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News in brief
Chinese jab must for visa 
 
BEIJING: China is poised to ease border 
restrictions to allow some foreigners - including 
from the US, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, 
Italy and Australia - back in, provided they have 
taken a Chinese-made COVID-19 vaccine. This 
would apply from this week to those visiting the 
Chinese mainland for work resumption, business 
travel, or for “humanitarian needs”, such as 
reuniting with family members. Those arriving in 
China will still have to face a grueling quarantine 
of up to three weeks. — AFP

Lebanon pound hits new low 
 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s currency it a new low 
against the dollar on the black market yesterday, 
continuing its free-fall in a country gripped by 
political deadlock and an economic crisis. The 
slide has picked up speed over the past two 
weeks, with the exchange rate soaring from 
10,000 Lebanese pounds to the dollar on March 
2 to around 15,000 yesterday. Protesters burned 
tires as they took to the streets in the capital 
and elsewhere in the country. — AFP 

Instagram child protection tools 
 
WASHINGTON: Facebook-owned Instagram 
unveiled technology yesterday aimed at pre-
venting children under 13 from creating 
accounts and blocking adults from contacting 
young users they don’t know. It was the latest 
move responding to concerns about inappropri-
ate contact between adults and children on the 
platform. Instagram will begin using artificial 
intelligence to determine a user’s age at signup 
in an effort to find underage users. — AFP

COVID protests in Jordan  
 
AMMAN: Protesters clashed with police in 
Jordan’s capital amid a second night of demon-
strations against health restrictions Monday, 
even as the country posted a record high num-
ber of coronavirus cases. The mainly young 
demonstrators in Amman, numbering around 
400, shouted slogans, set fire to tires and 
threw stones at policemen, who responded 
with tear gas. There were also protests in 
Madaba and Irbid. — AFP 

Opposition activists freed on  
orders of ‘political leadership’

Speaker was also referred to prosecution for violating health measures 
By B Izzak 
 
KUWAIT: The country’s top leadership yesterday 
intervened to defuse political tensions between the 
government and opposition MPs and activists, 
ordering the government to withdraw complaints 
filed against activists, leading to their release from 
detention. The public prosecution had ordered the 
detention of 15 former opposition MPs and activists 
after they refused to pay KD 100 bail after interro-
gating them for taking part in a public gathering 
and violating health restrictions imposed to combat 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

Those detained included veteran former National 
Assembly speaker Ahmad Al-Saadoun, 86, and 
about a dozen former opposition lawmakers who 
took part in a gathering to support leading opposi-
tion MP Bader Al-Dahoum around two weeks ago. 
After interrogating them over complaints filed by 
the interior ministry, the public prosecution ordered 
the release of the activists, provided each of them 
pays KD 100 in bail pending further investigation. 

The activists refused to pay the bail money, and as 
a result, the prosecution ordered them detained at the 
central investigation department. As the situation was 

heading for a major showdown between the govern-
ment and the opposition, HH the Prime Minister Sheikh 
Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Sabah said the “political leader-
ship” ordered that the complaints be withdrawn. 

Sheikh Sabah said the leadership stressed the 
need for cooperation between the government and 
the National Assembly, whose relations have been 
rocked by confrontations since the Assembly was 
elected in December. Relations worsened after the 
constitutional court on Sunday stripped Dahoum, a 
leading government critic, of his Assembly member-
ship for being convicted in a court ruling seven 
years ago for insulting the Amir. 

Dahoum and the opposition criticized the court 
verdict as political and charged it breached the 
country’s laws and the constitution. Opposition MPs 
have vowed to amend laws they described as unde-
mocratic to ensure that such verdicts are not issued 
in the future. They also vowed to submit three 
grillings against the prime minister and also stressed 
to declare non-cooperation with him. 

It was not immediately known if the government’s 
action of withdrawing the complaints will improve 
relations with the legislature and reduce tensions.  

Continued on Page 2 
KUWAIT: Policemen check the curfew passes of motorists at a checkpoint on Fourth Ring 
Road. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

ZHANGYE, China: A farmer sprays pesticide over a field on a polluted day in north-
western China’s Gansu province yesterday. — AFP 

Russian freediver Alexei Molchanov reacts after setting a new Guinness World 
Record for plunging 80 m in the icy waters of Lake Baikal yesterday. — AFP

PARIS: Deadly small particle pollu-
tion in dozens of nations exceeded 
World Health Organization recom-
mendations last year despite COVID 
lockdowns, according to a report 
released yesterday. The partial or 
complete shutdown of transport and 
industry for months at a time in 2020 
reduced average levels of so-called 
PM2.5 pollution across the world, 
including in major cities, the IQAir 

quality report found. 
Concentrations of the life-shorten-

ing particles - cast off by traffic pollu-
tion and burning fossil fuels - dropped 
11 percent in Beijing, 13 percent in 
Chicago, 15 percent in New Delhi, 16 
percent in London, and 16 percent in 
Seoul. At least 60 percent of India’s 
cities were more breathable last year 
than in 2019, and all of them had 
cleaner air than in 2018. 

“Many parts of the world experi-
enced unprecedented - but short-
lived - improvements in air quality in 
2020,” said Lauri Myllyvirta, lead 
analyst at the Centre for Research on 
Energy and Clean Air (CREA) and co-
author of the report. 

Continued on Page 2 

Pollution high  
despite 2020 
lockdowns

HALABJA, Iraq: Hawker Saber is one of the sur-
vivors of the chemical attack Saddam Hussein 
ordered on the Kurdish town of Halabja 33 years 
ago but he needs a respirator to stay alive. Saber, 
who is hooked to the machine for more than 20 
hours a day, was just three at the time but he still 
has terrible memories of March 16, 1988. On that 
day, for five hours, Iraq’s air force rained down a 

deadly cocktail of chemical weapons, including 
mustard gas, on Halabja in the mountains of north-
eastern Iraq, according to experts.  

In retribution for Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
backing Iran in its eight-year war with Iraq, around 
5,000 Iraqi Kurds, the majority women and chil-
dren, were killed in the largest ever chemical 
weapons attack on civilians. The attack still haunts 
Halabja as its residents, now estimated at around 
200,000, still fight for justice, care for the ill and 
hunt for missing relatives. 

“There are still 486 people who are seriously ill 
from the chemical attack in Halabja,” Loqman 
Abdelqader, president of an association for victims 
of the attack, told AFP.  

Continued on Page 2 

Iraq chemical  
attack victims 
seek justice

HALABJA: Swiba Mohammed, a victim of the Halabja 
chemical attack in 1988, poses for a picture on 
March 13, 2021. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Russian freediver Alexei 
Molchanov claimed to have set a 
new Guinness World Record yester-
day after plunging 80 m in the icy 
waters of Lake Baikal in Siberia. 
Clad in blue diving gear, Molchanov 
dropped into a hole in the Baikal ice 
before coming back up smil ing, 
winking and forming the OK sign 
with his hand, video footage showed. 
His team claimed it was the deepest 
ever freedive under ice.  

“I would like to dedicate this new 
record to this amazing place where 
we are now. Baikal is a unique natural 
phenomenon and a living organism, 
which is important to preserve for 
future generations,” the 34-year-old 
freediver said in a statement. Igor 
Kobzev, governor of the Siberian 
region of Irkutsk where part of Lake 
Baikal is located, said on Instagram 
that the water was a chilly 3 degrees 
Celsius. “With his dives, Alexei draws 
attention to environmental issues and 
the purity of water. What he’s doing 
deserves respect,” the governor 
wrote. 

Lake Baikal, the largest and deep-
est freshwater lake in the world, has 
been suffering from increased algae  

Continued on Page 2 

Russian sets  
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KUWAIT: Minister of Foreign Affairs and Minister of 
State for Cabinet Affairs Sheikh Dr Ahmad Nasser Al-
Mohammad Al-Sabah yesterday received a copy of 
the credentials of Ambassador of the Vatican Eugene 
Martin Nugent, at the General Office of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. In the meeting, Sheikh Dr Ahmad 
wished the new ambassador success in his tenure and 
for relations between both sides to further progress 
and prosper. Senior foreign ministry officials attended 
the meeting. 

Separately, Kuwait’s Deputy Foreign Minister 
Ambassador Majdi Al-Dhafiri met yesterday with US 
Ambassador to Kuwait Alina Romanowski. During the 

meeting, both sides discussed bilateral ties and recent 
regional and international developments. Assistant 
Foreign Minister for the Deputy Foreign Minister’s 
office Ambassador Ayham Al-Omar and Assistant 
Foreign Minister for Americas Affairs Ambassador 
Hamad Al-Mashaan were present at the meeting.  

Meanwhile, Kuwait’s Minister of Higher Education 
and Oil Minister Dr Mohammad Al-Fares had dis-
cussed on Monday with Ambassador Romanowski 
cooperation to dispatch Kuwait students to study at 
the US universities’ specialties needed in the local 
labor market. In a press statement, the Ministry of 
Higher Education stated that during the meeting they 

tackled key issues related to Kuwaiti students who 
are currently studying in the US. They also discussed 
issues of mutual interest in fields of higher education 
and scientific research. 

In other news, Chief of Kuwait Fire Force Lt Gen 
Khaled Al-Mikrad received in his office yesterday Dr 
Amira Al-Hassan, head of mission of the UN-Habitat - 
Arabian Gulf Branch. The two sides discussed ways to 
enhance cooperation in order to improve the society’s 
disaster response capabilities, Kuwait Fire Force said 
in a statement. Other officials from Kuwait Fire Force 
and the UN-Habitat - Arabian Gulf Branch attended 
the meeting. — KUNA

Foreign Minister receives new 
Vatican envoy’s credentials 

Deputy Foreign Minister, US ambassador discuss ties

KUWAIT: Minister of Foreign Affairs and Minister of State for Cabinet Affairs Sheikh Dr Ahmad Nasser Al-
Mohammad Al-Sabah receives a copy of the credentials of Ambassador of the Vatican Eugene Martin 
Nugent. — KUNA photos

Minister of Foreign Affairs and Minister of State for Cabinet Affairs Sheikh Dr Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohammad 
Al-Sabah meets Ambassador of the Vatican Eugene Martin Nugent.

Deputy Foreign Minister Ambassador Majdi Al-Dhafiri meets with US Ambassador to Kuwait Alina 
Romanowski.

Chief of Kuwait Fire Force Lt Gen Khaled Al-Mikrad meets Dr Amira Al-Hassan, head of mission of the UN-
Habitat - Arabian Gulf Branch.

UN-Habitat, 
KFF discuss  
cooperation

Continued from Page 1 
 
Dahoum said after the withdrawal that “wise peo-

ple have intervened and reduced the level of ten-
sions”, but insisted this will not let them forget the 
constitutional court ruling, saying he will continue to 

fight the verdict with “constitutional means”. 
Earlier in the day, Assembly Speaker Marzouq Al-

Ghanem said he was also referred to the public pros-
ecution for interrogation for violating health measures 
when he celebrated his election win with a large num-
ber of supporters. Ghanem admitted that he violated 
the health measures and said he will ask the Assembly 
to lift his parliamentary immunity to be interrogated, a 
step which may not be needed after the government 
withdrew all complaints. The National Assembly is 
expected to hold next week its first regular session 
since Jan 5, when the government resigned.

Opposition activists 
freed on orders of...

Continued from Page 1 
 
 “This meant tens of thousands of avoided deaths 

from air pollution.” 
But only 24 of 106 countries monitored met 

WHO safety guidelines, said the report, based on 
the world’s largest database of ground-level air 
pollution measurements. China and many South 
Asian nations experienced PM2.5 pollution several 
time greater than WHO recommended thresholds, 
and in some regions the concentration was six to 
eight times higher. Twenty-two of the world’s more 
polluted cities are in India. Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
India, Mongolia and Afghanistan topped the 2020 
ranking, with average annual PM2.5 concentrations 
between 77 and 47 micrograms per cubic meter 
(mcg/m3) of air. 

The UN says PM2.5 density should not top 25 
mcg/m3 in any 24-hour period, or 10 mcg/m3 aver-
aged across an entire year. The most polluted capi-
tal cities in the world last year were New Delhi (84 
mcg/m3) and Dhaka (77), with Jakarta, Kathmandu, 
Islamabad, Hanoi and Beijing all in the top 20. 
About half of all European cities exceed WHO’s 
suggested limits.  

Air pollution levels were made worse in 2020 - 
tied for the hottest year on record - by climate 
change, the report noted. Wildfires fuelled by 
scorching heatwaves led to extremely high pollution 

levels in California, South America and Australia. 
Data from the first few months show PM2.5 pollu-
tion returning to pre-pandemic levels. 

The European Space Agency (ESA) reported 
Monday that concentrations of another health-dam-
aging air pollutant that dipped in 2020, nitrogen 
oxide (NO2), has also rebounded and, in some parts 
of the world, is on the rise. After dropping, for 
example, about 40 percent last February in Chinese 
megacities Beijing and Chongqing, NO2 levels shot 
back up last month to 2019 in Beijing, and nearly 
double from 2019 levels in Chongqing.  

“We expected air pollution to rebound as lock-
downs are lifted across the globe,” Claus Zehner, 
ESA’s mission manager for the Copernicus Sentinel-
5P Earth monitoring satellite, said in a statement. “In 
the coming weeks and months, we expect increases 
of nitrogen dioxide concentrations also over 
Europe.” Air pollution shortens lives worldwide by 
nearly three years on average, and causes more 
than eight million premature deaths annually, earlier 
studies have found. 

The WHO calculates 4.2 million deaths from out-
door air pollution, but has underestimated the 
impact on cardiovascular disease, recent research 
has shown. Average lifespan is cut 4.1 years in 
China, 3.9 years in India, and 3.8 years in Pakistan. 
In Europe, life expectancy is shortened by eight 
months. PM2.5 particles penetrate deep into the 
lungs and enter the bloodstream. In 2013, the WHO 
classified it as a cancer-causing agent. Compared to 
other causes of premature death, air pollution 
worldwide kills 19 times more people each year than 
malaria, nine times more than HIV/AIDS, and three 
times more than alcohol.  — AFP  

Pollution high  
despite 2020... Continued from Page 1 

 
“They have respiratory difficulties and eyesight 

problems,” said Abdelqader, who himself lost six 
family members in the massacre. “Neither the feder-
al authorities nor the Iraqi Kurdish authorities have 
set up a care program to help them,” he added. 

Up until the start of the coronavirus pandemic, it 
was Iran that each year took on the care of several 
patients, but always on a piecemeal basis. Halabja 
families are also still trying to find children that 
went missing amid the chaos of the attack, with 
many having been sheltered and treated in Iran, 
just 10 km away. “142 children are still missing”, 
said Ayad Arass, who heads the local child protec-
tion commission.  

Halabja resident Swiba Mohammed, 60, believed 
for a time that justice would be served. She even 
went in 2006 to Baghdad to testify against Saddam’s 
cousin and henchman, Ali Hassan Al-Majid - an infa-
mous general better known as “Chemical Ali”. Majid 
was hanged four years later for ordering the attack, 
which he said was carried out to protect Iraq against 
its powerful neighbor Iran. 

