK launched  “Data Analytics
Academy” program, in partnership with SAS, with the aim of
imparting its employees with the required skills, in addition to
holding a workshop on Data Analytics through Tableau Data

Preparation and Visualization and  organizing a training pro-
gram for Funds Transfer Departments employees on the ISO
20022 Standard for Financial and Payment Messages.

Talent Development
NBK’s human capital development strategy is placed at

the heart of its strategic plans as the efficiency of the work
ensures the quality of all types of banking services provid-
ed across the different markets in which it operates. NBK
invests heavily in its employees, regarding them as its most
valuable resource, by providing the best training programs
and workshops to enhance their skills in the areas of lead-
ership, implementation of strategies, change management
and innovation to keep pace with the rapid developments
in the banking industry.

In 2021, NBK  celebrated the graduation of two
new batches of trainees who  have successfully passed
the selection criteria qualifying them to join this inten-
sive program especially tailored for  Kuwaiti university
graduates.

The NBK Academy Program, launched 13 years ago,
has been supporting NBK’s strategy to attract and recruit
national cadres, by developing and qualifying Kuwaiti fresh
graduates to start their career in the banking sector.

The bank is also keen to offer a series of training
courses and lectures, being one of the leading bank-
ing institutions in Kuwait in organizing training pro-
grams for  i ts  employees . One of  the  main  focus
points was leadership and teamwork. The lecture,
which witnessed remarkable interaction and was
attended by 220 bank employees, focused on the

importance of  leadership ski l ls  to create c lar i ty
about  se t t ing  team goa ls  and  reach ing  des i red
results, as well as delegating responsibilities to team
members while providing the appropriate level of
support, in addition to using good planning to focus
on top priorities to enhance their effective roles in
their organizations.

Commitment to Kuwatization
NBK continued to deliver on its historical role and

social responsibility by attracting and recruiting national
talent. About 340 Kuwaitis were hired in 2021, 44.4 percent
were female, as NBK continues to confirm its commitment
to gender equality. Moreover, women represented 45.6
percent of NBK’s workforce.  The Group also strived to
promote female empowerment through providing guidance
and presenting career development opportunities. NBK
participated in Ring the Bell Event, organized by UN
Women and in cooperation with the Supreme Council for
Planning and Development (SCPD) and Boursa Kuwait to
promote the empowerment of women in various fields.
NBK is the top Kuwaiti private sector employer of national
labor with a Kuwatization rate of 74.3 percent. The bank
also has a strategy to attract, engage and retain national
talents, in addition to developing their skills to prepare
leaders of the future. Highlighting its keenness to support
the youth and qualify them to build a career pathway, NBK
participated in four career fairs to provide informative and
enlightening services to help the youth looking for job
opportunities in the private sector in making appropriate
decisions about their career.

NBK Group HR played a key role in 
implementing bank’s digital agenda

NBK employees demonstrated great confidence and awareness during COVID-19 crisis

Burgan Bank celebrates 
graduation of 3 batches 
of retail employees
KUWAIT: Burgan Bank recently cele-
brated the graduation of three batches
of retail employees who received certi-
fied training in Retail Banking. This
comes as part of the Bank’s strategy to
continue investing in its human capital
and upskill its retail employees, as part
of the Bank’s Retail Division strategy
for 2021 and 2022. 

On the occasion, Burgan Bank
organized a grand graduation ceremo-
ny which was attended by the leader-
ship of both the Human Resources and
Retail Banking departments at the
Bank, celebrating the 34 employees
who successfully completed the retail
programs. Moreover, trophies were
distributed to the five highest per-
forming employees who successfully
embodied the Bank’s values through-
out the program. The program tackled
several topics pertaining to retai l
banking including high level compli-
ance awareness, advanced power skills
and advanced customer service and
mindset skills to offer Burgan Bank’s
clients the best customer experience
in the market.

On her part, Siham Al-Khorayef,
Specialist - Learning and Talent
Development at Burgan Bank, said:
“Developing our human capital remains
one of our key priorities in order to
achieve sustainable growth, ensure
excellence in performance, and expand
the Bank’s customer base. Therefore,
we seek to adopt advanced training
programs for our employees to equip
them with the necessary experience
and skills to provide our customers
efficiently and effectively with a high-
quality banking experience. This in turn
reflects positively on exceeding our
customer’s expectations, delivering on
their needs, and ensuring their total
satisfaction, as well as driving the
Bank’s growth and success.”

In her concluding statement, Al-
Khorayef stressed that Burgan Bank
considers its employees as partners in
its journey towards growth and devel-
opment, emphasizing the Bank’s con-
tinuous investment in developing its
retail employees as part of its ongoing
strategy to maximize its impact in the
retail sector.

Grand Hyper opens 26th store in Sulaibiya
KUWAIT: Grand Hypermarkets counted as
the foremost hypermarket chain in GCC region
has opened its 26th store in Kuwait at
Sulaibiya, Agility Compound, Industrial 2 on 23
December 2021 thereby increasing the brand’s
global count to 78. The new store was inaugu-
rated by Jassim Mohammed Khamees Al-
Sharrah in the presence of  MD Dr Anvar
Ameen Chelat, ED, M.K Aboobacker, RD,
Ayyoob Kachery, DRO, Thehaseer Ali, Fawaz
Salem Ali Al-Hosaynan, Aslam Chelat, CEO,
Mohammed Suneer, COO, Rahil Bassim, BDM
and Sanin Wasim along with other manage-
ment members and well-wishers. 

Earlier during the inauguration of their 25th
store at Shuwaikh, Grand Hyper MD Dr Anver
Ameen had stated that Grand Hyper will
spread its presence to every location in Kuwait
to enable customers with easy access to food
and other necessary products at their vicinity
as most people prefer to travel in their locality
for shopping during this time. He also added
that the group’s vision is to reach a total num-
ber of 50 stores spread across The State of
Kuwait by the end of year 2022. 

Grand Hypermarket is a household name in
Kuwait. It has a strong reputation of giving
high quality products for best price. This

makes Grand Hyper the preferred choice for
both citizens and expats as one stop shopping
destination for grocery, food, personal care
garments, electronics and household. 

This new store at Sulaibiya, aims to satisfy
the need of presence of an affordable retailer
to the residents there by spreading the good-
ness of presence of the most affordable retail-
er who house products of all kinds from across
the world. This store is located at Sulaibiya, in
Industrial Area 2 and would thereby cater to
the daily shopping requirements of Kuwaiti’s
and the expat population residing there. 

The new Grand Hyper which also happens
to be the 26th branch in Kuwait has opened

abiding to the guidelines and safety measures
laid down by Ministry of Health, Kuwait. Grand
has taken all precautionary measures ensuring
safety of customers visiting the store.

Lynk & Co Center 
launched in Kuwait 
by Al-Zayani
KUWAIT: Al Zayani is delighted to announce
the showroom launch of its latest premium
brand, Lynk & Co in grand style on 14th
December 2021. The opening was conducted to
launch the Global Premium SUV, 01.

Launched in 2016, Lynk & Co is created for
the new generation of open urbanites. The
design is inspired by the landscape, time change
and lifestyle in Mega cities all across the globe.
Its development is the comprehensive expres-
sion of advanced technologies begin with
European to fulfil the needs of urbanites. Lynk &
Co is a new brand in the car industry, but not
just a new car brand. Born global, open and con-
nected. With a global view, the brand wants to
build an open platform connecting people, cars
and the world. 

As the first model of Lynk & Co, 01 adopts
the unique design philosophy called “Mega-city
Contrast” to lead the global aesthetics and
urban fashion. It presents the brand mission of
“Changing Mobility Forever”, which shall bring
Lynk & Co’s exclusive sense of value to the end-
user on product experience.

