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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 
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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 
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