But his death brought little respite to 
Mohammed, who lost five of her children in the 
massacre, as well as her sight. “For years, officials 
have been promising to send me abroad to have 
surgery so I can finally again see the faces of my 
surviving children,” she told AFP. “But not one of 
them kept their word,” she said between sobs. 

Saddam, overthrown in 2003 after a US-led 
invasion, was hanged in 2006, sentenced to death 
for the massacre of 148 Shiite Muslims - who make 

up the majority in Iraq but faced repression under 
the Sunni dictator’s regime. His death put an end to 
proceedings against him for “genocide” over the 
deaths of 180,000 Kurds - including those killed in 
Halabja - during the ruthless 1987-1988 “Anfal” 
campaign. 

Unable to convict Saddam, the residents of 
Halabja are now trying to force his accomplices out 
of the woodwork. On March 13, 2018, a total of 
5,500 relatives of victims sued 25 European com-
panies and individuals, including Iraqis, who they 
say aided Saddam’s regime in developing its chemi-
cal weapons stockpile, one of their lawyers, Ayad 
Ismail, said. 

“There have already been eight hearings and the 
next one is set for June,” Ismail told AFP, adding 
that “summons will be sent to companies cited that 
have asked to see the evidence”. But for 
Abdelqader, time is running out. Since the fall of 
Saddam, he said “116 survivors of the attack have 
died”, and their living testimony of the massacre 
with them. — AFP 

Iraq chemical  
attack victims...

Continued from Page 1 
 
growth, a boom in tourism, and the effects of for-

est fires in the surrounding wilderness for many 

years. Russian swimmers have previously competed 
in icy swims across the lake’s frigid waters to draw 
attention to the ecological threats it faces. 

Molchanov, a 14-time world champion freediver, 
claims to now hold 20 world records. His mother 
Natalia Molchanova was also a freediver and during 
her career was described as possibly the world’s 
greatest. She went missing during a private lesson 
off the coast of Spain in August 2015 and was pre-
sumed dead a few days later.  —AFP 

Russian sets  
record with...

HALABJA: A Kurdish woman prays yesterday over 
the grave of a relative killed in the Halabja chemical 
attack in 1988. — AFP 
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Kuwait govt urges public to halt
gatherings as COVID-19 cases surge

Kuwait curfew:
What you need
to know
KUWAIT: Kuwait imposed a one-month
partial curfew from 5:00 pm to 5:00 am
starting from March 7, 2021 to help curb the
sharp increase in COVID-19 cases regis-
tered in recent weeks. During the curfew
hours, pharmacies, medical stores, co-oper-
ative societies and supermarkets are
allowed to continue operation only through
delivery services. The government later
allowed co-ops and supermarkets to serve
shoppers from 5:00 pm to 10:00 pm every
day. Also during the curfew, people are
allowed to go to Fajr, Maghreb and Isha
prayers at mosques only by walking, while
taxis are allowed to carry only two passen-
gers. The government meanwhile allowed
salons and health clubs to reopen during the
day after a one-month closure but kept
restaurants and cafes closed except for
drive-through and delivery services.

The Ministry of Commerce and Industry
launched a booking service, allowing people
to shop from 5:00 pm to 10:00 pm during
the curfew hours. The service is valid for all
co-ops and supermarkets around Kuwait. To
book an appointment, a shopper should visit
www.moci.shop, enter the required informa-
tion (civil ID number and serial number, con-
tact number and email address), the reason
for appointment (food supply center) and
the time and date of the appointment. The
shopper would then receive a barcode to
show once they reach the shopping center.

Where to obtain a curfew pass?
Citizens and residents that need a pass

during the curfew hours to leave their
homes can apply for a pass at
https://www.paci.gov.kw/. The pass is
available for those in need of emergency
medical treatment, doctor’s visits, blood
donation, COVID-19 swabs and COVID-19
vaccinations.

Co-op delivery during curfew hours
During curfew hours, co-ops, grocery

stores and other markets will be allowed to
offer delivery services. Most co-ops will
accept orders via delivery. Here is an
incomplete list of co-op WhatsApp num-
bers. Each co-op will be responsible for
deciding if and when they provide delivery
services and not all may be providing. 

Omariya Co-op
WhatsApp 6041-0067

Farwaniya Co-op
WhatsApp 6767-8211

Qairawan Co-op
WhatsApp 9000-3749

Jahra Co-op
WhatsApp 5160-2458

Abdulla Al-Mubarak Co-op
WhatsApp 6066-6338

Nuzha Co-op
WhatsApp 9784-5531

Khaitan Co-op
WhatsApp 6777-9745

Ardhiya Co-op
WhatsApp 6902-0779

Rabiya Co-op
WhatsApp 2438-8316

Wafra Farm Co-op
Tel: 9883-5245 / 5170-0085

Salmiya Co-op
Tel: 22253225

Jabriya Co-op
Tel: 1805-353
WhatsApp 6566-6084

Rawdha & Hawally
WhatsApp 9662-2883

Shaab Co-op
WhatsApp 9090-4455

Wafra Co-op
WhatsApp 5055-0539

Keifan Co-op
WhatsApp 5178-1719

Rehab Co-op
WhatsApp 9222-2358

Mishref Co-op
WhatsApp 5055-9900

Faiha Co-op
Tel: 1861-000
WhatsApp 9098-6000

Rumaithiya Co-op
WhatsApp 6066-0045

Bayan Co-op
WhatsApp 9004-2500

Fahaheel Co-op
WhatsApp 5178-9951

Adan & Qusour Co-op
Tel: 5034-3111 / 6593-3975

Salam Co-op
WhatsApp 9788-7832

KUWAIT: His Highness the Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah chairs the Cabinet’s meeting on Monday. — KUNA photos

Ministers attend the Cabinet’s weekly meeting.

KUWAIT: The Kuwaiti government urged the
public to adhere to all precautionary measures and
health requirements as well as halt all gatherings
to curb the spread of coronavirus and maintain the
safety of all. This came during the Cabinet’s week-
ly meeting on Monday, during which Health
Minister Dr Sheikh Basel Al-Sabah updated minis-
ters on the COVID-19 situation. In his presenta-
tion, the minister laid it bare that the daily rise in
the number of coronavirus infections and fatalities
is still high. He also noted that the number of hos-
pitalizations and intensive care units occupants are
also surging despite the imposed lockdown meas-
ures and night curfew. He stressed that this situa-
tion requires more vigilance and abidance by the
preventive measures. Kuwait had registered on
Monday 1,332 new COVID-19 cases and seven
deaths, while the percentage of new cases to swab
tests reached 18 percent. The number of patients
in intensive care units stood at 219 on Monday, up
from 209 the previous day.

The Cabinet meanwhile approved a draft law on
supporting and guaranteeing local banks’ loans to
clients who were affected by the coronavirus
measures. The Cabinet endorsed the bill, which
was proposed by its economic committee, and

referred it to His Highness the Deputy Amir Sheikh
Mishal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah, said Foreign
Minister and Minister of State for Cabinet Affairs
Dr Sheikh Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohamad Al-Sabah
in a statement following the meeting. The Cabinet
has also tasked minister of commerce and industry

to coordinate with the ministry of finance, the
Kuwait Investment Authority, the Central Bank of
Kuwait, the National Fund for the Supporting
Small  and Medium Enterprises, the Kuwait
Economic Society and other relevant bodies to
propose a slew of bills and executive measures to
back small and medium-sized enterprises and miti-

gate the impact of the pandemic on them.
Earlier, His Highness the Prime Minister Sheikh

Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah briefed the
Cabinet about the reassuring recent medical check-
ups of His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah in the United States. His
Highness the Premier and the fellow ministers
wished His Highness the Amir everlasting wellbeing.
The Cabinet also mulled the grilling motion pre-
sented by a number of lawmakers against His
Highness the Premier. His Highness the Premier
stated that he will deal with the motion in line with
the constitutional articles, National Assembly
bylaws and the verdicts of the Constitutional Court.

The Cabinet also approved the draft decree to
appoint Advisor Wael Al-Asousi as secretary gen-
eral of the Cabinet and referred the decision to His
Highness the Deputy Amir. The ministers also tack-
led the latest international and regional develop-
ments. In this regard, the Kuwaiti government wel-
comed the formation of a new executive power in
Libya and lauded the UN efforts to achieve this
goal. It also reiterated Kuwait’s support to interna-
tional efforts to continue the political process to
meet the Libyan people’s aspirations of security
and stability. — KUNA

Cabinet approves SMEs loan guarantees bill

Grilling handled
in line with 

constitution



Wednesday, March 17, 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

News in brief

KD 4 billion payroll increase

KUWAIT: The total salaries paid to public
sector employees and included in Kuwait’s
budget jumped by KD 4 billion in the past 10
fiscal years (2009/2010 to 2018/2019), rising
from KD 3.2 billion to KD 7.2 billion at a com-
pound annual rate of 9.5 percent, Al-Anbaa
reported yesterday. This means around KD 52
billion has been paid in salaries to workers in
government entities during the past 10 years.
A local study revealed consumption and
spending by citizens and expats in Kuwait and
abroad during the past 10 years (2010 to
2020) shows that high salaries in the govern-
ment and private sectors, in addition to facili-
ties given by Kuwaiti banks, are the main
spending motivators. 

Curfew violators arrested

A security source said a police patrol in Bneid
Al-Gar spotted a vehicle with two persons
inside in violation of the curfew, Al-Rai Arabic
daily reported. When pulled over, both were
found under the influence. When asked for
IDs, they said they were not carrying any,
insulted the officers, exchanged blows and
injured one of the officers. Backup was called
and the two suspects were brought under
control and taken to Dasma police station.
The injured officer received eight stiches in
the head. Both suspects were detained and
will face further legal action.

Kuwaiti Ambassador, Thai top 
lawmaker discuss bilateral ties
BANGKOK: Kuwaiti Ambassador to Thailand
Mohammad Al-Failakawi met yesterday with
Thailand’s Parliament Speaker Chuan Leekpai. In a
statement to the press, the Kuwaiti embassy in
Thailand said that Ambassador Failakawi and

Speaker Leekpai discussed ways to enhance and
support the development of relations between the
two countries. It added that Leekpai expressed his
wishes to visit Kuwait as soon as the coronavirus
pandemic is resolved. — KUNA

BANGKOK: Kuwaiti Ambassador to Thailand Mohammad Al-Failakawi meets with Thailand’s Parliament
Speaker Chuan Leekpai. —KUNA

KUWAIT: Policemen check the curfew passes of motorists at a checkpoint on Fourth Ring Road on Monday. — Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat

Stoltenberg lauds
role of Kuwait’s
NATO-ICI center
BRUSSELS: NATO Secretary General Jens
Stoltenberg yesterday expressed his appreciation
for the Alliance’s partnership in the Gulf region and
praised the role of NATO-ICI center in Kuwait
which was established in 2017. “We very much
appreciate and value the partnership that we have
in the Gulf region as part of the ICI (Istanbul
Cooperation Initiative) framework that we have,” he
told an online press conference while presenting his
Annual Report for 2020. “We of course also wel-
come the regional training center we have in
Kuwait. I had the honor of visiting the center sever-
al times. I welcome the fact that in that center we
bring together NATO allies and partners in the
region and that we strengthen our partnership and
we work together on wide range of concrete tasks
and issues,” he said.

“We are open to further step up our coopera-
tion with partners in the Gulf region and therefore
we continue to consult and work with different
partners in that region because the Gulf region and
the Mediterranean region both regions are impor-
tant for NATO,” he stressed. The ICI initiative
includes Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar and the UAE.
NATO’s Istanbul Cooperation Initiative, launched
at the Alliance’s Summit in the Turkish city in June
2004, aims to contribute to long-term regional

security by offering countries of the Gulf region
practical bilateral security cooperation with
NATO. Commenting on the current NATO mission
in Iraq, he said that “everything we do in Iraq will
be based on the request by the Iraqi government
fully respecting the territorial integrity and sover-
eignty of Iraq.”

Stoltenberg stressed that the NATO mission in
Iraq is a training and advice mission and not a com-
bat mission. The 142-page report covers NATO’s
work and achievements throughout the year of
2020. The report said that the Kuwait based
NATO-Istanbul Cooperation Initiative Regional
Centre delivered its first course online in
September 2020. Since its inauguration in 2017, the
center has hosted more than 1,000 participants
from the Gulf, as well as more than 200 experts
from NATO countries. — KUNA

NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg
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Greece and Turkey 
meet for fresh talks 
on maritime dispute
ATHENS:  NATO members Greece and Turkey meet
in Athens yesterday to try once more to settle their
standoff over eastern Mediterranean borders and
energy rights. Ankara ratcheted up the pressure a
notch on Monday with a diplomatic note to Israel,
Greece and the European Union, Turkish media
reported. It told them to seek its permission before
assuming work on a proposed undersea power cable
in disputed eastern Mediterranean waters, Turkish
state media reported Monday.

Both sides cite a range of decades-old treaties and
international agreements to support their conflicting
territorial claims. Hostilities flared last year when Ankara
sent a research ship accompanied by a navy flotilla into
waters near the Turkish coast that Greece asserts are
theirs-a claim the EU supports. Those waters are
thought to be a possible source of natural gas reserves.
Turkey is furious that Athens is using its web of islands
to lay claim to huge swathes of the Aegean and
Mediterranean seas. Yesterday’s meeting follows one in
Istanbul in January, the first direct talks between the two
sides on the dispute in nearly five years-and which hap-
pened only after pressure from the EU. But the discus-
sion will also be the 62nd such meeting since 2000, a
long series that so far has little to show for it.

Athens, so far, has only wanted to discuss the bor-
der around the Aegean, where some its islands lie
close to the Turkish mainland. Ankara however insists
that the talks should include setting out the exclusive
economic zones and air space of the two states. Little
has been released about the agenda for yesterday’s
talks, which will take place behind closed doors. But
Turkey knows that at a December EU summit, member
states drew up a list of Turkish targets for sanctions
over what it said had been Ankara’s “unilateral actions
and provocations” in the eastern Mediterranean. A
Greek diplomatic source told AFP the bloc’s March
summit would return to the question. Greece is also
counting on the support of US President Joe Biden, the
same source said. —AFP

Yemen’s Al-Qaeda regenerates as battle rages
US revives Yemen peace process but battle for Marib a new hurdle
ABU DHABI: Years of setbacks have weakened the once
mighty Yemeni branch of Al-Qaeda, but the militants are seizing
the opportunity to regenerate while the government and Houthi
rebels are locked in a fight to the death in the north.

Government security officials and tribal leaders said that the
fierce battle for Marib, which has raged for the past month, is
creating a security vacuum that is being exploited by the
jihadists. Once seen as the most potent Al-Qaeda franchise,
they have suffered multiple defeats in the past three years, leav-
ing them deprived of territory and fighters, and with mystery
surrounding the fate of the leadership.