Lynk & Co 01 creates an iconic family front
face, which integrates urban skyline and urban
matrix air-inlet grille to manifest urban young-
ster’s eccentric lifestyle.  The lighting combina-
tions which involve “Aurora Borealis” LED day-
time running lights, “Energy Cube” LED Crystal

Taillight and separated LED headlights with lens
illuminate the urban life with the exclusive light
of Lynk & Co.  

With the strong powertrain, 218/160
Horsepower & 2.0 T4 EVO-8AT engine, well-
tuned chassis and 20 ADAS functions, Lynk &
Co 01 provides the feelings on ultimate driving
control and outstanding intelligent driving
assistance to drivers. In addition, Lynk & Co 01
has already won the 5-star rating in 2021 E-
NCAP test to guarantee the industry supreme
safety on occupants. In addition, its leading
infotainment system offers the highest conven-
ience in order to achieve the real-time connec-
tivity with the world.

Lynk & Co 01 provides an ultimate luxury
and comfort using experience on occupants.
Lynk & Co 01 owns equally excellent NVH per-
formance with many luxury brands, and the
Harman Infinity top Audio takes a splendid audi-
tory enjoyment to the users. The sporty seats
adopt top-layer genuine leather and Nubuck
materials to provide premium feelings, and the
enjoyable ambient lighting provides Lynk & Co
01 an incomparable sense of luxury.

Lynk & Co 01 creates a green cockpit which
involves AQS system, active cockpit purifying

function and the eco-friendly interior materials
brings a totally new comfort feeling to the users.
Keyless entry and keyless start functions are
also equipped on 01 to offer more convenience
to the daily use. 

Al-Zayani General Manager, Vinod LV said in
a statement during the opening “We are proud
to launch Lynk & Co, the first in GCC, a premi-
um brand in Kuwait with European Design &
European Technology with E-NCAP 5 Star
Rating Safety and Al-Zayani is committed to
provide the best care for its customers”.

Al-Zayani is one of the most highly regarded
luxury automotive retailers in the Gulf region
representing some of the world’s finest automo-
tive brands such as Ferrari, Bentley, Maserati and
Jaguar.
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Cristina Vazquez, a Roma teen who
grew up in a Madrid shantytown,
never imagined herself playing the

violin. But today she is first violinist in an
inventive orchestra bringing together
two dozen other disadvantaged youths,
using instruments made from recycled
materials. Her violin is made from color-
ful soda cans, while a string bass has a
skateboard for its body, and drums are
made from plastic barrels. The project,
dubbed “Music of Recycling”, aims to
breathe new life into discarded junk
while also benefitting youths from disad-
vantaged backgrounds. “I am really hap-
py, because it has changed my life a lot,”
said 18-year-old Vazquez, her eyes
gleaming.

She hesitantly joined the orchestra at
age 12 when it was part of the curriculum
at her school in the southern district of
Vallecas, one of Madrid’s poorest neigh-
borhoods. Today she teaches younger

members of the group. “The orchestra
has really opened me up to the world... I
had never even gone to the centre of
Madrid,” she said. “I don’t know if I will
become a professional musician... but I
want to keep giving classes to young
children. “It fills you with pride when a
young girl comes up to you and says:
‘When I grow up I want to be like you’.”

Luis Miguel Munoz, 18, credits the
orchestra with keeping him on the
straight and narrow in a neighborhood
like Vallecas, which has a high school
dropout rate. “Instead of meeting up with
friends, I preferred to listen to music,
play it, and little by little it became a way
of life,” he said. Belonging to an orchestra
is like “being in a family, and doing what
pleases us most,” said the bleach-blond
Munoz, who sports a goatee.

Music “allowed me to escape life’s
problems,” said Munoz, who sees himself
becoming a professional flamenco per-

cussionist. The project is run by Spanish
environmental group Ecoembes and is
inspired by Paraguay’s Cateura orches-
tra, made up of musicians from a slum
who play instruments made from materi-
als found in a rubbish dump. After
Ecoembes invited the Cateura orchestra
to perform in Madrid in 2014, the group
decided to found its own similar ensem-
ble that same year, said VÌctor Gil, the
director of Music of Recycling. “Why
not here? We have social and economic
problems,” the Argentinian said.

Career springboard
The ensemble put on its first concert

just four months later and “the kids could
not play more than four notes,” said Gil,
who plays the bass made from a skate-
board. Now after having performed in
cities across Spain, “we already have
four boys studying in scholarships at
music schools and public conservato-
ries,” he added. Unfortunately, the pan-
demic has put a temporary halt to per-
formances. A concert planned for last
Thursday in Madrid was called off at the
last minute because of soaring COVID-
19 infections in Spain. Meanwhile, more
than 100 children are taking music class-
es from members of the orchestra as part
of the project.

The instruments are created by luthier
Fernando Soler, a third-generation
instrument maker, from cans, wooden
boxes, cutlery and parts of discarded
instruments. He said he tries to make the
instruments as close to their “normal”
shape as possible so the children won’t
have difficulty playing regular equipment
in the future. Soler hopes he will soon be
able to restart his workshops on making
instruments, which were suspended
because of the coronavirus pandemic. He
said his dream is to see one of his pupils
become “the luthier of recycling of the
future.” —AFP 

Spanish orchestra makes 
music from recycled junk

Argentinean director of the ‘Music of Recycling’ orchestra Victor Gil, poses during a rehearsal in Madrid. — AFP photos

A violin is pictured during a rehearsal of the ‘Music of
Recycling’ orchestra, in Madrid.

Asmall Indonesian community is celebrating Christmas by
performing traditional shadow puppet shows about the birth
of Christ as the pandemic shutters most public performanc-

es. The country has been hard-hit by COVID with the virus also
disrupting the puppet group’s shows. Founder Indra Suroinggeno
said it was important to put on the performances - featuring color-

ful Jesus, Mary and Joseph puppets - because previously they
were held exclusively in churches on Christmas day.

“Although public performances are rare due to the pandemic,
we keep practicing within the community in order to preserve the
tradition,” he said. His group gave a show to a small group of chil-
dren ahead of Christmas, introducing them to the story of the cru-

cifixion, as well as the tales of the prophets. “We interpret the char-
acters for the puppet show from the Bible and other sources,”
Suroinggeno told AFP on Friday. The initiative also showcases reli-
gious tolerance in the country as Javanese shadow puppetry is tra-
ditionally linked to Hindu traditions. — AFP 

Indonesian community tells the story of Jesus through shadow puppets

Photo shows Christmas-themed puppetry in Bantul, Yogyakarta. — AFP photos Puppet master Indra Suroinggeno (eight) teaches children about Christmas-themed puppetry in Bantul, Yogyakarta. 

A member of the ‘Music of Recycling’ orchestra, plays flute
during a rehearsal in Madrid.

Members of the ‘Music of Recycling’ orchestra, play music during a rehearsal. Guitars and cellos are pictured during a rehearsal of the ‘Music of Recycling’ orchestra in
Madrid.

Cristina Vazquez, 18 years old, member of the ‘Music of Recycling’ orchestra, plays violin
during a rehearsal.
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Posters of Syria’s President Bashal Al-Assad hang on a building in the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, next to
buildings damaged during battles in 2015 between the Islamic State
group (IS) and government forces. —AFP photos

Matanios Dalloul, 62, one of the 20 remaining Christian residents of the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, sits in front of
the fifth-century Syriac Catholic monastery of Mar Elian (Saint Elian),
damaged by the Islamic State group (IS), who seized the town in 2015.

Philippe Azar, 49, one of the 20 remaining Christian residents of the
central Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province, reads by a
small furnace in his ten-room house.

Photo shows a nativity scene created by local residents. —AFP photos Photo shows a nativity scene made with thread and wool and created by local residents. 

Photo shows a nativity scene made with beeswax and created by local residents. 

Inside a Syrian monastery desecrated by
jihadists, Matanios Dalloul stood alone by the
shattered altar where a once-thriving communi-

ty celebrated Christmas before the threat of death
drove them out. The 62-year-old is one of 20
Christians remaining in the central town of Al-
Qaryatain out of the community that boasted 900
members before conflict broke out a decade ago.
Tracing a cross against his body between piles of
broken stone, the lone parishioner prayed for long
life for the remnants of a dwindling community
which has nobody left under the age of 40.

“The holidays need people, they need young
boys and girls, not just piles of stone,” Dalloul told
AFP, gesturing at what remains of the mud brick
walls of the Mar Elian monastery. “It is people who
generate holiday cheer, and if people do not
return, there will be no joy.” The town of Al-
Qaryatain in Homs province was once viewed as a
symbol of coexistence between Christian and
Muslim communities who had lived together for
centuries before jihadists of the Islamic State
group seized the area in 2015.

IS fighters razed the fifth-century Syriac
Catholic monastery of Mar Elian (Saint Elian) and
abducted hundreds of Christians, who were locked
in an underground dungeon in the desert for 25

days before being freed. Six years have passed
since Russian-backed government forces ousted
jihadists from the town but most of the Christians
who fled have not returned and those who remain
have neither a church nor a priest to turn to this
holiday season.

Last Christmas 
“The last time the churches of Al-Qaryatain cele-

brated Christmas was in 2015 before the arrival of
IS,” said Dalloul whose three children have all emi-
grated to Europe or Canada. “Now, there are no
open churches, nor a priest to oversee Christmas
mass,” he said. Dalloul is not alone in his disap-
pointment. Bassam Debbas said he does not have a
single relative left in Syria and will therefore spend
Christmas alone, working in a small workshop
where he produces grape molasses. 

“I don’t have anyone left, not a father, nor a moth-
er, nor siblings, nor a wife... I will spend the holiday
as though it is any other day, any other working
day,” the 61-year-old said. Debbas returned to Al-
Qaryatain this year to resume the family trade of
molasses production from a small workshop where
grapes are fermented and then cooked.

Constant power cuts make the cooking a chal-
lenge but he is trying to maintain bare minimum

production levels despite the odds. Outside his
home, the street is empty. Traces of IS rule are still
visible on the crater-riddled walls of neighboring
buildings, most of which are either leveled or aban-
doned. “The holidays have become completely dif-
ferent since IS arrived and brought sadness into the
hearts of the people,” Debbas said. “IS has gone,
but the sadness remains,” he lamented, the scent of
molasses filling the air around him.

‘Nothing is the same’
Inside Samira Khoury’s home, red rosary beads

hang from a small golden cross placed on a wooden
table. A single red candle is lit beside a portrait of
Jesus and the Virgin Mary. There are no Christmas
decorations. The 68-year-old and her three sisters
were among dozens of Christians kidnapped and
locked up by IS in 2015. “Since that day, happiness
has disappeared completely from our home,” she said,
huddling by a heater. Without relatives or neighbors
to celebrate with, Khoury said “happiness tastes dif-
ferent and the holidays don’t look” the way they used
to. “Nothing is the same,” she said. Feeding a small
stove with fire wood, Phillipe Azar said his Christmas
is once again blighted by the sadness of loss.

“My family has left and my friends are dead,”
said the 49-year-old, who lives alone in a 10-room

house once bustling with relatives. Azar - who
hasn’t put up any Christmas decorations since the
start of Syria’s war in 2011 - said he will spend the
holiday near his heater. He may invite an 80-year-
old friend over for a glass of wine but that is only if
he is in good enough health to come visit. “The
Christmas tree has been packed in a box since
2011,” Azar said. “Who should I put it up for? Why
would I celebrate alone, without my siblings, neigh-
bors and friends?”—AFP

Youth exodus takes joy out of Syria Christmas

Picture shows the damage in a street in the central
Syrian town of Al-Qaryatain in the Homs province.

Dozens of nativity scenes light up the village
of Banovci in northeastern Slovenia, drawing
throngs of visitors every December. This

year, more than 30 homes in the “Christmas village”
near the border with Hungary have created creches
using materials including wood, beeswax, pastry
and rope, displayed on their front porches and
yards. “The point we want to make is that the doors
of our houses here are open, and we want visitors
to enter our yards, see the scenes and meet us,” said
Bojan Leser, who leads tours of the spectacle that
attracts thousands of visitors each year to the vil-
lage of around 200 residents.

“It’s great to see how the whole village comes
together to make the Christmas village... I love these
decorations,” a pensioner in her early sixties from a

town in northwestern Slovenia told AFP while visit-
ing with friends. The idea was born 22 years ago
when Janez Skuhala, who as a child served as an
altar boy at a nearby Salesian church, decided that
he needed more space for the nativity scenes he
had been making every year for his family.

The year after he set up his creche on the front
porch, two other families followed suit, Skuhala told
AFP. In time, most of the village joined in, reaching a
peak in 2019. Because of COVID restrictions, the
villagers are no longer allowed to offer food and
drink to visitors, and participation has declined. But
Skuhala and his neighbors are committed to the tra-
dition. “Everything has stopped, but we persist with
the show, and we will continue, at least as long as I
am here,” Skuhala said. —AFP



French zoo shut after 
pack of wolves escape

French authorities in the south of the
country have temporarily shut down
a zoo after a pack of nine wolves

escaped from their enclosure during visit-
ing hours, officials said on Friday. No
humans were injured in the incident last
weekend at the Trois Vallees zoo in
Montredon-Labessonnie in the Tarn region
but four of the wolves were shot dead by
park workers and five others anaesthetised
by local officials on the scene, local official
Fabien Chollet told AFP. “There were not
many people in the zoo at the time and at
no time was the public in immediate dan-
ger,” added Chollet. However the “security
problem” meant that the zoo now needed
to be closed until the issues were rectified,
he added.

The park’s owner Sauveur Ferrara told
AFP that the wolves, whow were newly
arrived at the attraction, escaped after
destroying security installations but never
went outside the zoo itself. “Due to the
abnormal and dangerous behavior of some
of them, four wolves were sadly killed by
the park personnel,” he added, emphasizing
that members of the public had immediately
been evacuated from the park. The park
had already in October 2020 been hit by a
closure order over security measures but
this was then lifted by a court. Its social
media page said it plans to reopen now in
mid-January. —AFP

Electric automaker Tesla will update its vehicle
software to prevent drivers from playing
video games on the console while the car is in

motion, US traffic safety regulators said. “Following
the opening of a preliminary evaluation of Tesla’s
‘Passenger Play,’ Tesla informed the agency that it is
changing the functionality of this feature,” a
spokesperson for the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration said in a statement emailed to
AFP. “In a new software update, ‘Passenger Play’
will now be locked and unusable when the vehicle is
in motion.”

The agency had announced it had launched an
investigation into some 580,000 Tesla cars after the
automaker’s decision to allow drivers to play on the
entertainment system’s touch screen while the vehi-
cle was moving. The affected models are the Model
3, S, X and Y. The option to engage Passenger Play
on the main display during driving made drivers
susceptible to distraction and raised the risks of an
accident, the NHTSA said. It said earlier that it con-
firmed the gaming function has been available since
December 2020 in many Tesla vehicles, after only
being enabled in park mode on earlier autos.

NHTSA undertook the probe following a cus-
tomer complaint earlier this year. “Why is a manu-
facturer allowed to create an inherently distracting
live video which takes over two-thirds of the screen
which the driver relies on for all vehicle informa-
tion?,” said a complaint from Lake Oswego,
Oregon. Inattentive driving caused 3,142 fatal
crashes in the United States in 2019, according to

the NHTSA. Despite various controversies, shares
of Tesla have soared over the last two years, making

the company’s chief Elon Musk the world’s richest
person, according to Forbes. —AFP

Tesla deactivates video 

games in moving cars

The inside of a Tesla car Model 3 is seen at a Tesla shop inside of a shopping Mall in Beijing. —AFP
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A Canadian Pacific railway locomotive pulls train cars east along a rail line past Morant’s Curve near Lake
Louise in Banff National Park, Alberta, Canada. A mix of drought in Canada’s prairies and flooding on its
Pacific coast have brought about crop production and shipping woes now leading to international short-
ages of fries and mustard. —AFP photos

The snow-covered soya fields at the Belfontaine Holstein farm are pictured in Saint-Marc-sur-Richelieu,
Quebec, Canada. 