“The governorate of Marib has been AQAP’s main strong-
hold for years,” said one intelligence official. While the main
combatants in Yemen’s six-year war sustain heavy losses in an
effort to control Marib city, Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
remains “at ease” elsewhere in the region where it retains
strong influence in villages and small towns. “As others get busy
fighting, they are training fighters again, planning, rebuilding
relations” with local tribes and chasing “financial support” from
local communities, the official added. Marib city, the capital of
the oil-rich governorate, is the last northern stronghold for the
internationally recognized government which is backed by a
Saudi-led military coalition.

Rapid rise..
The Houthis control the rest of the north after years of con-

flict which has plunged Yemen into the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis. “The war in Marib could be ending the maximum
pressure campaign that almost wiped (AQAP) out” in Yemen in
the last few years, another Yemeni intelligence official said.

Born at a meeting of jihadists on a January evening in 2009, in

southern Abyan’s rugged mountains, AQAP was a marriage of
convenience between the network’s offshoots in Yemen and
Saudi Arabia, as they faced the onslaught of US and regional mil-
itary campaigns. The group led by Nasser Al-Wuhayshi and his
deputy Said Al-Shihri, former prisoners in Sanaa and
Guantanamo respectively, found immediate success as Yemen
grappled with growing instability-a secessionist movement in the
south, a rebellion in the north, and a crippling economic crisis.

In one year, the group recruited hundreds of fighters with
the help of local tribes, attracted jihadists from Asia and Africa,
claimed deadly attacks, and attempted to kill a senior Saudi
official and bomb a US civilian plane. It even issued one of the
first English online jihadist magazines, called Inspire.

Even before that, the shadow of al-Qaeda hung over
Yemen-the group claimed responsibility for the 2000 attack
against the destroyer USS Cole in the southern city of Aden
that killed 17 US military personnel. By the end of that decade
“they had a strong basis for their movement and many safe
havens,” said Hossam Radman from the Sanaa Center for
Strategic Studies.

AQAP peaked in 2014, invading towns and taking control of
the southern city of Mukalla in 2015, while its main competitor
the Islamic State group was gaining ground in Iraq and Syria.

...and decline 
Outside Yemen, the group attacked the French satirical pub-

lication Charlie Hebdo in 2015, killing 12, showing its ability to
strike far from home. “It is logical that the continuation of the
battle in Marib and the inability of any of the two sides to win
will be a major gain for the organization as it rearranges its
ranks,” said Saeed Bakran, an expert on Yemeni extremists.

When Saudi Arabia launched a military intervention in
Yemen in March 2015, aimed at halting the Houthis’ astonish-
ing gains, its eye was also fixed on AQAP. The UAE, a key
member of the Saudi-led coalition, took the lead in driving
AQAP out of villages one after the other with the help of US
forces, weapons, and intelligence.  US drones and special
forces managed to locate and kill leaders including the long-
feared Al-Wuhayshi in 2015.

Another challenge was the ambition of the Islamic State, as
the rivals tussled for territory and support over the years. “All
these elements weakened AQAP. Today, it is facing financial
problems, many members are accused of treason, and others
joined IS,” a tribal leader in Marib said.

Despite that, it “continued to exploit the security vacuum
created by the ongoing conflict” and to “conduct attacks and
operate in areas of southern and central Yemen with relative
impunity,” according to a 2019 US report on terrorism. AQAP
fighters are estimated to number in the low thousands, accord-
ing to the report. Then came the battle for Marib, some 120
kilometers (75 miles) east of the rebel-controlled capital Sanaa.

“The fighting is helping the group reorganize. They even
pushed some of their fighters to join the ranks of the resistance
battling the Houthis, to benefit from the financial support they
receive,” the tribal leader said, referring to salaries believed to
be paid by the coalition.  Last month, the group called on
Yemenis to raise arms against the Huthis in Marib, portraying
itself once again as the “defender of Muslims” in the region.  

Meanwhile, the United States’ intervention to end
Yemen’s long conflict has energized a once lifeless peace
process, observers say, but savage fighting in the country’s
north has thrown up yet another barrier. After six years of

relentless fighting, the conflict that has brought Yemen to its
knees appears to be at a turning point, just as the United
Nations warns the country could tip into wide-scale famine at
any moment. The US has withdrawn support for the Saudi-led
coalition’s offensive in Yemen, and sources say its new envoy
Tim Lenderking met face-to-face with the Iran-backed
Houthi rebels, who unleashed the conflict when they seized
the capital Sanaa. After the freewheeling approach under for-
mer US president Donald Trump, the might of Washington’s
diplomacy has now swung back behind the UN pointman on
Yemen, Martin Griffiths, whose unenviable job it is to get the
two sides to the table.

And Saudi Arabia, with its poor rights record back in the
spotlight under Joe Biden’s administration, is under pressure to
find a way out of the quagmire it waded into when it swooped
in to support the internationally recognized government in
2016. “Lenderking has been doing the rounds in the region,
engaging with parties to the conflict,” a Gulf-based Western
official said. “American involvement is bringing new momen-
tum” to end the stalemate, the official said. “The support for
Griffiths has never been stronger.”

Despite the optimism, Lenderking received a cool response
to his proposal to kick off a revived peace process, and a source
close to the UN efforts said the initiative is effectively on hold
until the battle raging outside the city of Marib is won or lost. The
Houthis are throwing everything they have at the fight for the
capital of an oil-rich region, sustaining heavy casualties as a price
worth paying for the last piece of the north that the government
still controls. Its capture would hand the rebels an important new
revenue source as well as a stronger position at the negotiating
table, or even embolden them to push for more territory. —AFP

YEMEN: In this file photo Yemeni soldiers stand near a rocket launching during a major offensive against Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in the Maifaa region of Shabwa province on May 4, 2014.  —AFP

George Floyd
Square: Scene of 
tears and tensions
MINNEAPOLIS, United States: Memorial or no-go
zone? The Minneapolis intersection where George Floyd,
a 46-year-old Black man, was killed last summer by a
white police officer has become a bit of both.

“George Floyd Square” is a public shrine, a focal
point for debate and a canvas for artistic expression
denouncing racial injustice and police brutality.
Surrounded by concrete barricades and patrolled by
self-appointed “guardians,” the intersection at 38th and
Chicago has also been the scene of several shootings, at
least one of them fatal. Bouquets, candles and hand-
written messages mark the spot where the handcuffed
Floyd died, his neck pinned to the ground by police offi-
cer Derek Chauvin’s knee.

Jeanelle Austin, a 36-year-old woman who grew up in
the neighborhood, describes herself as the “lead care-
taker” of the George Floyd global memorial. “I started
caretaking for my own well-being,” Austin told AFP,
carefully preserving and archiving the tributes left by
visitors. “People who remember me say, ‘You held each
flower as if it was precious gold,’” Austin said. “At first
we were just tending to the space, to keep it clean and

tidy,” she said. Now, “we are part of the fight to rehu-
manise Black people.” “The stories that we are conserv-
ing emerge out of Black narrative,” she added. “Our job
is to be keeper of this story.”

‘Celebrate Black culture’ 
The Floyd family has pledged $500,000 from a $27-

million “wrongful death” settlement with the city of
Minneapolis to help improve the historically Black neigh-
borhood. “When people come to 38th and Chicago, they
will witness a marker of a turning point in civil rights,” said
Ben Crump, a lawyer for the Floyd family. “They will learn
more about Black history,” Crump said. “They will sup-
port the thriving Black businesses that were able to sur-
vive, not only COVID, but this terrible tragedy where
George Floyd was killed. “And they will be able to cele-
brate Black culture.”

Access to the square has been restricted by the
“guardians” since a 30-year-old man was shot dead there
on the evening of March 6. The Hennepin County
Attorney’s Office announced on Monday that a 31-year-
old man had been charged with murder in connection with
the shooting, which it said stemmed from an internal dis-
pute in the “Rolling 30’s Bloods” gang. Checkpoints have
been set up at entry points, and a banner hangs at one of
them proclaiming the site the “Independent State of
George Floyd.” “You are not safe here,” a “security guard”
told a group of visitors during a recent visit to the area
before asking them to leave to “let the community mourn.”

A day of silent prayer had been scheduled last week to

mark the start of Chauvin’s trial but was called off. The
neighborhood around 38th and Chicago has been tense
since Floyd’s May 25 death. Gunshots can be heard most
nights. An Uber driver recounted to AFP how he recently
drove away a bleeding man who did not want to wait for
an ambulance.

Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey said the area has “two
truths associated with it.” “There are certainly times that
it’s a beautiful community gathering space,” Frey said.
“And I think that needs to be honored and respected.
“And there have been times where it has been absolutely
unsafe.” Minneapolis police chief Medaria Arradondo said
the situation cannot continue forever.  —AFP

NEW YORK: A person holds a placard with George Floyd’s
face during a protest to mark the one year anniversary of
Breonna Taylor’s death in New York City. —AFP

S Africa’s largest 
ethnic group, Zulus, 
await new king
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s largest ethnic group,
the Zulus, will bid farewell tomorrow to their king,
Goodwill Zwelithini, who for half a century was their
charismatic but also controversial figurehead. The
longest-serving king in Zulu history, the monarch died
on Friday after 50 years on the throne. Under Zulu
funeral rites, he should be interred by a few select men-
an event the palace calls a “planting” of his remains
rather than a burial.

The Zulus are popularly known for their vibrant cul-
ture, especially the timeless and riveting ancient war
dance performed by the rhythmic stomping of feet. The
late king exuded the image of a traditional chief, typical-
ly sporting a poncho-like leopard-skin chest cover and
wielding an unquestionable spiritual authority.

He spoke to powerful political leaders, and appeared
in public with Nelson Mandela. He also had visits from
President Cyril Ramaphosa and ex-president Jacob
Zuma, during which they were seen performing the grip-
ping Zulu war dance, known as “umzansi.” Even though
he lacked executive power under the South African sys-
tem, he still had moral clout over more than 11 million
Zulus, nearly a fifth  of the country’s population.

At the fall of apartheid, traditional leaders were
constitutionally recognized and they continue to play
an important symbolic and spiritual role.  They advise

legislators and have a say in cultural, land manage-
ment and justice administration in their territories. The
Zulu king remains the most influential of all these tra-
ditional leaders.

For now, secrecy shrouds the identity of Zwelithini’s
successor, although the question is on everybody’s lips.
Ordinarily it would have been the eldest son born to the
senior of his six wives, with whom he sired 28 children.
But his first son, Prince Lethukuthula Zulu, was killed
aged 50 last November at his Johannesburg home.

It is a “complicating factor” that the man who would
likely have been the “designated” king is already dead,
said Somadoda Fikeni, a cultural heritage expert.
Historian and cultural analyst Ntuli Pikita said that while
the palace will have resorted to a “very intricate way” of
picking the successor, its inner circle should know
already who the next king will be. —AFP



WUKRO, Ethiopia: Kibrom Hailu wasn’t too worried
when his 15-year-old son stepped out to play volleyball
one morning last month near their home in Wukro, in
Ethiopia’s conflict-hit Tigray region.

There had been protests in town that week-young
men burning tires and denouncing Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed-but his son, Henok, wasn’t involved and prom-
ised not to go far. Only when he heard gunfire did
Kibrom realize the danger, and by then it was too late:
Henok’s body lay dead in the dirt road right outside the
gate of their compound. Henok was one of 18 civilians
shot and killed that day by Ethiopian soldiers, according
to a tally provided by St Mary’s College in Wukro, which
has documented abuses by security forces against civil-
ians in the town since fighting erupted last November.
For Kibrom, though, the timing was just as revealing as
the toll: the killings came around two and a half months
after Abiy announced military operations in Tigray had
“ceased” and life would return to normal.

In fact the opposite is true, Kibrom and other Wukro
residents told AFP journalists who reached the town ear-
lier this month. “The war is escalating. Now it is focused
on the civilians,” Kibrom said.

‘How can we live like this?’
Every phase of the four-month-old conflict in Tigray

has brought suffering to Wukro, a fast-growing trans-
port hub once best-known for its religious and archaeo-
logical sites. Ahead of federal forces’ arrival in late
November, heavy shelling leveled homes and businesses
and sent plumes of dust and smoke rising above near-
deserted streets. Since then the town has been heavily
patrolled by soldiers-Eritreans at first, now mostly
Ethiopians-whose abuses fuel a steady flow of civilian
casualties and stoke anger with Nobel Peace Prize-win-
ner Abiy. “We are constantly receiving patients who are
injured by the war,” said Dr Adonai Hans, medical direc-
tor of Wukro General Hospital. “If somebody says there
is no war in Tigray, that would be a joke for me.” 

‘Sons of the junta’ 
Abiy sent troops into Tigray on November 4 after

blaming the region’s once-dominant ruling party, the

Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), for attacks on
army camps. Several weeks later, as federal forces
advanced on the regional capital Mekele, Wukro resi-
dents realized their town, 50 kilometers (31 miles) north,
would be overrun. Many fled to the surrounding moun-
tains, looking on in horror as shells rained down on the
town, some recording the carnage with their cellphones.

What they returned to was even worse: Angry
Eritreans who spent days looting homes, banks and fac-
tories and shooting dead scores of young men suspect-
ed of sympathizing with the TPLF “junta”, according to
religious and medical officials. “Killing is their kind of
daily work. They don’t even sense they are killing peo-
ple,” a Catholic official in Wukro said of the Eritreans,
requesting anonymity to avoid reprisals. Nebiyu Kiflom,
a building materials vendor, was home with his house-
mates-including three of his brothers-when Eritreans
barged through the door one night in late November. 

“They said, ‘You are the sons of the junta,’” he

recalled. “We were just sitting at home. We weren’t
doing anything.” The soldiers killed six people that
night, and Nebiyu was stuck indoors for three days
with the bodies before he summoned the courage to
go for help.

By early December, scores of young men were dead
in Wukro, including 81 now buried at the back of an
Orthodox church. “We have seen the bodies with our
own eyes. We have buried them,” said priest Gebrehana
Hailemariam. “They were killed in the town and brought
to us.” None of the death tolls provided could be inde-
pendently verified.

Hospital shelled 
During the first wave of killings, Wukro residents had

almost no access to medical care. Damage from shelling
and looting destroyed 75 percent of the hospital’s facili-
ties and equipment, forcing it to close for a month, said
Dr Adonai, the medical director.

The timing could not have been worse for Elisabeth
Gebrekidan, who delivered twins in early December and
suffered what her family believes was postpartum hem-
orrhage. Her brother, Elias, pleaded with a soldier for
permission to hire an ambulance to take her to Mekele
for treatment but was rebuffed.  “He said to me, ‘Get out
of my face, you are a son of the junta’,” Elias recalled,
tears streaming down his face at the memory.

Elisabeth died after four days at home, leaving
Elias to raise the twins-girls named Tsion and Roda-
with the help of his mother. These days, the hospital is
open and running, albeit at limited capacity. Patients
include rape survivors-some of whom wait weeks or
months before seeking medical care-and freshly-
wounded civilians who give an idea of just how close
fighting continues to be.