Bollywood’s retelling of the 1983
World Cup hit cinemas Friday,
recalling a stunning underdog vic-

tory that was instrumental in turning
India into the cricket-crazy nation it is
today. Captained by Kapil Dev, seen
now as one of cricket’s best ever players,
India began the tournament in England
as rank outsiders but ended up triumph-
ing over the all-conquering West Indies
in the final at a raucous Lord’s. The vic-
tory “was the turning point of how we
saw ourselves as a cricketing nation,
and... that incredible win fed into the
veins of a country that till then had seen
itself as also-rans on and off the cricket
field,” the Indian Express daily said
ahead of the release of “83”.

“The next morning, banner headlines
screamed ‘The Cup Is Ours’, and nothing
was ever the same. It was a blood rush
to beat all blood rushes,” the paper said.
The first sign that India meant business
was in the group stage of the tourna-
ment when Dev made 175 not out - with
India having been on the ropes at 17 for
5 - against Zimbabwe. A BBC strike on
the day meant this extraordinary exploit
was not filmed but hallowed cricketing

almanac Wisden called it “one of the
most spectacular innings played in this
form of cricket”.

‘No expectations’
An easy semi-final victory over a fan-

cied England side - featuring greats like
Ian Botham, David Gower and Bob
Willis - then set up the grand final
against the West Indies, the defending
champions. The West Indies were the
best team in the world with fearsome
fast bowlers Joel Garner, Malcolm
Marshall and Michael Holding - plus
batting battleships Viv Richards, Gordon
Greenidge and Clive Lloyd.

But India cruised to victory, causing
pandemonium in the Lord’s stands and
back home. Balwinder Sandhu, who
scored an important 11 not out as last
man - and later bowled Greenidge for
one - remembers being hit on the hel-
met by a Marshall bouncer. “It made me
more determined... I didn’t flinch,”
Sandhu, who helped advise the actors
and director of “83” Kabir Khan, told
AFP. The West Indies had “great fast
bowlers who had a ‘no mercy’ attitude,”
Sandhu said. “It was a great feeling just

to get 10 or 15 runs off them.”

‘Never the same again’ 
Veteran journalist Ayaz Memon, who

covered the tournament, said that crick-

et was already hugely popular and that
India had won a Test series in England in
1971 for the first time. “But it was the
sheer unexpectedness of the triumph.
Who had thought that India would beat

the world champions? It triggered so
much passion and so much interest in
the game in India that it was never the
same again,” Memon told AFP.

The victory also revealed the com-
mercial opportunities of cricket in India,
paving the way for the money-spinning
spectacle it is now. This was also driven
by the opening up of the economy and
the advent of cable television in the
1990s. “It (the win) completely trans-
formed the future not just of Indian
cricket but also cricket as a sport inter-
nationally. After that India became in a
sense the epicenter of the cricketing
world,” Memon said.

Dev is played in “83” by Ranveer
Singh. The Bollywood superstar honed
his own cricket skills four hours a day
for six months to bowl and bat - and
walk, talk and smile - like the captain. In
an interview with AFP, Dev said India
were helped by being underdogs and
were simply “enjoying ourselves”.
“There were no expectations. All the
media’s attention was on Australia,
England, West Indies, and all the pres-
sure was on the other teams,” the 62-
year-old said. —AFP

Bollywood replays India’s seminal 1983 cricket triumph

Vehicles move past billboards of Bollywood film ‘83’, which is based on India’s first
cricket world cup victory in the year 1983, in Mumbai. —AFP

Amix of drought in Canada’s prairies and flooding
on its Pacific coast have brought about crop pro-
duction and shipping woes now leading to inter-

national shortages of fries and mustard. In Japan, for
example, McDonald’s has been forced to ration fries as
the British Columbia floods squeezed potato imports,
while mustard producers in France are forecasting steep
price increases because the drought in another part of
Canada - the world’s biggest producer of mustard
grains - cut supplies.

“When we look back at the state of the agriculture
sector in 2021, we can say this year has been marked by
extreme climate change weather events,” Agriculture
Minister Marie-Claude Bibeau said in a recent speech.
“That includes the worst drought in 60 years in Western
Canada and the devastating atmospheric rivers in British
Columbia,” she told livestock farmers and ranchers
who’ve struggled to secure enough hay to feed their
animals as pastures dried up. According to government
data, farmers in Canada produced more corn but less
wheat, canola, barley, soybeans and oats in 2021 com-
pared with 2020.

The lower yields - which Statistics Canada said
marked the largest year-over-year decrease on record,
falling to levels not seen in more than a decade - were
driven largely by drought conditions in Western Canada.
Keith Currie of the Canadian Federation of Agriculture
told AFP: “There’s a lot of angst in the farming commu-

nity.” Some farmers have lost everything, others are
considering quitting as the future looks bleak. The Agri-
Food Analytics Labs at Dalhousie University publishes a
list of the top 10 food-related stories each year. Climate
calamities in Western Canada ranked second this year,
after food inflation.

“Climate change has strongly impacted agricultural
production and supply chains” already strained by the
pandemic, its scientific director Sylvain Charlebois told
AFP, leading to rising food costs. “This year saw
extremes,” he said, noting a Canadian record high tem-
perature of 49.6 degrees Celsius in the town of Lytton
in British Columbia. It was later destroyed by wildfires.
Subsequent flood devastation in British Columbia
showed that Canada’s westward supply links, Charlebois
said, “are very, very vulnerable, and not resilient enough
to climate change.”

Heavy rains disrupted shipping
Because of the drought, meanwhile, mustard seed

production in the prairies was halved this year to almost
50,000 metric tons, from 2020. As a result, the average
price is expected to double to “a record $1,700 (1,510
euros) per ton,” according to a Canadian agriculture
ministry report. The French region of Burgundy hosts
the vast majority of mustard manufacturers but depends
heavily on Canadian farmers to produce the strong,
tangy condiment consumed the world over. Commodity

markets analyst Ramzy Yelda noted that droughts in
Western Canada occur every 10-15 years on average,
but this year’s “was particularly brutal.”

“I don’t think we’re done with these kinds of severe
weather situations,” added Currie. “We’re going to con-

tinue seeing them more frequently.” On the flip side, it
was a banner year for Canadian potato producers who
harvested 123,000,000 hundredweight of potatoes, up
18 percent from the prior year. The United Potato
Growers of Canada said most provinces this year
“enjoyed excellent harvest conditions without cool tem-
peratures or wet conditions.”

But record downpours in British Columbia that
trapped motorists in deadly mudslides, forced thousands
to evacuate their homes and destroyed roads, rail lines
and bridges in November also cut off the port of
Vancouver from the rest of Canada. That resulted in dis-
ruptions to exports from Canada’s largest port. As a
result, McDonalds restaurants in Japan announced that
they would only sell small-sized French fries for a week
from Friday to avoid running out.

“Due to large-scale flooding near the Port of
Vancouver... and the global supply chain crunch caused
by the coronavirus pandemic, there are delays in the
supply of potatoes,” it said in a statement on Tuesday.
The port had moved record volumes of grain (and car-
go) by midyear, up 20 percent to 16.5 million metric tons
compared to the first six months of 2020, to meet strong
demand overseas. But a large backlog built up over sev-
eral weeks in November. As of Monday, the port said
disruptions to rail operations serving the port had
“decreased significantly” and shipping volumes had
“stabilized.”—AFP 

Mustard, fries in short supply due to Canada climate woes

A man eats a popular Quebec dish called Poutine -
consisting of french fries, cheddar cheese and
gravy in Montreal. 