One recent afternoon, a 45-year-old construction
worker named Meles was being treated for a gunshot
blast to his right thigh. He said Eritrean soldiers had
opened fire on civilians in his hometown of Agula, 12
kilometers south of Wukro, one morning in late
February after pro-TPLF forces ambushed one of their
positions in the town. “Still the fighting continues,”
Meles said. —AFP
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Rising civilian casualties ignite anger against Nobel Peace Prize-winner Abiy

News in brief
Journalist blames Colombia for rape 

BOGOTA: World Fress Freedom winning journalist
Jineth Bedoya on Monday accused the Colombian
state of torture, rape and kidnapping during a virtu-
al hearing at the Inter-American Court of Human
Rights. “My life was destroyed, they killed me the
morning of May 25” 2000, said Bedoya. She testi-
fied that she was seized by a group of right-wing
paramilitaries from outside a prison in the capital
Bogota and then tortured and raped for 16 hours
before being abandoned on the side of a road. At
the time, Bedoya was investigating an arms traffick-
ing network operating out of the La Modelo prison
and claimed the state, including an “influential”
police chief, was complicit in her abduction. —AFP

Hard-left Podemos chief leaving govt 

MADRID: Pablo Iglesias, leader of the hard-left
party Podemos and a deputy prime minister in
Spain’s ruling coalition, said Monday he would
resign from the government to run as Madrid’s
regional chief. The announcement was a political
bombshell with analysts agreeing it was a risky
gamble for Iglesias: leaving national politics with no
guarantee he will succeed in displacing the right in
Spain’s wealthiest region where it has held sway for
25 years. “I have informed (Prime Minister) Pedro
Sanchez about my decision to leave my post in gov-
ernment when the campaign begins,” he said in a
video message posted on social media referring to
elections scheduled for May 4. — AFP

Brazil orders 100m doses of Pfizer jabs

BRASILIA: Brazil has ordered 100 million doses
of the Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine and
another 38 million of Johnson & Johnson’s, the
health minister said Monday, seeking to accelerate
the hard-hit country’s lagging immunization cam-
paign. Health Minister Eduardo Pazuello said Brazil
had secured a total of 563 million vaccine doses by
the end of the year-some single- and some double-
dose vaccines-and defended his handling of the
pandemic, even as he confirmed that far-right
President Jair Bolsonaro was looking at candidates
to replace him amid a surge in new cases and
deaths in Brazil. — AFP

Jailed Moroccan editor’s paper shutters

CASABLANCA: Independent Moroccan daily
Akhbar Al-Yaoum, a newspaper with a history of
run-ins with the kingdom’s authorities, is to cease
publishing due to financial woes, its management
announced Monday. The paper has suffered “per-
sistent harassment through an advertising boycott”
and has been “deprived” of emergency state fund-
ing available to other media during the coronavirus
crisis, its management said on Facebook on Sunday.
Its editor-in-chief, Taoufiq Bouachrine, is in prison
serving a 15-year jail sentence for human trafficking,
abuse of power for sexual purposes, rape and
attempted rape. — AFP

People react as they stand next to a mass grave contain-
ing the bodies of 81 victims of Eritrean and Ethiopian
forces, killed during violence of the previous months, in
the city of Wukro, north of Mekele. — AFP

Migrants who had been in Mexico under the Migrant Protection Protocols, or the “Remain in Mexico” program, enter
the United States at the Paso del Norte Bridge in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico. — AFP

Biden immigration 
policy takes heat 
as migrants soar
BROWNSVILLE, US: President Joe Biden faced
mounting pressure Monday from Republicans over his
handling of a surge in migrants-including thousands of
unaccompanied children-arriving at the US-Mexican
border. While successive administrations have dealt with
seasonal spikes in migration, Biden’s critics claim he has
driven the latest uptick by taking a softer stance on the
flashpoint issue than his predecessor Donald Trump. On
January 20, his first day in office, Biden scrapped several
of Trump’s contentious immigration policies, including
halting new construction of a border wall and proposing
legislation to create a citizenship pathway for the nearly
11 million people living illegally in the US.

Republican congressman Kevin McCarthy of
California, who leads his party in the House of
Representatives, described Biden’s policies as having
created “more than a crisis.” “You can continue to deny
it but the only way to solve it is to first admit what he has
done, and if he will not reverse action, it takes
Congressional action to do it,” McCarthy told a press
conference on the border in the Texas town of El Paso.
Republican congressman Chuck Fleischmann said
Biden’s administration had “created an environment” that
caused an increase in migration. Other Republican law-
makers said human traffickers were profiting from
Biden’s policies. White House spokeswoman Jen Psaki
said Biden had inherited “a dismantled and unworkable
system” from Trump.  “Like any other problem, we’re
going to do everything we can to solve it,” she said.

‘No jobs, no money’
At a bus terminal in the border town of Brownsville

late Sunday, a Guatemalan woman told AFP she had
crossed the border illegally after her husband, who is
already in the US, told her things may be simpler under

Biden. “My husband told me to come at this time,” said
Rubia Tabora, a 25-year-old mother of one.

“At home there are no jobs, no money.” In February,
the US Customs and Border Protection agency (CBP)
arrested about 100,000 people at the southern border-
including nearly 9,500 unaccompanied children-a 28
percent jump over January. In line with a pandemic-
rooted policy adopted by Trump, who cracked down on
immigration both legal and illegal as part of his “America
First” doctrine, the Biden administration is deporting
most of the undocumented people who arrive at the
southern border. But unlike Trump, Biden has opted
against expelling minors who show up unaccompanied
and are filling shelters set up to hold them, with limited
capacity because of the coronavirus crisis.

Still, Brownsville mayor Trey Mendez said authorities
in his community at the southern tip of Texas were not
overwhelmed.  “I don’t feel that it’s a crisis for the city of
Brownsville,” he told reporters. He said about 150
migrants daily are processed in the city, most of whom
leave within 24 hours.

‘Record’ levels 
The Biden administration over the weekend ordered

the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) to
support an effort to temporarily house thousands of chil-
dren who crossed the US-Mexico border alone. While
detained migrant adults and families continue to be sent
back to Mexico, unaccompanied children are being
processed and then get help resettling with US relatives.

Dallas County commissioner J.J. Koch said that
FEMA had asked the city to lease them a hall at the Kay
Bailey Hutchison Convention Center as a “decompres-
sion center” to house up to 3,000 teenage boys aged
between 15 and 17 for as long as 90 days, “while plans
for more permanent sheltering or connection to sponsor
families can be arranged.” 

He said FEMA “desires to begin operations as early
as this week.” Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro
Mayorkas said Saturday that numbers of unaccompa-
nied child migrants had reached “record” levels, but dat-
ed the surge back to April 2020 and blamed ongoing
violence, natural disasters, food insecurity and poverty in
parts of Central America.—AFP

‘Amityville Horror’ 
killer dies in 
US custody at 69
NEW YORK: The American murderer Ronald
DeFeo-whose 1974 killings of his parents and four
siblings inside their home near New York inspired
“The Amityville Horror” movie-has died, prison
officials said Monday. DeFeo, who was serving a
25 years-to-life sentence at Sullivan Correctional
Facility in northern New York state, died on
Friday aged 69, the state prisons department said
in a statement. He was pronounced dead around
6:35 pm (2335 GMT) at Albany Medical Center,
which is located around 150 kilometers (93 miles)
from the jail, the statement added.

The cause of death was not immediately
known and is pending a coroner’s report. The
prison’s department did not say whether DeFeo
had been ill before he died. He was due for a
parole hearing in July, according to prison
authorities. DeFeo was convicted of killing his
mother, father, two brothers and two sisters on
November 13, 1974 at their home in the coastal
town of Amityville on Long Island about 40 miles
from New York City.

DeFeo, who was only 23 years old at the time
shot each of his parents twice and his siblings
once. The victims were all found in their beds.
During the trial, DeFeo’s lawyer unsuccessfully
pleaded insanity for his client who claimed to be
hearing voices. The family massacre inspired the
1977 novel “The Amityville Horror, A True Story,”
which was the basis of the 1979 film “The
Amityville Horror,” which became a cult classic.
The movie was remade in 2005. In 2017,
“Amityville: The Awakening:” became the latest
dramatization about the six murders. — AFP

In this Nov 15, 1974 file photo, Ronald DeFeo Jr,
center, leaves Suffolk County district court after a
hearing, on New York’s Long Island.

Portuguese teacher Carla Santos (left), 48, talks to the
only two pupils who attend class as other four school-
mates stayed at home after having some reaction to the
second dose of the COVID-19 vaccine, on Corvo Island
in Azores. — AFP

US slams Syria 
election at UN 
UNITED NATIONS: The US ambassador to the United
Nations urged the international community not to “be
fooled” by Syria’s forthcoming presidential election dur-
ing a Security Council meeting Monday on the 10th
anniversary of the start of the conflict. “These elections
will neither be free nor fair. They will not legitimize the
Assad regime,” said Linda Thomas-Greenfield, referring
to president Bashar al-Assad.

The diplomat told council members the elections set
for this summer “do not meet the criteria laid out in
Resolution 2254 — including that they be supervised by
the UN or conducted pursuant to a new constitution.”
Thomas-Greenfield said the United States, which has the
rotating presidency of the council, had decided to hold
the monthly meeting on Syria on March 15 because it
coincided with the anniversary of the beginning of the
conflict in 2011. The milestone prompted a statement
from the United States and its major European allies
vowing solidarity with the Syrian people following years
of “abuses, mass atrocities and grave violations of inter-
national law,” as well as widespread corruption and eco-
nomic mismanagement.

“We, the foreign ministers of France, Germany, Italy,
the United Kingdom and the United States, will not aban-
don the Syrian people,” it said.  “Our nations commit to
reinvigorating the pursuit of a peaceful solution which
protects the rights and future prosperity of all Syrians...
We cannot allow this tragedy to last another decade.”
Thomas-Greenfield’s Russian counterpart Vassily
Nebenzia said the March 2011 unrest had been stirred up
“by outside forces,” a common refrain used by Moscow.
“Their aim was to overthrow the legitimate Syrian author-
ities and reformat the country in their hands,” he said in
Russian, calling for all foreign fighters to leave.  France,
which ran Syria from 1920 to 1946, stopped short of the
American position of rejecting the election, calling instead
for the vote to be credible. Deputy French Ambassador
Nathalie Broadhurst said there would be “no settlement to
the conflict” without “free and transparent elections under
United Nations supervision.”—AFP

How a remote 
Portuguese island 
dodged COVID
AZORES, Portugal: Battered by North Atlantic
weather and sometimes starved of vital supplies, the
tiny Portuguese island of Corvo has a crucial advan-
tage in the fight against the pandemic: its remoteness.

Lying hundreds of kilometers from continental
Europe, the smallest island in the Azores-dominated
by a volcanic crater and dotted with lakes-appears to
have escaped unscathed. By Saturday, almost its entire
400-strong population had been vaccinated, its only
doctor rejoicing as people lined up at a sports com-

plex for their second Pfizer dose. “We’re already living
a life that’s very close to normal,” beamed Antonio
Salgado, checking names off his list. “And now it will
be even more so!” 

The 62-year-old physician arrived on Corvo less
than a year ago but he is already accustomed to occa-
sional shortages of fruit and fuel-and he has learnt to
make homemade yoghurt.  “This makes up for all the
difficulties we experience daily,” he said.

Portugal decided to fully vaccinate the island
without moving through priority groups. Local
health official Clelio Meneses explained that the
number of jabs needed to immunize Corvo would not
affect rollouts elsewhere in the Azores. “The only
responsible thing to do was to vaccinate the whole
population in one go to create an immunized territo-
ry,” he said. With only one ventilator on the island
and no hospital beds at all, an outbreak on Corvo
could have been devastating.—AFP
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News in brief

US Capitol police officer suspended 

WASHINTON: A US Capitol Police officer was suspend-
ed Monday after anti-Semitic reading material was found
near where he works, two months after hundreds of
extremists stormed the legislative building, a spokesman
confirmed to AFP.  A copy of the “Protocols of the Elders
of Zion,” a fictional book from the early 1900s claiming to
document a Jewish plan for global domination that
allegedly inspired Hitler, was discovered by a congression-
al aide at a security gate at one of the congressional build-
ings, The Washington Post reported. —AFP

UK to increase nuclear stockpile

LONDON:  Britain is to announce an increase to its nuclear
weapons stockpile as part of a wide-ranging review of
security, defense and foreign policy, two newspapers said
on Monday. The Guardian and The Sun said in their online
editions that the country would look to raise the number of
warheads from 180 to 260 by the middle of the decade.
Both dailies said details were contained in a leak they had
seen of the government’s long-awaited Integrated Review,
due to be published yesterday. The review is also said to
state clearly that Russia under President Vladimir Putin
poses an “active threat” but describes China as providing a
more “systemic challenge”.  —AFP

Mauritanian is UN envoy to Mali

UNITED NATIONS: Mauritanian diplomat El-Ghassim
Wane was named Monday by Secretary-General
Antonio Guterres as the new UN envoy to Mali, where he
will lead one of the organization’s most important peace
operations, the world body said. The Mauritanian has
held positions in several international organizations,
including in the African Union from 2009 to 2015, and
again from 2017 to 2019. Between those two postings he
worked at the UN’s own department for peacekeeping
operations, from 2016 to 2017.  —AFP

Honduras president duped US agency 

NEW YORK: Honduran President Juan Orlando Hernandez
received cocaine shipments from Colombia-and duped the
US anti-drugs agency, a Honduran former drug lord told a
federal trial in New York on Monday. Leonel Rivera, who
led the feared Los Cachiros cartel and now collaborates
with the US government, said in the court in Manhattan
that he met the defendant, alleged drug trafficker Geovanny
Fuentes, in 2020 in the New York Metropolitan Jail. In that
meeting, according to Rivera, the defendant told him that
“he had evidence, photographs, videos to show how Juan
Orlando (Hernandez), the president of Honduras, was
receiving cocaine shipments from Colombia at the San
Pedro Sula and Tegucigalpa airports.”  — AFP

UN calls to fight violence against women

UNITED NATIONS:  UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres called Monday to combat violence against
women, at the start of the annual Commission on the
Status of Women, which is expected to call for greater
action against sexual harassment. During the pandemic,
women have been more exposed than men to harmful
consequences, Guterres said, citing loss of jobs, sexual
abuse or child marriage. “Women’s equal participation
is the game-changer we need,” he said, calling for gen-
der equality and gender parity in leadership. “Only 22
countries are headed by a woman Head of State or
Government. And at current rates parity among Heads
of Government will not be achieved until 2150,”
Guterres said. —AFP

TOKYO: The US and Japan warned Bei j ing
against “coercion and destabilizing behavior”
yesterday after top-level diplomatic and defense
talks aimed at bolstering their alliance against
rising Chinese influence. Pentagon chief Lloyd
Austin and top US diplomat Antony Blinken are
on their first overseas trip, which began Monday
in Japan, looking to shore up regional alliances
and send a message to Beijing.

They will continue on to South Korea, and a
policy review by the new administration of its
approach to Pyongyang is also a key part of the
diplomatic outreach. But discussions in Tokyo
focused on China, including its increasing pres-
ence around islands disputed with Japan, as well as
the situation in Taiwan and Hong Kong.