TOKYO: Japan said it will not send
government representatives to
February’s Beijing Olympics as it called
on China to respect human rights and
the rule of law. Government spokesman
Hirokazu Matsuno did not describe the
move as a diplomatic boycott - already
announced by the US and others - but
said there were “no plans” for offi-
cials to attend the Games.

“Japan believes it is important that
common values shared by the interna-
tional community such as freedom,
human rights, and the rule of law are
also respected in China,” he said. “As
Tokyo 2020 demonstrated to the
world, the Olympics and the
Paralympics are festivals of peace and
sports that give courage to the world.”
The United States, Britain, Australia
and Canada this month announced
diplomatic boycotts of the Games over
what they consider to be widespread
rights abuses by China, including against
the Muslim Uyghur minority.

Their boycott stops short of not
sending athletes to the Winter Games,
which start on February 4. But Beijing
has warned the four nations will “pay the
price” for the US-led campaign. Japan,
which hosted the virus-postponed Tokyo

Olympics this year, is in a tricky position
as tensions simmer between the US and
China - both key trade partners.
Matsuno said Friday’s decision had been
made after “comprehensive” considera-
tion, noting that Japan has held discus-
sions with the Chinese side on human
rights issues “at various levels”.

‘Respect to the athletes’ 
Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto

and Japanese Olympic Committee head
Yasuhiro Yamashita will attend the event
in the Chinese capital. “Hashimoto will
attend to express gratitude and respect
to the athletes and others who support-
ed the Tokyo Games,” Matsuno said.
Japan Paralympic Committee chief

Kazuyuki Mori will attend the Winter
Paralympics in March, he added. Chinese
foreign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian
said the country “welcomes the Japanese
Olympic Committee and other relevant
officials, as well as Japanese athletes”,
but also sounded a note of caution over
the decision.

“China... urges the Japanese side
to honor promises to support each
other in hosting the Olympic Games
and to not politicize sports,” he said.
Washington has said its diplomatic
boycott decision was prompted by
rights abuses such as what it has
called the “genocide” of the Uyghur
minority. Not all US allies have fol-
lowed suit, however. Last week South
Korea ruled out joining the boycott,
citing the need to work with China.
UN Secretary-General Antonio

Guterres is also set to attend the Games,
as are senior French officials.

International Olympic Committee
president Thomas Bach said this month
he was staying politically neutral on the
matter, insisting the important point was
“the participation of the athletes”.
Foreign fans will be banned at the
Winter Games under virus rules and the
event will take place after several crack-

downs - including in Hong Kong -
designed to consolidate President Xi
Jinping’s power. Campaigners say at
least one million Uyghurs and other
mostly Muslim minorities have been

incarcerated in “re-education camps” in
the far western Xinjiang region. Beijing
has defended the camps as vocational
training centers aimed at reducing the
appeal of Islamic extremism. — AFP 
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Japan government officials 
to boycott Beijing Olympics

‘Olympics and Paralympics are festivals of peace and sports’

TOKYO: President of Tokyo Organizing Committee of the Olympic and Paralympic Games,
Seiko Hashimoto, delivers a speech during the opening ceremony of the Tokyo 2020
Olympic Games. Tokyo 2020 chief Seiko Hashimoto and Japanese Olympic Committee
head Yasuhiro Yamashita will attend the Winter Olympics in the Chinese capital. — AFP 

Tensions simmer 
between the US 

and China

England ring
changes for a 
must-win Test 
MELBOURNE: Embattled England made four
changes yesterday for the crunch Boxing Day Test in
a bid to keep the Ashes alive, while Australia handed
experienced seamer Scott Boland a surprise debut.
Joe Root’s team must win at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground in front of an expected 70,000 fans to stay in
the hunt after heavy defeats in the first two Tests at
Brisbane and Adelaide and with three still to play.

Those losses were characterized by batting col-
lapses compounded by poor bowling and fielding
with the visitors looking to stop the rot by shaking
up the team. Zak Crawley was recalled for the first
time since March to replace struggling opener Rory
Burns, despite averaging just 28.34 from his 15 Tests.
Veteran Jonny Bairstow, meanwhile, will add to his
78 Tests when he takes over at number six from
youngster Ollie Pope, who has failed to adapt to the
Australian conditions.

England also mixed up the bowling unit again
with speedster Mark Wood returning after being
rested for their 275-run defeat in Adelaide, which
followed a nine wicket thrashing in Brisbane. Off-
spinner Jack Leach also gets another chance after

being axed for the second Test despite the Adelaide
pitch having plenty in it for the slow bowlers. Chris
Woakes and Stuart Broad were overlooked in an
attack that will be led by veteran quick Jimmy
Anderson and Ollie Robinson.

“It’s a massive game for us, but it’s a brilliant
venue to play cricket at. Everyone is very excited
to be here in what I’m sure will be a hostile envi-
ronment,” said wicketkeeper Jos Buttler, who keeps
the gloves despite Bairstow’s return. “We know we
need to bring our best cricket, we haven’t brought
that so far and that’s disappointing. “The reaction
(after Adelaide) has been an honest one,” he added.

“We have a really tight-knit group, some great
mates in there, but we had some honest conversa-
tions as well.”

‘Someone fresh’
Australia are bolstered by the return of captain Pat

Cummins, who missed the second Test after being a
close contact of a COVID-19 case. He replaces
Michael Neser. But, as expected, fellow pace spear-
head Josh Hazlewood will again miss out as he contin-
ues to recover from a side strain. Jhye Richardson,
who took five wickets in England’s second innings at
Adelaide, is still sore from his efforts with Boland
replacing him to become the third Australian debutant
this series after Neser and Alex Carey. In doing so, he
also becomes the first Indigenous man to play Test
cricket for Australia since Jason Gillespie. “He was
pretty sore,” Cummins told reporters of Richardson,
adding that he also had a minor leg injury.

“We were umming and ahhing - he had a bowl
yesterday but we thought seven days off (before
the fourth Test in Sydney) will kind of give him
enough rest.” Boland will play on his home ground,
where he has taken 91 wickets at 25.71 in 26 first-
class games, often on unresponsive pitches.
Cummins said his record at the Melbourne Cricket
Ground factored into their thinking. “It was a huge
part of it. His record speaks for itself here in
domestic cricket,” he said. “Home ground, having
someone fresh like him who can perform straight-
away were the big factors.” — AFP

Scott Boland

COVID cases 
curtail Top 14’s
Christmas schedule
PARIS: The resumption of the Top 14 immedi-
ately after Christmas has been disrupted by
coronavirus as the league on Friday cancelled
two games, including the one involving leaders
Bordeaux Begles. The French league said on
Friday night that it called off Racing 92’s home
game with Pau and Bordeaux-Begles’ visit to
Toulon, both scheduled for tomorrow, “due to
the health situation of the Racing 92, Pau and
Bordeaux-Begles squads, following new tests
carried out today”.

Both Bordeaux-Begles and Racing 92 had
announced earlier in the week that they
were dealing with outbreaks and had can-
cel led training. The Toulon-Bordeaux-
Begles match was due to close the round on
Monday evening. The league had already
taken the precaution of pushing back the
encounter between fifth-placed La Rochelle
and Lyon, who are fourth to ensure it had a
prime-time game.

The postponements follow a chaotic sec-
ond round of European competition last week
in which only two French clubs, Castres and
Lyon, played their scheduled games. The can-
cellations give Toulouse a chance to regain
first place. The defending champions lost at
Bordeaux-Begles in their last match to cede
first place, but are just two points behind their
conquerers. They entertain Stade Francais
today, and both clubs are trying to fit a family
Christmas into their plans. Stade Francais have
adjusted their travel plans for their visit to
Toulouse to accommodate Santa.