In a joint statement, the US officials and their
Japanese counterparts warned that “China’s
behavior, where inconsistent with the existing
international order, presents political, economic,
military and technological challenges”. “The min-
isters committed to opposing coercion and desta-
bilizing behavior towards others in the region,”
they added.

“We’re united in a vision of a free and open
Indo-Pacific region, where countries follow the
rules, cooperate wherever they can and resolve
their differences peacefully,” Blinken said at a joint
press conference. “We will push back if necessary,
when China uses coercion or aggression to get its
way,” he added.

No comment on Pyongyang remarks 
Issues from the coup in Myanmar to the way

forward with North Korea were also on the table.
Blinken accused the mil itary in Myanmar of
“attempting to overturn the results of a democratic
election”, saying it was “brutally repressing peace-
ful protesters”.

But he declined to comment on the latest bom-
bastic pronouncement from North Korea, where
leader Kim Jong Un’s sister earlier yesterday

warned Washington against “struggling to spread
the smell of gunpowder on our land from across
the ocean”. The joint statement called again for
Pyongyang’s “complete denuclearization” warning
North Korea’s arsenal “poses a threat to interna-
tional peace and stability”.

Blinken said Washington was still examining
“whether various additional pressure measures
could be effective, whether there are diplomatic
paths that make sense” as it reviews US policy
on the issue.

“We reached out to the North Korean govern-
ment through several channels, starting in mid-
February, including in New York. To date we
have not received a response from Pyongyang,”
he added.

“This follows over a year without active dia-
logue with North Korea, despite multiple attempts
by the United States to engage.” President Joe
Biden’s decision to dispatch the two top officials to
Asia has been interpreted as evidence of the
administration’s determination to set the agenda
with Beijing.

Even before Blinken and Austin set out, they
made clear in a joint opinion piece that countering
Beijing’s moves in the region would be top of their
agenda. “Together, we will hold China account-
able,” they wrote in the Washington Post. “If we
don’t act decisively and lead, Beijing will.”

‘Disruptive developments’ 
The joint statement issued yesterday specifical-

ly references the “importance of peace and stabili-
ty in the Taiwan Strait,” though Austin declined to
comment on whether he agreed with a recent US
assessment that China could invade the island
within six years.

“In terms of the specific timeline of China, I
won’t get involved in any kind of hypotheticals,” he
said. “My job is to make sure that we are as ready,
as fast as we can possibly be to face any challenge
that would face us or the alliance,” he added.

The ministers also specifically referenced the
increasing Chinese presence in the waters around
the Senkaku islands, known in Beijing as the
Diaoyu islands. The disputed islets are adminis-
tered by Tokyo but claimed by Beijing, and Japan
has voiced repeated protests over Chinese boats
around the islands, as well as a new Chinese law
involving the area. The statement expressed “seri-
ous concerns about recent disruptive develop-
ments in the region”, including the law, warning
that both sides would oppose “any unilateral
action that seeks to change the status quo or to

undermine Japan’s administration of these islands”.
“The (Chinese) Coast Guard activity around the

Senkaku islands is a clear violation of international
law,” added Japanese Defense Minister Nobuo
Kishi. “The US side reconfirmed their commitment
to our country’s defense of the Senkaku islands.”

Blinken and Austin are in Asia after a key sum-
mit between leaders of the Quad alliance, which
groups the US, Australia, Japan and India, and
Austin will continue to New Delhi after Seoul.
Blinken will hold talks with Chinese officials in the
United States after his stop in Seoul. —AFP

Austin, Blinken on first overseas visit to bolster Asia alliance 

US, Japan officials warn China on 
‘coercion, destabilizing behavior’

TOKYO: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken and Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin leave after their
joint press conference with Japan’s Foreign Minister Toshimitsu Motegi and Defense Minister Nobuo
Kishi after their 2+2 meeting at Iikura Guest House in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

N Korean leader’s 
sister warns US as 
envoys visit Asia 
SEOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s influ-
ential sister warned the United States against
actions that could make it “lose sleep”, state media
reported yesterday, as top Biden administration
officials began a visit to key allies Tokyo and
Seoul. Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin and Secretary
of State Antony Blinken arrived in Japan on
Monday on their first overseas trip, aimed at rally-
ing military alliances as a bulwark against China
and cementing a united front against the nuclear-
armed North.

The statement by Kim Yo Jong, a key adviser to
her brother, was Pyongyang’s first explicit refer-
ence to the new president in Washington, more
than four months after Joe Biden was elected to
replace Donald Trump-although it still did not men-
tion the Democrat by name. The United States and
South Korea began joint military exercises last
week and Pyongyang’s official Rodong Sinmun
newspaper carried a statement from her offering “a
word of advice to the new administration of the
United States that is struggling to spread the smell

of gunpowder on our land”.
“If you wish to sleep well for the next four years,

it would be better not to create work from the start
that will make you lose sleep,” she said. Trump’s
unorthodox approach to foreign policy saw him
trade insults and threats of war with Kim Jong Un
before an extraordinary diplomatic bromance that
saw a series of headline-grabbing meetings.

But ultimately no progress was made towards
Washington’s declared aim of denuclearizing North
Korea, which is under multiple international sanc-
tions for its banned weapons programs.

It has isolated itself further, imposing a strict
border closure to protect itself against the coron-
avirus pandemic that first emerged in neighboring
China. Shortly before Biden’s January inauguration,
leader Kim decried the US as his country’s “fore-
most principal enemy” and Pyongyang unveiled a
new submarine-launched ballistic missile at a mili-
tary parade.

‘March of war’ 
The talks process was brokered by South

Korea’s President Moon Jae-in but relations
between Seoul and Pyongyang have been in deep
freeze since Kim and Trump’s summit in Hanoi col-
lapsed in February 2019. Kim Yo Jong is a trusted
adviser to her brother and was a key voice when
inter-Korean tensions mounted last year, culminat-
ing in the North blowing up a liaison office on its

side of the border.
Shin Beom-chul, a researcher at the Korea

Research Institute for National Strategy, pointed
out that her announcements have previously repre-
sented incremental steps by Pyongyang.

“North Korea has judged that the US will not
offer enough concessions and so has released this
statement ahead of Blinken and Austin’s visit to
Seoul,” he told AFP. —AFP

In this file photo, North Korean leader Kim Jong Un’s
sister Kim Yo Jong is seen during the Pyeongchang
2018 Winter Olympic Games at the Kwandong Hockey
Centre in Gangneung. —AFP

‘Ashamed’ Myanmar 
soldier joins 
anti-coup movement
YANGON:  Dressed in his army uniform, Shing Ling
flashes a three-finger salute for defiant social media
posts after deserting Myanmar’s military to join the
democracy movement. The 30-year-old soldier
posted the image on Facebook last week as security
forces were staging increasingly lethal crackdowns
against protesters. It racked up more than one
thousand shares as commenters praised his bravery,
before his profile went private. Since the military
ousted civilian leader Aung San Suu Kyi from power
in a February 1 putsch, more than 180 people have
been killed as police and soldiers deployed tear gas,
stun grenades, rubber bullets and live rounds during
near-daily crackdowns on anti-coup demonstrators.

“I have felt so guilty and ashamed since February
1,” Shing Ling told AFP from a hideout in Yangon.
Despite feeling “shocked” about Suu Kyi’s deten-
tion, it was the violence in Yangon’s North Okkalapa
township in early March that became the catalyst
for him to join a nationwide civil disobedience

movement.  “I was stationed really close to North
Okkalapa, so it would be my gun that shoots
unarmed people,” he said. “I couldn’t let that hap-
pen. That’s why I decided to join.” On his public
Instagram account, the ethnic Chin soldier has post-
ed photos of himself wearing his military uniform
since October 2018. 

In his most recent post, he shared the image of
him flashing the three-fingered salute after joining a
nationwide boycott by civil servants who refuse to
work under a junta regime. But while there have
been isolated reports of police and soldiers’ defec-
tion, it remains rare for them to publicly announce a
change of allegiance while still in Myanmar, for fear
of retaliation. For soldiers, the punishment for deser-
tion is the death penalty, under military law. Nearly
200 police officers and their families have fled the
country since the coup-part of a growing stream of
defectors crossing into the northeastern Indian state
of Mizoram, according to Indian security officials.

‘I expect the worst’ 
An orphan from Chin state in western Myanmar,

Shing Ling said he joined the military academy as a
teenager to be part of an organization that felt like
family. “We were like brothers and we were warm to
each other-I was happy there, it felt like home,” he
said. But disillusionment set in after the previous

junta regime loosened its grip on power in 2011,
opening Myanmar up to the world and allowing for
a communications and internet revolution. The sol-
dier said he learned about politics from Facebook-
the most popular social media platform in
Myanmar-where discussions widened his perspec-
tive on the military’s role in society. —AFP

YANGON: This screengrab shows Shing Ling, a former
Myanmar soldier who deserted the military to join the
democracy movement in the aftermath of the military
coup, looking at his Facebook profile showing his pic-
ture wearing a military uniform. —AFP

US denies Hong Kong 
envoys with virus 
invoked immunity
HONG KONG: The United States yesterday accused
Chinese state media of publishing “disinformation”
about its diplomats in Hong Kong as it denied its
staff invoked immunity to avoid isolating after posi-
t ive coronavirus tests. Washington temporari ly
closed its consulate on Monday to conduct deep
cleaning and contact tracing after two employees

were infected with the virus. The consulate-and
Hong Kong health authorities-have said the pair
were headed to a hospital isolation ward as required
by the city’s anti-coronavirus rules.

But state media outlets and a leading pro-Beijing
trade union have accused the employees of invoking
diplomatic immunity, which US officials flat out
rejected. “The disinformation from PRC state media
about these two cases not complying with quarantine
is false,” a State Department spokesperson told AFP.

“We reject these efforts to spread disinformation
about a critical public health issue.”

The reports of diplomatic immunity first ran on
Monday in Dot Dot News, an online news outlet in
Hong Kong. It is part of an opaquely owned media
group that answers to Beijing’s Liaison Office.

Following the reports, China’s state-run Global
Times tabloid repeated the diplomatic immunity
accusation and accused US officials of “arrogant
outlaw behavior”.

Yesterday morning Hong Kong’s pro-Beij ing
leader said the two infected consulate workers were
already in hospital and that US officials were com-
plying with regulations.  “I’m happy to notice that
the US consulate also issued a press release yester-
day saying that they will follow our advice and sup-
port our work,” chief executive Carrie Lam told
reporters. 

Nonetheless Hong Kong’s largest pro-Beijing
labor group-the Federation of Trade Unions-went
ahead with a small protest outside the US consulate
shortly after Lam finished speaking. —AFP



Messaging app 
Signal no longer 
working in China
BEIJING: The encrypted messaging app Signal,
recommended by Tesla’s Elon Musk, appeared to
have been blocked in China yesterday, closing off
one of the last US social media platforms still
freely available in the country. Users of the free
app, which has surged in popularity globally after
rising privacy concerns, were unable to access it
without a virtual private network (VPN).

China has deployed a vast and sophisticated
system to scrub the internet of dissent and
prevent citizens from accessing international
social networking platforms such as Facebook
and Twitter, in what is known as the “Great
Firewall”. Signal’s website has been banned
s ince  a t  l eas t  March  15 , accord ing  to  the
GreatFire.org website which tracks online cen-
sorship in China, although the app remains

available on China’s App Store.
Signal did not immediately reply to an AFP

request for comment. The iOS version of Signal
has been installed close to 510,000 times to
date in China, said research firm Sensor Tower,
which does not track Android downloads in the
country. Google Play is unavailable in China.

Globally, the app has crossed 100 million
instal ls  across both Apple’s App Store and
Google Play combined, Sensor Tower told AFP.
In January, people around the world flocked to
apps such as Telegram and Signal after the
Facebook-owned messaging service WhatsApp
tweaked its terms of service and sparked privacy
concerns. Signal saw a huge surge in demand,
helped by a tweeted recommendation by tech
entrepreneur Musk.

The WhatsApp policy update-later delayed-
concerned how merchants using WhatsApp to
chat  w i th  cus tomers  can  share  da ta  w i th
Facebook, which could use the information for
targeted ads, according to the social network.
Signal has stopped working without a VPN
occasionally before, although service resumed
af te rwards . Co- founder  o f  Grea tF i re .o rg

Martin Johnson told AFP that its data showed
that the app was briefly unavailable in the App
Store in 2019.

Las t  month  Ch ina  c losed  down the
Clubhouse app in China, an audio platform
which boomed briefly in the country for uncen-
sored discussion of taboo topics. —AFP

US stimulus checks could end 
up in stock markets, bitcoin

‘Diraya’ campaign 
leverages awareness 
on personal loans
KUWAIT: In line with the efforts of the
Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK) to enhance
financial awareness across all segments of
society, the CBK-managed, “Be Aware”
(Diraya in Arabic) Campaign continues, in
col laboration with Kuwait Banking
Association (KBA) and with the participa-
tion of all Kuwaiti banks, to leverage public
awareness of the banking sector’s role, and
how customers can use banks’ diverse serv-
ices most advantageously.

In a statement, the CBK highlighted that
“Diraya” Campaign sheds the light on the
personal consumer and housing loans and
financing extended to retail clients by con-
ventional and Islamic financial institutions,
respectively. The consumer loans accommo-
date the household needs, e.g. auto, health-
care, study, etc. up to 25 times the cus-
tomer’s net monthly salary and up to a max-
imum amount of KD 25,000, to be repaid
over a maximum period of 5 years. The oth-
er type, ie housing loan, is intended to
finance construction or renovation up to
KD 70,000, to be repaid over a maximum
period of 15 years.

The statement further explained that all
types of loans and financing facilities are
financial obligations and, thus, must be used
for their designated purposes. For example,
spending the housing loan for consumer
needs or investment, may adversely affect
the customer’s financial position.

The CBK added that its instructions
regarding loans and household financing
laid down specific controls to protect cus-
tomers’ rights and reduce their financial
burdens and over borrowing. Such controls
include fixing the monthly installment to net
income ratio at 40 percent for employees
and 30 percent for retirees. Within the same
context, the CBK instructions issued to
banks and financing companies stipulated
that lenders should review the customers’
monthly obligations and advise them
accordingly on their needs and obligations.
They are also to explain the consequences
of being overburdened in case of any
change to the financial condition, resulting
from a change of employment or retirement
status.

The content provided by the campaign is
published through several channels, most
notably on the CBK and Kuwaiti banks
social media accounts. More information on
the “Diraya” banking awareness campaign
and its objectives, as well as campaign con-
tent, is available through its official website:
www.dirayakw.com
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BEIJING: This photo illustration shows the encrypted mes-
saging app Signal (center) pictured on a smartphone home
screen in Beijing yesterday. —AFP

Business
WASHINGTON:  President Joe Biden’s $1.9 trillion
stimulus will start flooding into the US economy
soon, and some analysts say much of that money
could end up invested in stocks or even bitcoin.

Over the weekend, the government began
sending the $1,400 direct payments that will go to
nearly everyone in the United States. About $400
billion in payments will flow directly to house-
holds, going to individuals earning less than
$75,000 a year or married couples making up to
$150,000, as well as their children. 