The Parisians are allowing their squad to
have a family Christmas and will fly down to
southwest France on the morning of the game.
“We’ll have a very short night’s sleep,” said
coach Gonzalo Quesada. “We take the plane
very early in the morning.” He lamented
“preparations that are necessarily a little
strange with Christmas.” Playing at home may
allow Toulouse players a more relaxed
Christmas. “We’ll take the 24th and 25th off and
get together on the morning of the 26th for the
match,” Toulouse fullback Thomas Ramos said
in an interview posted on the club website.

‘Far more fans’ 
Toulouse and Stade are the two clubs with

the most French titles and like to call their
encounters the Top14 ‘Classico’. For the first
time in two years, the hosts have opted to
move a home Top14 game from their Ernest
Wallon ground to the 33,000 Stadium de
Toulouse, home of the local football club.
“These are big matches we like to play with
far more fans and a bigger atmosphere,” said
Ramos. “We look forward to a full stadium.”
Toulouse unwrapped some Christmas pres-
ents a day early when they announced on
Friday that their co-captains, world player of
the year Antoine Dupont and fellow French
international Julien Marchand, had extended
their contracts.

Montpellier, who have won five straight to
climb to third in the table face last place
Biarritz on Monday afternoon and could
profit when the two teams immediately
below them, Lyon and La Rochelle face off in
the evening. La Rochelle will be playing their
first match since back row forward Kevin
Gourdon announced on Tuesday that he was
retiring at 31 because of a heart problem.
The last of his 221 appearances for the club
was in their home game against Pau at the
end of November.—AFP 

Rider Ak-Fuzaie
shines 
By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: Rider Abdelrahman Ak-Fuzaie from the
Hunting and Equestrian Club won first place during the
fence jumping tournament that was organized by
Students Association of GUST at Kuwait Equestrian
Center. Al-Fuzaie took the first place at the 135 cm
height in 37.17 seconds and 4 penalty points following a
differentiation round with Brar Al-Musallam who com-
pleted the run in 42.05 seconds and 8 penalty points.
Head of the Association Jasim Al-Mutawaa said the
tournament was organized because there is a large
number of university students who are members of rid-
ing clubs who have won top prizes in local tournaments.
He said the tournament was held without sponsors.

Kohli’s India seek to 
conquer final frontier 
in South Africa
CENTURION: Virat Kohli bruised from being fired
as India’s one-day captain bids to rebound by lead-
ing his country to an historic triumph in South Africa
in a three-match Test series which starts at
SuperSport Park in Centurion today. South Africa is
the only regular Test-playing nation where India
have yet to win a series.

“We have worked really hard to win series away
from India,” said vice-captain KL Rahul at India’s
pre-match press conference on Friday. “We’ve won
series in England and Australia, which gives us a lot
of confidence. We haven’t won a series in South
Africa, which gives us extra motivation to do our
best.” South African captain Dean Elgar said he
thought the teams were evenly matched. “India are
number one in the world for a reason but the fact
that we are playing in our own back yard gives as an
advantage.”

Despite losing to New Zealand in last year’s world
Test championship final, India are the top-ranked
Test team, five places ahead of South Africa, who
have lost several key players to retirement in recent
years. Kohli leads an experienced side. Crucially, it
has the fast-bowling fire power to match South
Africa’s in conditions which usually favour pace. No

fewer than ten of India’s 18-man squad have toured
South Africa before. Kohli, Cheteshwar Pujara, Ishant
Sharma, Ravichandran Ashwin, Umesh Yadav and
reserve wicketkeeper Wriddhiman Saha are on their
fourth tour of the country.

Ajinkya Rahane and Mohammed Shami are on
their third tour, while Rahul and Jasprit Bumrah were
part of the closely-contested 2017/18 series which
South Africa won 2-1. “We know what to expect and
we’ve had great preparation,” said Rahul. “The pace
and bounce is very different to other countries and it
was very important that we came here early and had
preparation in the middle.” Rahul indicated India
were likely to maintain their recent strategy of pick-
ing five bowlers, which he acknowledged would lead
to a “very difficult discussion” about settling on five
specialist batsmen.

Centurion fortress
India have the luxury of chosing between capable

players in both batting and bowling, while South
Africa’s options seem limited, especially since fast
bowler Anrich Nortje withdrew from the series
because of a hip injury. South Africa will, of necessi-
ty, field a batting line-up short of proven quality, with
two players in their top six yet to score a Test centu-
ry, while India may be unable to find a place for
Shreyas Iyer, who scored 105 and 65 on debut
against New Zealand last month. Elgar confirmed
star wicketkeeper-batsman Quinton de Kock was
only available for the first Test and will then take
paternity leave, which will leave the home team’s bat-

ting even more vulnerable.
South Africa’s fast bowling remains their strength

but the loss of Nortje is a major blow. Much will
depend on former world number one Kagiso Rabada,
whose form in the past two years has been moderate.
The hosts will also hope the injury-plagued Lungi
Ngidi can recapture the form which enabled him to
take 6-39 on debut against India at the same venue
in 2017/18. In South Africa’s favour, Centurion has
been a fortress for the home side, with 21 wins and
only two defeats in 26 Tests at the venue. — AFP 

CENTURION: India’s Virat Kohli walks on the field dur-
ing training at SuperSport Park in Centurion. — AFP 



LONDON: Leicester City manager Brendan
Rodgers believes his side will recover quickly from
their agonizing penalty shoot-out exit from the
League Cup when they face Premier League lead-
ers Manchester City today. The Foxes twice con-
ceded a two-goal lead in their midweek League
Cup quarter-final against Liverpool - including an
equalizer deep into added time - before losing on
spot-kicks. Adding to the pain of defeat, Leicester
defenders Caglar Soyuncu and Ricardo Pereira
were forced off while star striker Jamie Vardy
played the last 20 minutes with a tight hamstring.

None of which augurs well for Leicester’s fixture
against Premier League leaders City, even though the
Foxes have won with two of their last four meetings
against Pep Guardiola’s side. “There is always disap-
pointment but I said before the game ‘You are coming
to Anfield, a great place to play, and whatever hap-
pens let’s impose our way’,” said former Liverpool
manager Rodgers on Friday. “That’s what I’ve always
had from these players. They have been competitive
against the best teams in the country and we saw that,
we just couldn’t do enough to get over the line.”

He added: “They (City) are playing well at the
minute, so we will just have to see where we are at
and then devise a plan with the players available
and see what we can do. “It doesn’t look like there
are too many (City) players out, they’ve had a free
week without a midweek game. They are a brilliant
side with technical players, world-class players, and
they are used to winning. “We’ve done OK against
them but it’s going to be a big challenge for us and
we need to play with the spirit we played with
against Liverpool.” City are on an eight-match win-
ning run in the league and have failed to win only

one of their last 11 games.
“I think you see from the game at Liverpool we

can score goals, we are creative, but we have to see
what we have available at the weekend and we will
try to come up with a plan to get a result,” Rodgers
said. “We went there last season and got a fantastic
win. You know the challenge you are up against:
they will dominate the ball and are good in transi-
tion and have the confidence to play so that’s the
challenge at the weekend. “You have to play with
courage, and when you have the ball you have to
exploit the spaces.”

Meanwhile, Manchester City manager Pep
Guardiola believes Leicester will pose a formidable
challenge to his Premier League leaders despite a
slump in form. Following two successive fifth-placed
finishes, FA Cup-holders Leicester have won just
six of their last 16 matches in English football’s top
flight. Reigning champions City, meanwhile have
won their last eight league games to go three points
clear at the top of the table heading into today’s
match at home to Leicester.

Nevertheless, Guardiola, whose side won 1-0
away to the Foxes in September, said: “Leicester
remain Leicester. For me, they remain (with a) top-
quality manager, absolutely, with exceptional play-
ers in all departments. But sometimes, in seasons,
there are periods of highs and lows. Maybe we are
used to seeing Leicester up there all the time.”
Guardiola paid tribute to the set-up of manager
Brendan Rodgers by saying: “Hats off to how well
this club works in many senses - recruitment of
players, adapting and adjusting to many situations -
but sometimes there are periods that they are not
consistent all the time.

“It happens but from one game to one game,
when you see the quality they have, everything can
happen. “I give the same value to them and the
same credit because, when you see quality they
have, starting from the keeper and finishing with
(Jamie) Vardy, they are exceptional.” Today’s fixture

will be Leicester’s first league outing since thrash-
ing Newcastle 4-0 on December 12 after fixtures
against Tottenham and Everton were postponed
due to COVID-19 concerns. They returned to action
in the League Cup in midweek but were beaten on
penalties by Liverpool in a quarter-final tie. —AFP 
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LIVERPOOL: Liverpool’s Irish goalkeeper Caoimhin Kelleher (left) saves this penalty by Leicester City’s English
defender Luke Thomas in the shoot-out after the English League Cup quarter-final football match between
Liverpool and Leicester City at Anfield in Liverpool. —AFP 

Rodgers ‘confident’ Leicester 
will avoid Liverpool hangover 

Guardiola wary of Leicester despite Foxes’ slump

United’s Rangnick 
suggests scrapping 
League Cup to 
ease congestion
LONDON: Manchester United interim manager Ralf
Rangnick has suggested abolishing the League Cup in
a bid to ease fixture congestion in English football.
The schedule, traditionally at its busiest over the
Christmas and New Year period, has come under
severe strain from the impact of the Omicron variant
of the coronavirus, with several Premier League clubs
hit by COVID-19 outbreaks and several Boxing Day
(December 26) matches postponed. 

United have been out of action since December 11
due to their own virus problems and have seen league
games against Brentford and Brighton postponed.
They are set to return to action at Newcastle tomor-
row, with Rangnick saying Friday: “It is a big tradition
in England to play on Boxing Day or the 27th, even on
the 30th or the 2nd of January.

“I think we should stick to and respect this tradi-
tion, but there might be two other issues that have
been discussed in the past.” He added: “England is
the only country in the top five leagues in Europe
that plays two cup competitions.”In France they
abolished the second one a year or two ago, so we
are the only country who plays two cup competi-
tions. “This is something we could once again speak
about and discuss.

“I know the League Cup is still kept for the third
and fourth division teams to improve the financial situ-
ations of those clubs. But if we speak about a tight cal-
endar and having to play too many games, this is
something to discuss.” Rangnick welcomed the move
announced Monday to scrap FA Cup third and fourth
round replays. Ties will now be played to a conclusion
at the first attempt, with extra time and penalties if
required. But the Football Association, which scrapped
replays for the whole of last season’s competition,
intends to restore them for the 2022/23 edition.

When it came to abolishing FA Cup replays,
Rangnick said: “This is a good idea. In cup competi-
tions in other countries you play extra time and penal-
ties. You have replays, those are topics you could
speak about.” United’s squad were reduced to eight
fit outfield players and three goalkeepers before the
COVID-19 outbreak that forced their Carrington
training ground to be closed for four days. But
Rangnick defended United’s vaccination record by
saying: “We also need to make sure we have most of
the players vaccinated. I know we have a high record
of vaccinated players in our club.” — AFP 

Ralf Rangnick

Burnley-Everton 
joins list of games 
rocked by COVID
LONDON: Burnley’s match at home to Everton on
December 26 has become the latest Premier League
fixture to be postponed due to a coronavirus out-
break, it was announced Friday. COVID-19 cases
within the Everton camp had seen the Merseysiders
request a postponement on Thursday. But that initial
plea was rejected despite Everton manager Rafael
Benitez saying he only had nine fit outfield players
at his disposal for the fixture on Boxing Day, tradi-
tionally one of the busiest days in the English foot-
ball calendar.

Everton, however, said Friday that the game had
been called off, with a club statement saying: “Our
Premier League fixture at Burnley on Boxing Day
has been postponed due to the number of COVID
cases and injuries in our squad.” The Premier
League added it had taken the “regrettable” deci-

sion to postpone the game following a board meet-
ing on Friday. “The board reviewed the club’s
request today to postpone the match following fur-
ther injuries to their squad.

“They concluded that the club will not be able to
fulfill their fixture this weekend as a result of an
insufficient number of players available to play due
to COVID-19 cases and injuries.” A total of 13
matches have now been called off in the past two
weeks as Britain battles record numbers of positive
COVID cases due to the Omicron variant of the
virus. Benitez said Thursday he was “surprised” that
Everton’s game had been expected to go ahead,
after two other Boxing Day matches - Liverpool v
Leeds and Wolves v Watford - were postponed due
to COVID cases.

Tottenham Hotspur manager Antonio Conte said
Thursday’s meeting between the Premier League
and all 20 top-flight bosses to discuss the escalating
COVID situation affecting English football’s top
flight had been a waste of time. The virtual meeting
was designed to let managers air their concerns
over a congested fixture list after Premier League
clubs had decided to plough on with the scheduled
program rather than pause the season. —AFP 

Players deserve 
credit for Villa’s 
rise: Gerrard 
LONDON: Steven Gerrard said Friday his players
deserved the credit for Aston Villa’s climb up the
Premier League table since he took charge of the
Birmingham club. Villa had lost five straight league
matches and were just two points above the rele-
gation zone when Gerrard left Scottish champions
Rangers to replace Dean Smith, sacked as manag-
er in November.

Since Gerrard’s arrival at Villa Park, the club

have climbed from 16th to 10th and will be bidding
for a fifth win in seven league games when they are
at home to Chelsea on Sunday. “I had confidence
and belief that we could come in and have the
impact that we’ve had,” said Gerrard, who brought
several of his coaching staff with him from Glasgow
giants Rangers. “The players deserve the credit for
going and carrying those performances out.” The
former Liverpool and England captain added:
“Once I started talking to Villa, the very first thing I
did was look at the fixtures in the short-term.

“There were a lot of fixtures to be excited
about, and I think the players have done extreme-
ly well in terms of the points return.” Under
Gerrard, Villa have beaten Brighton, Crystal
Palace, Leicester and Norwich while losing nar-
rowly to title contenders Manchester City and

Liverpool. “We were close to taking a point out
of the City game as well,” Gerrard said. “The
Liverpool game was slightly different - they dom-
inated for large parts. “But I think we gave a good
account of ourselves and made them extremely
nervous in the latter stages of that game. 

“The players should be confident, they should
have loads of belief heading into a really busy
schedule.” Villa will seek to make it 15 points from
a possible 21 sine Gerrard’s arrival against
Chelsea. “This is a game that we’re very much
looking forward to and it’s a game we want to try
and take some points from as well to set us up for
the Leeds clash (at Elland Road on Tuesday).
“We’re excited and looking forward to the game
on Boxing Day. We’ll go in and be as aggressive
and ambitious as we can.” — AFP 
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BEIJING: February’s Beijing Winter Olympics look
set to be the strictest mass sporting event since the
coronavirus pandemic. AFP Sport looks at what
measures athletes and others can expect to face in
the “bubble” and how that compares to last sum-
mer’s virus-delayed Tokyo Games.

What is the ‘closed loop’? 
China, where the virus emerged towards the end

of 2019, has pursued a “zero-COVID” strategy and
is taking the same no-nonsense approach to the
February 4-20 Olympics. Organizers hope to limit
the spread of infections and keep the Games run-
ning smoothly by cocooning almost every person
involved in a “closed loop”, effectively a big bubble
containing thousands of people.