And that does not count child tax credits or
unemployment benefits in the massive package,
which also includes funds to contain COVID-19,
accelerate vaccinations, help reopen schools and
aid businesses and state and local governments.
The direct payments amount to $5,600 — tax
free-for a typical family of four, funds officials
hope will boost the US economy.

But the majority of Americans say that rather
than spend, they will use the money to pay off
debts, add to savings or to invest, according to
one survey by Bank of America, which interviewed
3,000 people.

The bank found that 30 percent will use the
money to repay their debt, 25 percent will save it
and nine percent will invest.  Those funds will
“stay within the financial system and don’t create
demand for goods and services in the real econo-
my,” the report found.

With only 36 percent saying they intend to
spend these checks, “it’s not clear who will be
doing all the sustained, voracious consumption
markets now are pricing in.”

Major stock indices have hit new records two
days in a row after Biden signed the stimulus
measure into law last week, as investors are bet-
ting the rush of funds will spur a rapid recovery of
the world’s largest economy.

The bitcoin attraction 
Mizuho Securities found that about 10 percent

of the stimulus, or about $40 billion, will be
invested in equities or in cryptocurrency such as
bitcoin.  A survey of 235 people making less than
$150,000 found that 35 to 40 percent of respon-
dents said they would invest part of their stimulus
checks in stocks and cryptocurrency.  And 61 per-

cent of these investors intend to buy bitcoin, said
Dan Dolev, one of the leaders of the Mizuho study.

“We were very surprised” that bitcoin “is a
bigger investment vehicle than stocks,” he said on
CNBC.

The cryptocurrency hit an all-time high on
Saturday at $60,000. Another survey of 430 peo-
ple by Deutsche Bank found that “survey respon-
dents plan to put a large chunk (37 percent) of
any forthcoming stimulus directly into equities,”
which it called “a sizable inflow” into the stock
market.

In two prior rounds of stimulus checks in 2020
as the coronavirus pandemic brought the econo-
my to a screeching halt, only about eight percent
of the funds went into stocks, the bank said.

The survey showed that young people, aged 25
to 34, account for the biggest share of people
planning to play the markets with their stimulus
money, followed by those aged 35 to 44.

Goldman Sachs estimated that with the Biden
plan, “households will represent the largest source
of demand for US stocks in 2021.” Goldman Sachs
economist David Kostin said the bank estimates

household demand for equities this year will jump
to $350 billion from $100 billion, “which reflects
faster economic growth and higher interest rates
than we had assumed previously, additional stimu-
lus payments to individuals, and increased retail
activity in early 2021.” —AFP

Govt begins sending $1,400 direct payments to nearly everyone in US

Myanmar unrest 
driving up food, 
fuel prices: WFP
ROME: The polit ical  unrest in
Myanmar is driving up food and fuel
prices, risking pushing the country’s
most vulnerable people further into
poverty, the UN’s World Food
Program warned yesterday.

The price of palm oil is up 20 per-
cent in the areas around the biggest
city, Yangon, compared to the start
of February, when the military oust-
ed and detained civilian leader Aung
San Suu Kyi, sparking mass protests.
Rice prices in the peri-urban areas
of Yangon and the second largest
city, Mandalay, were meanwhile up
four percent since the last week of
February, the WFP said.

Across the whole country, the
price of rice-a food staple-rose by
three percent between mid-January
and mid-February, while in a few

areas prices soared by between 20
and 35 percent.

The price of pulses rose by 15
percent between January and
February in northern Rakhine’s
Maungdaw township. “These initial
signs are troubling, especially for the
most vulnerable people who were
already living meal-to-meal,” said
WFP Myanmar country director
Stephen Anderson. 

“Coming on top of the COVID-19
pandemic, if these price trends con-
tinue they will severely undermine
the ability of the poorest and most
vulnerable to put enough food on the
family table.” The average retail
price of cooking oil rose by 27 per-
cent across northern Rakhine
between January and February, and
by 11 percent in central Rakhine
state.

The cost of fuel nationwide has
risen by 15 percent since February 1,
with even steeper hikes in northern
Rakhine, “raising concerns about
further food price hikes”, the WFP
said. The WFP said it was building
up a contingency food stock as part

of its efforts to support more than
360,000 people in Myanmar, mostly
those who are internally displaced
and living in camps.

“WFP reiterates the call of the
United Nations secretary-general

for the will of the Myanmar people
expressed in recent elections to be
respected,” said Anderson.  “At WFP
we know all too well how hunger can
quickly follow when peace and dia-
logue are sidelined.” —AFP

WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden and Vice President
Kamala Harris depart after US President Joe Biden signed
the American Rescue Plan on March 11, 2021, in the Oval
Office of the White House in Washington, DC. —AFP

YANGON: People donate watermelons to protesters as they prepare to take
part in a demonstration against the military coup in Yangon. —AFP

Damascus hikes 
fuel prices by 
more than 50%
DAMASCUS: Damascus has raised petrol
prices in government-held parts of Syria by
more than 50 per cent after the Syrian pound
hit record lows in the black market. The cost
per liter of subsidized petrol rose from 475 to
750 Syrian pounds (officially 60 US cents, or
17 US cents at black market rates), the trade
ministry said late Monday.

Syrian motorists are allocated 75 liters of
subsidized petrol per vehicle per month, then
must pay unsubsidized rates-which also rose
from 1300 to 2000 pounds a liter, the min-
istry said. Gas canisters used in homes are

now selling for 3,850 pounds, up from 2,700,
it added. 

Damascus has repeatedly raised fuel prices
in recent years to tackle an accelerating eco-
nomic crisis sparked by a decade-long civil
war and compounded by sanctions, the coron-
avirus pandemic and a financial crunch in
neighboring Lebanon. The trade ministry did
not provide a reason for the latest hike, but in
the past it has blamed Western sanctions.

The oil ministry last week said it had been
forced to cut fuel supplies due to “a delay in the
arrival of imported fuel derivatives because of
the US blockade”. Washington has imposed sev-
eral rounds of economic sanctions on the Syrian
government since the war broke out in 2011.

The trade ministry’s latest announcement
came as the Syrian pound continued to plunge
against the dollar on the black market after it
hit a record low of 4,000 to the dollar this
month. The pound, officially valued at 1,256 to

the greenback, was selling for around 4200 on
the black market yesterday, money exchangers
said. The economic crunch has seen food
prices skyrocket over the past year in a coun-
try where the majority of the population lives
below the poverty line.

Rani, a 37-year-old food wholesaler, said the
hike in fuel prices would hit other goods. “We
are going to have to raise the price of our
products to make up for steeper fuel prices,”
he said. Heating fuel, petrol and cooking gas
have been in short supply in government-held
areas for years, and motorists have grown used
to long queues to fill up.

Syria used to produce almost 400,000
barrels of crude per day before the war. But
ten years of conflict have ravaged production
and seen US-backed Kurdish- led forces
seize control  of  the country’s  largest  oi l
fields. The oil sector’s losses are estimated at
$91.5 billion.  —AFP



KUWAIT: The rally in oil prices continued during ear-
ly March-2021 with prices touching 14-month  high
and briefly trading above the $70/b mark in the spot
market for the first time since January-2020. An attack
on Saudi oil facilities during the last week also led to a
spike in global crude prices. However, prices receded
soon after skeptics set in highlighting an overbought
market that resulted in higher volatility. A strong USD
also affected oil prices as import bills soared for
importers led by the impact of higher oil prices,
stronger USD as well as increasing demand for crude
as COVID-19 restrictions eased in several countries. 

Price gains during early March-2021 came mainly
on the back of expectations of higher demand in the
near term as COVID-19 vaccinations picked up across
the globe and gets reflected in economic growth esti-
mates for the year. The rally was also supported by
OPEC’s surprise decision to keep production cuts
unchanged for another month. Favorable demand out-
look was also reflected in higher demand for end
products in the US, including that of gasoline, that
resulted in a higher-than-expected decline in refined
product inventories, although crude oil inventories
increased during the week. The approval of the $1.9
trillion financial package for the US economy also
added to the optimism around oil demand. 

In addition, road transportation demand is also
expected to see an increase in the coming months
after a snowy February-2021 that limited travel plans.
Demand trends also remained robust in China reaching
pre-COVID levels with YTD-Feb-2021 demand for
Diesel up 10 percent from the first two months of 2019
and motor fuel demand up 3.2 percent during the same
period, as per Bloomberg. On the other hand, record
high domestic fuel prices in India affected demand that
declined by 4.9 percent m-o-m for the second consec-
utive month during February-2021 and reached the
lowest level since September-2020. 

On the supply front, crude prices got support from
Saudi Arabia’s pledge for voluntary cuts in production.
OPEC crude production declined by almost 1 mb/d
during February-2021 mainly on the back of a steep
monthly decline in production by Saudi Arabia further
supported by decline in production by Angola and
Equatorial Guinea, while most of the other producers
reported marginal monthly increase in production. On
the other hand, oil production is set to see a growth in
the US, especially from shale producers, as a response
to the higher oil prices. In its Short Term Energy
Outlook, the US EIA raised its forecasted production

for this year and for 2022. The agency expects 2021
production to reach 11.15 mb/d as compared to its
previous forecast of 11.02 mb/d, while 2022 produc-
tion is expected to increase to 12.02 mb/d as com-
pared to last month’s forecast of 11.53 mb/d. OPEC, in
its monthly report, also raised its estimates for non-
OPEC crude production by 0.47 mb/d for 2021 mainly
led by higher supply from Canada, the US, Norway
and Brazil. 

Oil prices 
Oil market started March-2021 on a weak note

with consistent declines in crude prices since the last
week of February-2021 after witnessing one of the
longest running positive streaks in recent months.
However, a surprise stance by OPEC+ to keep the
production cuts unchanged supported prices. This
was further supported by the attack on Saudi oil
facilities that although did not affect supplies, but
threatened one of biggest oil terminals, sending oil
briefly above the $70/b mark. This was followed by
mixed news of higher crude inventories in the US and
a steep drawdown in end product inventories. The US
EIA reported the third consecutive week of crude
inventory build for the week ended 5-Mar-2021 with
a cumulative build of 36.6 million barrels. The higher

inventories reflected a production rate increase in the
US by 300 tb/d during the last  week of Feb-2021
and 900 tb/d during the week ended 5-Mar-2021 to
reach 10.9 mb/d. Rig count data from Baker Hughes
showed that the number of oil rigs in the US stayed
above the 300 mark after seeing declines for 2 weeks
over the last 16 weeks. Nevertheless, prices continue
to stay elevated vs. 2H-2020 levels with an increase
of more than 33 percent since the start of 2021
reflecting production discipline from the OPEC+
producers and shale producers in the US on the sup-
ply side as well as the vaccine led optimism for

growth in demand in the near term. The optimism was
also reflected in oil price forecast from the EIA that
now expects Brent spot prices to average at
$60.67/b in 2021 as compared to last month’s fore-
cast of $53.20/b. 

For the next year, the agency expects average Brent
crude price to decline slightly to $58.51/b but higher
as compared to its previous forecast of $55.19/b.
Meanwhile, crude oil prices witnessed gains across
grades during February-2021. OPEC reference basket
increased by 12.3 percent m-o-m during February-
2021 and averaged at $61.05/b during the month, the
highest since January-2020. 

Kuwait crude grade also witnessed a similar growth
of 11.8 percent to average at $61.31/b whereas Brent
crude grade witnessed a bigger increase of 13.7 per-
cent to average at $62.23/b during February-2021. 

World oil demand 
World oil demand estimates for 2020 was raised

higher by 0.03 mb/d by the OPEC in its latest monthly
report. Demand last year is estimated to have averaged
at 90.4 mb/d with a contraction of 9.6 mb/d. The
upward revision mainly reflected better-than-expect-
ed demand data for OECD Europe and Asia Pacific
during 2H-2020 as the decline in demand form trans-

portation and the industrial fuels segments was less
than expected that was largely offset by lower-than-
expected data from weaker-than-expected trans-
portation trend in OECD Americas. For the non-OECD
region, demand was revised upwards by 0.1 mb/d led
by better-than-expected demand across the region
and particularly in the Middle East and in terms of
product category, industry fuel witnessed higher-
than-expected demand. For 2021, oil demand forecast
was raised by 0.22 mb/d and is now expected to aver-
age at 96.27 mb/d with an increase of 5.89 mb/d as
compared to last year. The revision came after 1H-21
demand data was adjusted lower on the back of
extended restrictions in many parts of Europe aimed
at controlling the spread of COVID-19. This was more
than offset by higher demand forecast for 2H-2021 led
by stronger economic recovery backed by favorable
impact of vaccinations. 

World oil supply 
World liquids production showed a steep decline

during February-2021 after showing consistent growth
for the previous four months. Total production wit-
nessed a monthly decline of 1.31 mb/d to reach an
average of 92.28 mb/d. The decline reflected a fall in
production by both OPEC and non-OPEC producers.
OPEC producers lowered output by 0.65 mb/d,
according to OPEC secondary sources during
February-2021 mainly led by a steep decline in pro-
duction by Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, non-
OPEC producers also lowered production during the
month by 0.67 mb/d to an average of 67.43 mb/d led
by a fall in US production by 0.6 mb/d led by the
freezing temperatures in the region. The steeper
decline in production by OPEC producers resulted in a
0.3 percent decline in the group’s market share to 26.9
percent. 

OPEC oil production & spare capacity 
OPEC crude oil production witnessed a steep

decline during February-2021 mainly led by the volun-
tary cuts undertaken by Saudi Arabia. Monthly pro-
duction rate reached 24.87 mb/d for the group, a four
month low, with a m-o-m decline of 0.92 mb/d,
according to data from Bloomberg. OPEC’s secondary
sources showed a similar production level of 24.85
mb/d but a much smaller monthly decline of 0.65
mb/d. During the month, Saudi Arabia lowered pro-
duction by almost 1 mb/d to 8.15 mb/d, the lowest
production rate since June-2020. 

The higher production in Nigeria at an average of
1.5 mb/d was led by the lifting of the month-long force
majeure by ExxonMobil on the Qua Iboe export ter-
minal. Meanwhile, Libya gradually raised production to
1.2 mb/d by February-2021 and expects to keep pro-
duction steady led by the formation of the new unity
government. 
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KAMCO Oil Market Monthly Report 

Oil price eases after touching $70 
led by higher supply, stronger dollar 

Vaccination pickup across globe gets reflected in growth estimates 

KFH inks agreement
with Mustashar
Albenaa Co
KUWAIT: Kuwait Finance House (KFH) has signed a
partnership agreement with Mustashar Albenaa Co, as
part of its ongoing endeavor to meet needs and aspi-
rations of customers while supporting Kuwait’s devel-
opment plans and real estate development projects in
the country.  

The agreement that was signed at KFH’s headquar-
ters in the presence of Senior Manager Media and
Government Relations at KFH, Mohammed Al-Faris,
and AbdulRahman Al-Zamel and Abdullah Al-Hamad
from Mustashar Albenaa Co, aims to provide interest-
ed customers with advisory services on the building
and construction market, in particular in the new resi-
dential cities.

The agreement supports the “Financing your house
in Al-Mutlaa from KFH” campaign KFH launched a few
months earlier for construction materials and works for
citizens holding residential plots in Al-Mutlaa
Residential City and other areas. The campaign pro-
vides all customers’ needs to build a lifetime home in
Al-Mutlaa city and “South Abdullah Al-Mubarak” and
all private housing plots, starting from the preliminary
design stage until delivery. 

KFH’s campaign offers variety of financing solu-

tions compatible with Islamic Sharia and in coopera-
tion with a group of the best and largest companies
specialized in the field of construction and real estate
development. In the interests of customers comfort,
the first installment payment will be due 12 months
after the contract, with a maximum financing limit of
KD 70,000 and the credit period being up to 15 years
with the possibility of delaying the installments and re-
arranging the debt in the future.

Meanwhile, Mustashar Albenaa Co praised the
cooperation with KFH and the vital role the bank plays
as a leading Islamic financial institution, in supporting
Kuwait’s development plans through its ongoing pur-
suit to provide unique solutions and developed prod-
ucts and services that meet the needs of customers in
the construction and building market. 

It also indicated that the agreement reflected KFH’s
endeavor to keep pace with all new developments in
the buildings construction market and serve primarily
customers as well as meet their needs and aspirations
to the fullest.  In an effort to create additional value for
customers, KFH hosted AbdulRahman Al-Zamel and
Abdullah Al-Hamad from Mustashar Albenaa Co on its
social media channels, to deliver online seminars via
Instagram Live, including information on the common
mistakes in construction and advisory on most impor-
tant steps that must be taken before building a house
for life, particularly in the new residential cities.
Attracting great interaction from audience, the semi-
nars covered several topics related to building, finish-
ing, methods and steps for obtaining licenses and fol-
lowing up on implementation, means and conditions of
contracting as well as cooperation with contractors.

Al-Zamel (right), Al-Faris and Al-Hamad (left)

Toys ‘R’ Us sold 
again to firm 
expansion
NEW YORK: Iconic American toy store Toys “R” Us is
changing hands once again, this time going to an invest-
ment firm that promises to expand the chain that once
dominated the market. Leading brand acquisition and
management company WHP Global announced on
Monday it had taken control of the troubled business
known for its Geoffrey the Giraffe mascot and back-
wards “R” in the name. The deal comes two years after
the retailer along with the Babies “R” Us toy and cloth-
ing store was acquired in a liquidation sale by Tru Kids
Inc, which New York-based WHP said it had taken a
controling interest in. “Our investment in Toys ‘R’ Us
reflects our belief and passion for the brand,” WHP
Chairman and CEO Yehuda Shmidman said. “This is a
natural fit for WHP, as we can leverage our global net-
work and digital platform to help grow Toys ‘R’ Us and
Babies ‘R’ Us around the world.”  He noted that the cate-
gory is up 16 percent and “consumer demand for toys is
at an all-time high.”

In an interview with CNBC, he said he wanted to
reopen Toys “R” Us stores in the United States, ideally
by the next holiday season. Shmidman is familiar with the
brand as he has served as vice president of Tru Brands
since 2019. His company also manages the clothing
brands Anne Klein and Joseph Abboud. Tru Brands had
tried to reopen Toys “R” Us stores but was thwarted by
low mall traffic and shutdowns caused by the COVID-19
pandemic. Toys “R” Us and Babies “R” Us generate over
$2 billion in global retail sales annually through nearly
900 branded stores and ecommerce sites in over 25
countries across North America, Europe, Asia, Africa
and Australia, the statement said. — AFP

ATLANTA: In this file photo taken on October 25, 2019
shows general view at Toys”R”Us Adventure Atlanta
Opening in Atlanta, Georgia.  — AFP.

Canadian telecoms 
giant Rogers buys 
up rival Shaw 
MONTREAL: Canadian telecoms giant
Rogers said Monday it had reached an ami-
cable agreement to buy rival Shaw in a deal
valued at Can$26 billion ($21 billion), creat-
ing a new heavyweight rival for Bell and
Telus. The announcement of the merger
raised concerns about the future of competi-
tion in the Canadian telecoms sector, where a
very small number of players share a very
lucrative market.

Internet and mobile telephone services in
Canada are among the most expensive in the
industrialized world, according to the OECD,
in part because of the size of the country, the
largest in the world after Russia. Toronto-
based Rogers, the third largest player in the
sector in Canada by turnover, is number one
for the number of mobile telephone sub-
scribers, leading its main competitors, the Bell
and Telus groups.

Minister of Innovation Francois-Philippe
Champagne responded by noting that
“greater affordability, competition and inno-
vation in the Canadian telecommunications
sector are as important to us as a govern-
ment as they are to Canadians concerned
about their cell phone bills.”

“These goals will be front and center in
analyzing the implications of today’s news,” he
added. “We won’t presuppose the outcome of
these processes.” In addition to his ministry,
the regulator of the sector in Canada, the
CRTC, as well as the Competition Bureau, will
scrutinize the proposed merger. 

“Should the Bureau determine that the pro-
posed transaction is likely to substantially
lessen or prevent competition, we will not hes-
itate to take appropriate action,” the
Competition Bureau said in a statement.
Rogers Communications will pay Can$40.50
in cash per share to its competitor, for a total
of Can$20 billion. 

That is 70 percent higher than the recent
share price, Rogers said in a joint statement
with its rival.

Rogers said it will also take on its rival’s
debt of Can$6 billion, bringing the total deal
to around Can$26 billion. — AFP
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KUWAIT: Toyota has combined its lead-
ership in HEV development and exten-
sive experience in the SUV arena with its
legendary Quality, Durability, and
Reliability (QDR) to create the all-new
Toyota Corolla Cross HEV. The innova-
tive vehicle builds on a legacy of more
than 23 years at the forefront of eco-
friendly technology, over 16-million satis-
fied HEV customers, and the most exten-
sive HEV line-up in the region. 

Building on the incredible legacy of
its best-selling vehicle, Mohamed Naser
Al-Sayer & Toyota yesterday launched a
brand-new addition to the Corolla family.
Designed to move occupants in comfort
and style, the all-new Corolla Cross
delivers outstanding performance and a
smooth ride for drivers and passengers
alike that makes it the ideal choice for
those seeking adventure, doing busi-
ness, or simply spending time with
friends or loved ones.

In view of the current circumstances
and in adherence to Ministry guidelines,
Al-Sayer held a digital premier of event
in Toyota Kuwait Youtube for valued
partners of Toyota as well as distin-
guished members of the press and
media. The event was presented by
Scott McNicol General Manager Toyota
Retail and Bader Faisal Al-Sayer Toyota
Marketing Manager representing
Mohamed Naser Al-Sayer. 

Since its launch in Japan in 1966, the
Corolla series has achieved a cumula-
tive total of over 48 million sales in more

than 150 countries and regions around
the world. The model has continued to
evolve in line with the needs of the times;
this latest version caters to the strong
demand for SUVs in the region, enabling
customers to select the vehicle that best
suits their diverse lifestyles.

According to Scott McNicol “As we
know, the automotive industry is witness-
ing a profound transformation. During
the past few years Toyota has been
making significant progress in the fields
of Connected, Autonomous, Shared and
Electrification. With the launch of all new
Corolla Cross, World’s best-selling and
favorite vehicle since 1966 - Corolla is
evolving”.

The all-new Corolla Cross has been
designed as a new type of SUV that
combines a tough urban-style exterior
with a comfortable and convenient interi-
or to exceed customer expectations.
The TNGA platform (GA-C) has enabled

the Corolla Cross to achieve high-quality
performance, a comfortable ride, and
outstanding quietness. In addition to its
exceptional comfort, the Corolla Cross
provides a spacious cabin, effortless
entry and exit, class-leading luggage
space suitable for all scenarios, and
tried and tested safety equipment inher-
ited from the Corolla series. 

“We started our Hybrid journey with
the Prius in 2016. We tested this car then
tested it again to make sure the technol-
ogy was suitable for our customers in
Kuwait. We then grew the range by

adding a RAV4 Hybrid then a Camry
Hybrid followed by a Corolla sedan
Hybrid. Last year we introduced the all-
new Highlander SUV and the C-HR
cross-over”, added Bader Faisal Al-
Sayer. 

Daizo Kameyama, Chief Engineer in
charge of development, commented on
the unveiling of the new model: “Now
that the Corolla Cross has newly joined
the Corolla family, we sincerely hope
that our customers will warmly welcome
the vehicle to become part of their fami-
lies; just like their partners, siblings or
even friends. We wish that the Corolla
Cross could assist customers in creating
a new story by loading on their vehicle
the people who are important to them,
their luggage, and their dreams for the
future.”

Kei Fujita, Chief Representative,
Middle East and Central Asia
Representative Office, Toyota Motor
Corporation, commented: “We are very
happy to bring the all-new Corolla Cross
to our customers in the Middle East,
which offers a spacious and comfortable
ride that turns both daily commutes or
weekend leisure journeys into a fun driv-
ing experience. As a versatile and stylish
crossover vehicle, this latest addition to
our HEV range will help to further
increase the appeal of eco-friendly vehi-
cles in the region and contribute to our
long-term goals for the promotion of sus-
tainable mobility. I would like to thank all
of our customers around the world for
taking the Toyota Corolla to their hearts
and continuously inspiring us on our
journey to make ever-better cars.”

The all-new Corolla Cross immediate-
ly captures the attention with its blend of
SUV toughness and urban refinement.
The vehicle’s bold yet sophisticated
style and unmistakable presence are
guaranteed to turn heads. Its elevated
height and wide stance are emphasized
by a front grille that gets wider towards
the bottom, producing a sense of
strength and stability. Another striking
feature is the LED headlamps, which
incorporate a curtain-effect - a first for
Toyota. 

The design of the fender and front
bumper create a fun-to-drive impression,
while the powerful wheel arches house
newly developed 17” alloy wheels that
add to the vehicle’s dynamic appear-
ance. The aerodynamic cabin sits on top
of the wide, muscular rear fenders and is
sleek and stylish, while also offering a
sense of spacious utility. 

The 2021 Corolla Cross’s distinctive
look and feel is completed by its com-
fortable interior, which displays excep-
tional quality and finishing throughout.
The cabin is accentuated with an exten-
sive range of features such as an auto-

matic air conditioning system with
Smart-flow (S-FLOW) control, which
achieves greater comfort and enhanced
fuel efficiency by providing air condition-
ing to occupied seats only. Passengers
also benefit from AC vents for the rear
seat, a one-touch moonroof, a 7-inch
color Multi-Information Display (MID) in
the cluster gauge, 8-inch multimedia dis-
play integrated with Apple CarPlay and
Android AutoTM, six-speaker audio sys-
tem, 60:40 split-folding rear seats, and
smart entry and start systems.

The vehicle’s thrilling drive personali-
ty is brought to life by a new electrified
hybrid system that combines two power
sources. Its 1.8-liter Atkinson-cycle
petrol engine produces 97 hp and a
peak torque of 142 Nm, working in tan-
dem with two electric motors that gen-

erate 71 hp and 163 Nm of torque, with
a combined power of 121 hp. The sys-
tem is mated to an Electrically
Controlled Continuously Variable
Transmission (E-CVT) that contributes
to an outstanding fuel consumption val-
ue of 23.7km/L. Drivers can also
choose between ECO, Power, and
Normal driving modes to suit their driv-
ing styles. In addition, a separately-
switchable EV Mode can be combined
with any of these three driving modes,
for a silent and emission-free driving at
low speeds and for short distances. 

The all-new model offers exceptional
cabin quietness and smooth accelera-
tion, especially when accelerating from a
stand-still. The vehicle can be driven
entirely on electrical power with zero-fuel
consumption and tailpipe emissions, or
by combining the power generated from
the petrol engine and two electric
motors, depending on its speed and
driver behavior. The hybrid-electric bat-
teries are continuously charged by the
petrol engine or when decelerating and
braking, eliminating the need to plug in a
power cord. The HEV features a host of
advanced technologies, yet drives like
any conventional vehicle and does not
require special fuel.

The all-new Corolla Cross draws on
Toyota’s strong heritage of advanced
hybrid-electric technology. Electrification
of vehicles has been a cornerstone of

the company’s business since 1997.
Since then, Toyota has successfully
launched a variety of HEVs, leading the
way to a steady growth in the adoption
of its environmentally friendly vehicles
and pushing cumulative sales to over 16
million. Combined, this enormous sales
record represents a reduction of around
139 million tons of CO2 compared to the
sales of equivalent conventional vehicles
and underscores the tremendous sup-
port of Toyota’s customers for this eco-
friendly approach.

As with any other Toyota model,
safety remains a top priority for the all-
new Corolla Cross. The vehicle’s
advanced safety system is comple-
mented by Toyota Safety Sense, an
advanced safety technology package
that includes Pre-Coll ision System

(PCS), Dynamic Radar Cruise Control
(DRCC), Lane Departure Alert (LDA),
Lane Tracing Assist (LTA), and
Automatic High Beam (AHB). In addi-
tion, the car features a comprehensive
array of safety features to protect its
occupants such as seven SRS airbags
(including side-curtain airbags and dri-
ver’s knee airbag), Vehicle Stability
Control (VSC), Blind Spot Monitor
(BSM), Rear Cross Traffic Alert (RCTA),
and Tire Pressure Warning System
(TPWS), among many others.

A choice of seven exciting exterior
hues add to the all-new Corolla Cross’s
striking visual appeal, including Celestite
Gray Metallic, Super White 2, White
Pearl CS, Silver ME, Gray ME, Black MC,
and Red M.M. Meanwhile, the interior is
available in earthy Terra Rossa, with
optional leather or fabric materials. The
vehicle’s eye-catching exterior is accen-
tuated by 17-inch alloy wheels.

HIGHLIGHTS

• Available exclusively with a hybrid electric powertrain with class-leading fuel con-
sumption of 23.7 km/L

• Stylish exterior expresses a distinctive personality, while comfortable interior cre-
ates an enjoyable ride.

• Designed for an active lifestyle, the Corolla Cross offers an expansive luggage
capacity of 407 liters. 

• Wealth of advanced safety features including Toyota Safety Sense provide
greater peace of mind.

• Hybrid Engine 1800cc - 4 Cylinder - 97hp for engine and 72 hp for motor.
• Electrically Controlled Continuously Variable Transmission (ECVT) - FWD.
• ABS (Anti-lock brake system) - EBD (Electronic Brake Distribution) - (VSC)

Vehicle Stability Control.
• Hill Start Assist Control (HAC).
• Rear Sensors.
• Alloy Wheels 17-inch.
• Rear Spoiler.
• Sunroof.
• Fog Lamps.
• Auto Air-condition.
• Audio System with CD + 6 Speakers + USB + Bluetooth. 
• Power Foldable Outer Mirrors.
• Smart Entry + Start/Stop button.
• Cruise Control.
• Drive Mode Select (Eco, Power, EV).
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Experienced In: 
� Management of benign and malignant vocal cord lesions. 
� Vocal cord augmentation. 
� Diagnosis and treatment of spasmodic dysphonia. 
� Adenotonsillectomy using latest techniques. 
� Myringotomy and ventilation tube insertion. 
� Surgery for the deviated nasal septum. 
� Endoscopic sinus surgery. 
� Diagnosis and treatment of allergic rhinitis. 
 � Tympanoplasty. 
� Diagnosis and treatment of vertigo. 
� Thyroid surgery 
� Diagnosis and treatment of snoring.