They will be in there from the moment that they

land in the Chinese capital to the time they leave.
Unlike Tokyo, where for example media were able
to leave the bubble after two weeks and venture
into public, nobody will be able to leave the “closed
loop” for the duration of the Beijing Games. That in-
cludes for sleeping, eating and travel between the
three Games areas, which are as far as 180 kilome-
ters apart. For example, people in the “closed loop”
using high-speed railway between the Olympic
zones will be kept in a separate train carriage.

Who is in it?
Pretty much everyone. In Tokyo, athletes re-

mained in a bubble but there was more flexibility
for others involved in the Games, such as the army
of volunteers who are central to any Olympics.
Tokyo was a bubble - but it had holes in it. But in

Beijing, athletes, media, volunteers, cleaners, cooks
and coach drivers will all be in the bubble. Organ-
izers have not said how many people that will be,
but there will be nearly 3,000 athletes for starters.
Whereas the Tokyo Olympics took place in front of
mostly empty arenas, there will be crowds in Bei-
jing, but spectator numbers look likely to be limited.
Fans will not be in the “closed loop” so organizers
will somehow need to ensure that they do not min-
gle with athletes and others inside the bubble. For
people living in China, they will need to quarantine
after they exit the bubble.

What are the rules? 
Unlike Tokyo, everyone must be fully vaccinated

or they will have to do 21 days’ quarantine when
they touch down in China. Organizers are not in-

sisting that people have booster shots, but the In-
ternational Olympic Committee says it is “strongly
encouraged”. Everybody in the bubble will be
tested daily for the virus and must wear face masks
at all times. In Tokyo that extended to medalists on
the podium, although they were allowed to remove
their masks briefly for pictures after the medal cer-
emony. Beijing looks likely to have the same rule.

People have also been told to minimize social in-
teractions “such as hugs, high-fives and hand-
shakes”, the IOC says. Beijing organizers have
made clear that people who do not follow the rules
could be kicked out of the Games. Diplomats in the
Chinese capital have told AFP that the bubble
looks like it could be so impregnable that they
worry they will not be offer to offer proper help to
people inside. — AFP 

‘Olympic bubble’ with no holes or hugs

BEIJING: People take photos of the Shougang Big Air venue, which will host the big air freestyle skiing and snowboarding competitions at the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics, at the Shougang Park in Beijing. — AFP 

Beijing Winter Olympics - the strictest mass sporting event

NBA Xmas show
goes on amid
COVID surge
NEW YORK: The NBA’s Christmas Day slate seems
to lack some of its usual luster as the league grapples
with the rise of the Omicron coronavirus variant. The
Golden State Warriors, led by NBA three-point king
Stephen Curry, travel to Phoenix to take on the Suns
in a battle of the league’s top two teams. It looks to be
the highlight of the five-game program that will be
lacking some of it’s expected star power with Brook-
lyn’s Kevin Durant and likely Dallas’ Luka Doncic
among the dozens of NBA regulars sidelined by
COVID-19 health and safety protocols.

There was a glimmer of good news on Friday, when
ESPN reported Milwaukee’s two-time NBA Most
Valuable Player Giannis Antetokounmpo had cleared
protocols. But last season’s Finals MVP was reportedly
still to test his conditioning before deciding if he’d play
against the Boston Celtics. “Well this is the unknown,”
Los Angeles Lakers superstar LeBron James said of
dealing not only with injury absences but with the sud-
den unavailability of players who test positive and must
isolate from their teammates. The Lakers host the East-
ern Conference-leading Nets-who have had three
games postponed as COVID-related absences left
them with too few players to field a team.

‘So many guys out’ 
Nets coach Steve Nash said he didn’t expect Durant

to be cleared to return now, although Brooklyn have
been able to welcome back James Harden. “It’s a game
that both teams want to win, no matter what circum-
stances,” James said. “Is it going to be one of the pre-
mier games that I’m accustomed to playing on
Christmas Day? No. So many guys out. “You know this
whole protocol thing has gotten a lot worse for a lot of
the teams in the league right now.”

The NBA has made changes to allow teams to shore
up their depleted rosters with players from the devel-
opmental G-League. They have also discussed tweak-

ing the return-to-play requirements for those who land
in COVID protocols that might let vaccinated, asymp-
tomatic players get back on the court more quickly.

In other Christmas Day games, the New York
Knicks host the Atlanta Hawks at Madison Square
Garden, the NBA champion Bucks host Boston and the
Utah Jazz host the Dallas Mavericks. The Mavs had
seven players sidelined by COVID concerns in their
loss to the Bucks on Thursday, when the Jazz beat a
Minnesota Timberwolves team that was also missing
seven regulars. “It almost feels like we’re getting back
to two years ago when it first started, just with the
amount of players that are in the protocol at the mo-
ment,” Utah forward Joe Ingles noted Thursday. But
Jazz star Donovan Mitchell said he was still looking
forward to his second Christmas Day game.

Curry fuels Warriors 
Meanwhile, Stephen Curry scored 46 points to pro-

pel Golden State to a hard-fought 113-104 victory over
the Memphis Grizzlies on Thursday that kept the War-
riors a half-game behind Phoenix Suns for best record
in the NBA. The Suns, led by 30 points from Devin
Booker, meanwhile warmed up for a Christmas Day
marquee clash against Golden State with a 113-101 vic-
tory over Oklahoma City Thunder in Phoenix.

Trailing by three at halftime, Phoenix out-scored the
Thunder 37-21 in the third period to take control,
pushing their lead to as many as 16 points in the fourth
quarter. Back in San Francisco, Curry drained eight
three-pointers and Gary Payton Jr added four from be-
yond the arc on the way to 22 points for the Warriors,
who thwarted a late Grizzlies rally. Ja Morant scored
21 points for Memphis, who tied the score at 102-102
with 2:03 remaining.

Golden State responded with a basket from Juan
Tosco-Anderson. Payton made a three-pointer and
Curry drove for a layup as the Warriors pulled away
again. “Vintage Steph,” Warriors coach Steve Kerr said
of Curry’s fifth 40-point game of the season. “That’s
about as good as it gets against a very physical de-
fense with great size. For him to get 46, he showed
every bit of his talent and will tonight.”

The San Antonio Spurs used a three-point barrage
to withstand a 36-point performance from LeBron
James in a convincing 138-110 victory over the Lakers

in Los Angeles. “They’ve been one of the hottest teams
in the league over the last 10 games, they’ve been play-
ing exceptional basketball,” James said of the Spurs.
“Every mistake that we had, every breakdown we had,
they made us pay.” Drew Eubanks scored 30 points
off the bench, Derrick White added 23 and the Spurs
drained 18 three-pointers in the victory in the last
game at Staples Center before the name of the down-
town Los Angeles arena changes to the Crypto.com
Arena on Saturday. The Singapore-based cryptocur-
rency platform reportedly purchased the rights to the
arena name for $700 million over 20 years.

In other games Thursday-the last day of action be-
fore the NBA’s five-game Christmas Day slate-Bogdan
Bogdanovic scored 10 of his 15 points in the final four

minutes as the short-handed Atlanta Hawks held off
the Philadelphia 76ers 98-96. The Hawks were without
seven players because of COVID-19 concerns but they
still managed to pull off the upset in Philadelphia,
where Sixers star Joel Embiid missed a potential tying
shot as time expired.

Kemba Walker, recently benched for nine games by
New York Knicks coach Tom Thibodeau, scored 44
points in a performance that recalled his four All-Star
nods. It wasn’t enough, however, as the Knicks fell 124-
117 to the Washington Wizards-who lost Bradley Beal
to COVID health protocols earlier Thursday. Spencer
Dinwiddie scored 21 points to lead the Wizards. Corey
Kispert added 20 as seven Washington players scored
in double figures.— AFP  

SAN FRANCISCO: Stephen Curry #30 of the Golden State Warriors drives to the basket against the Memphis
Grizzlies during the third quarter at Chase Center in San Francisco. — AFP 
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