Dr. Hamoud Abdullah Alarouj
ENT Consultant, Laryngologist

� Kuwait Board of Otolaryngology. 
� Laryngology Fellowship, McGill 

University- Canada. 
� Fellow of the European Board of 

Otolaryngology – Head & Neck surgery. 
� Member of the American Academy of 

Otolaryngology Head & Neck Surgery. 
� Member of the British Laryngological 

Association. 
� Member of the European Laryngological 

Society. 
� Member of the Canadian Society of 

Otolaryngology Head & Neck Surgery.

REQUIRED
Nurses for 
a beauty 

and aesthetic 
clinic in kuwait

u Medical nurses  
u Dental assistants and 

hygienists  
u Dental nurses 

kindly send us your cv at  
ahc.kwt13@gmail.com
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Employees of Rechapados Ferrer make chessboards in La Garriga near
Barcelona. — AFP 

An employee of Rechapados Ferrer looks at finished chessboards in La Garriga
near Barcelona.

An employee of Rechapados Ferrer makes chessboards in La Garriga near
Barcelona.

People walk on a new public art installation at Domino Park in Brooklyn on Monday in New
York City. — AFP 

A
t David Ferrer’s factory, workers
are busy cutting, trimming and
stitching together fine sheets of

wood to make chessboards to meet a
surge in orders in the wake of the run-
away success of the Netflix series,
“The Queen’s Gambit”.  Rechapados
Ferrer, a small family-run business, is
struggling to keep up with demand
since its boards appeared in the
award-winning miniseries about an
orphaned chess prodigy. “We have
never experienced such a strong boom
in demand for chessboards,” says
David Ferrer, 30, who runs
Rechapados Ferrer in La Garriga, the
industrial belt that surrounds
Barcelona.

The company usually makes around
20,000 chessboards annually, but has
already received orders for more than
40,000 so far this year, thanks both to
the Netflix series and renewed interest
in board games during lockdown.  “And
there are still many months left until the

end of the year,” he told AFP.
Rechapados Ferrer, which has just 14
employees, was founded in the 1950s to
supply veneer-or slender pieces of
wood-for furniture, but a decade later it
also expanded into making chess-
boards. “If my parents could only see
this,” smiles Joan Ferrer, David’s father
and the son of the firm’s founder.
Although retired, he often visits the fac-
tory and can still remember how his par-
ents made the first chessboards in “a
small room, stitching and trimming the
strips of wood”.

‘Demand is crazy’ 
They initially only worked with a near-

by maker of chess pieces, but eventual-
ly expanded to sell their products
across Spain and then the world.
Today, 98 percent of their chessboards
are exported, some of which are used in
tournaments, so they were not surprised
when they learned their products had
been used in “The Queen’s Gambit”.

Miquel Berbel, who heads the compa-
ny’s chessboard division, spotted one of
their sets in the final episode of the
show. 

In the nail-biting finale, chess prodigy
Beth Harmon goes to Moscow to take
on Russian world champion Vasily
Borgov in a match played on an elegant
black-framed board with a decorative
red-and-yellow border.  “There are very
particular boards that only we make and
that board was 100 percent one of
ours,” said Berbel. The board was cus-
tom-made for the company’s first inter-
national customer, a board games dis-
tributor in Berlin where the series was
partially filmed.

When Ferrer heard about it, he was
excited, but it wasn’t the first time that
their boards had featured in films or TV
series.  “I was excited... but I didn’t
expect this sort of response at all,” he
said.  “Demand is crazy. We’re getting a
huge amount of emails and we can’t
answer them all.”

‘Seek perfection’ 
Orders began to increase early last

year when the pandemic first hit and the
lockdowns began, but they really took
off after “The Queen’s Gambit” pre-
miered in October 2020, prompting the
firm to hire three new workers. “To meet
demand, we ought to be doubling or
tripling the workforce. And we don’t
want to go down that route because we

don’t know how long it’s going to last,”
says Ferrer. Making chessboards is a
slow process. A worker first selects
high-quality wood that is trimmed into
long thin sheets of light and dark colors.

With the help of a machine, another
craftsman sews the sheets tightly
together with a sticky thread, checking
constantly to make sure there is not the
slightest gap between them. The board
is then varnished before being pack-
aged. “We check the finishings a lot, we
try to seek perfection,” says Oscar
Martinez, a 40-year-old craftsman. Even
if he wanted to, Ferrer says it would be
hard to find more workers to help given
the shortage of skilled craftsmen, whose
training lasts “four or five years”.  “We
want to grow naturally. It is very skilled
work and everything takes time,” he
says.  “It’s real craftsmanship.”— AFP 

A picture shows chessboards made by
Rechapados Ferrer in La Garriga near
Barcelona.

Yaphet Kotto,
first Black Bond 
villain and ‘Alien’
actor, dies at 81

A
ctor Yaphet Kotto, who rose to
fame in the 1970s fighting James
Bond in “Live and Let Die” and an

extraterrestrial stowaway in “Alien”, has
died, his agent told AFP. He was 81.  In
a statement Monday on Facebook, wife
Sinahon Thessa described her late hus-
band as a “legend”. “You played a vil-
lain on some of your movies but for me
you’re a real hero and to a lot of people
also,” she said.  Agent Ryan Goldhar
confirmed his passing in an email to
AFP. He did not share the cause of
death. “I am still processing his pass-
ing, and I know he will be missed,” he
said.

Born in New York to a Cameroonian
immigrant father and a US Army nurse,
Kotto’s debut as a professional actor
was in an all-Black stage performance
of Shakespeare’s “Othello” in Harlem in
1960. Kotto drew plaudits for roles as
the first Black Bond villain-dictator Dr.
Kananga-in 1973’s “Live and Let Die”,
and an Emmy nomination for playing
real-life Ugandan strongman Idi Amin in
the TV movie “Raid on Entebbe”. He
then took on a villainous xenomorph as
ship engineer Dennis Parker in Ridley
Scott’s claustrophobic sci-fi horror film
“Alien” in 1979, and fought alongside
Arnold Schwarzenegger in 1987’s
dystopian thriller “Running Man”. 

At the height of his fame, he turned
down the role of Captain Picard in “Star
Trek: The Next Generation”-a decision
he later said he regretted. Kotto’s later
years saw him play Lieutenant Al
Giardello in the gritty TV police proce-
dural “Homicide: Life on the Street”. He
returned to the “Alien” franchise in 2014,
voicing his character Parker in the sur-
vival horror video game “Alien:
Isolation”. Married three times and
father to six children, Kotto claimed to
be related to Queen Elizabeth II-naming
his 1997 biography “The Royalty” as a
tribute to his royal pedigree. — AFP  

Online sales
save art market
A

surprisingly rapid shift online
helped cushion the art market from
the worst ravages of the coron-

avirus pandemic although sales still fell by
a fifth last year, an Artprice report said
Monday.  Artprice, the France-based
leader in art market data, said the digital
transformation of auctions amounted to a
“revolution” in the way fine art is sold after
lockdowns forced change on a slow-mov-
ing industry.  “It’s been a spectacular shift
that has gone beyond expectations and
despite the reluctance of certain auction
houses,” said its president Thierry
Ehrmann. Digitization has opened up
auctions to a huge new customer base,
particularly 30- and 40-year-olds, who
rarely dabbled in the market previously. 

They are mostly after contemporary
art, Ehrmann told AFP, which accounts for
some 16 percent of sales. Online also
means more global, with auction houses
in Belgium or Sweden now able to easily
tap clients in Singapore or Indonesia.
“The market was 30 years behind the
times. It has made up the gap in just one
year, when even the most optimistic pro-
jections had predicted it would take until
2025,” said Ehrmann

Chinese growth 
China’s success in containing the

COVID-19 outbreak propelled it back to
the top of the sales charts, dominating the
market with 39 percent of global fine art
sales by value. The United States, which
topped the chart for the previous four
years, was on 27 percent, with Britain in
third on 16 percent. That speaks not just
to wealthy Chinese collectors, but a
booming domestic art scene-a previous
Artprice report from late 2020 showed
that 395 of the top 1,000 highest-selling
artists are Chinese, compared with just
165 for the US. Despite Hong Kong com-
ing under stricter Chinese control in
recent months, it has remained a major
base for global art sales, with Sotheby’s
doing a quarter of its business there,
Artprice said. 

Meanwhile, sales in Europe dropped
precipitously, with Britain, France and
Italy all down by around a third. The
exception was Germany, relatively
untouched in the first wave of the pan-
demic, where sales were up 11 percent
for the year. As for individual sales, the
highest price was a Francis Bacon trip-
tych sold by Sotheby’s for $84.5 million,
while graffiti artist Banksy sold the most
works-nearly 900.  Tastes tended
towards contemporary figurative paint-
ings, Artprice added, especially from
Africans such as Ghana’s Amoako Boafo.
In the gloom of the pandemic, “the top-
level market remains keen on lively, joy-
ous and audacious figurative paintings”
from artists such as Roy Lichtenstein,
David Hockney and French-Chinese
painter San Yu. — AFP 

Actor Yaphet Kotto 

“N
FT” is quickly becoming the
acronym of 2021, offering a
new way to sell digital art

online, and music stars including Kings
of Leon and Grimes have been quick to
jump on the bandwagon. For many, it
remains a baffling concept, but a NFT
(“non-fungible token”-pronounced
“nifty”) essentially offers collectors proof
that they “own” a digital artwork by log-
ging that ownership on the blockchain,
the online database that underpins
cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin.  In no
time, it has taken the art world by storm.
Just last week, a collage by digital artist
Beeple was sold at auction for $69.3
million, reportedly the third highest-ever
sale for a living artist in any medium.

Many see an opportunity to monetize
digital art of all kinds, offering wealthy
collectors the bragging rights to ultimate
ownership, even if the work can be end-
lessly copied. For investors, it’s also a
new commodity to be traded. In the
music world-an industry which has seen
its value shredded by digitization over
the past 20 years-NFTs offer hope of a
valuable new revenue stream. Earlier
this month, US rockers Kings of Leon
raised more than $2 million by auction-
ing off NFT versions of their new album
“When you see yourself”, according to
Rolling Stone magazine, of which a
quarter went to a solidarity fund for live
event workers. Their NFTs offered more
than just the abstract notion of owning
something rare. They came with tangi-
ble benefits: access to photos by band
member Matthew Followill, collector’s
editions of the vinyl, and at the top end,
a lifetime “golden ticket” to front-row
seats at their live shows. 

Gold rush 
Josh Katz, CEO of YellowHeart, the

NFT auction platform used by Kings of

Leon, claimed it was “ushering in the
new music era”. “Through the use of
NFTs and blockchain technology, we’ll
begin to see the industry start to move
toward a more decentralized model that
fosters symbiotic relationships between
music lovers and artists,” he told AFP.
“Artists will monetize their content again
and fans will have transparency when
buying both content and concert tick-
ets.”  Several stars are already tapping
the opportunity. Mike Shinoda, of US
rap-metal group Linkin Park, recently
sold an NFT version of a single which
came with an animated visual created
by artist Cain Caser. 

Canadian singer Grimes, who has
always had a strongly visual component
to match the futuristic, dystopian vibes
of her music, recently sold an audiovisu-
al collection as NFTs for some $6 mil-
lion.  Not everyone is entirely convinced,
however.  “If this technology is put to
the service of artists, that’s great. But if
we aren’t very careful, they risk being
stripped of their copyright,” said Emily
Gonneau, French author of a book on
music in the digital age.  “Anyone can
sample anything off the internet and
claim to be the creator of an NFT... Then
we’re on a gold rush where anything is
possible,” she said.—AFP

T
he mayors of Venice and Florence,
Italy’s world-famous cradles of art
and history, published plans

Monday to help them rebuild after the
coronavirus crisis on a “new model” of
tourism. They want more police to
ensure safety and more funds for public
transport, but also better regulation for
guides and for short-term accommoda-
tion rentals, which they said provide
“unfair competition”. The two cities
urged the government to give them more
powers to regulate the tourist industry
when travellers eventually return.

Even as most of Italy entered a new
lockdown Monday, Mayor of Florence
Dario Nardella spoke of the need to look

ahead to “a new model of tourism also
linked to enhancing, promoting and pro-
tecting cities of art”. Their ideas could
be adopted by other parts of Italy, he
said, adding: “As soon as the borders
reopen after the coronavirus emer-
gency, the country must be ready.”
Venice Mayor Luigi Brugnaro empha-
sized that as “ambassadors of Italy in
the world”, their two cities must lead the
way. Before the pandemic, the centers
of both Venice and Florence were
swamped by tourists-so much so that
Venice moved to introduce a tourist tax
to limit numbers.—AFP

This undated handout image shows a digital art
collage by Beeple, for sale in New York. — AFP 
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In this file photo US director David Fincher pos-
es as he arrives at the Italian premiere of the
film “The Girl with the Dragoon Tattoo” direct-
ed by David Fincher in Rome. 

Danish film director Thomas Vinterberg speaks to the press after being nominated for an Oscar
award as best director for ‘Another Round’ in Copenhagen, Denmark .— AFP photos

“M
ank,” David Fincher’s black-
and-white ode to “Citizen
Kane,” comfortably led this

year’s Oscars nominations Monday with
10 nods including for best picture and
best director, as female filmmakers and
streamers smashed Academy records.
The Netflix reimagining of Hollywood’s
Golden Age was far ahead of the com-
petition following the announcement,
which saw six films receive six nomina-
tions apiece including US road movie

“Nomadland” and anti-Vietnam War
courtroom drama “The Trial of the
Chicago 7.”

In a year that saw a record 70 women
nominated, there were directing nods for
Chloe Zhao (“Nomadland”) and Emerald
Fennell (“Promising Young Woman”) —
the first year the Academy of Motion
Picture Arts and Sciences has ever
selected multiple women in the catego-
ry. The nominations narrow the field to
the final hopefuls for April 25, the latest-
ever date for Hollywood’s award season-
capping spectacle which has been
transformed and delayed by the COVID-
19 pandemic. Zhao is the first woman of

color ever nominated as director, while
Aaron Sorkin (“Chicago 7”) had to settle
for a screenplay nomination after miss-
ing out to the likes of Fincher and Danish
director Thomas Vinterberg (“Another
Round.”) 

The Academy awarded a historically
diverse field, including six nods to civil
rights drama “Judas and the Black
Messiah” featuring Daniel Kaluuya and
LaKeith Stanfield, and a first Asian-
American best actor nod for Steven

Yuen in Korean-American immigrant dra-
ma “Minari.” The other films tied in sec-
ond with six nominations were Amazon’s
“Sound of Metal,” about a rock drummer
who loses his hearing, and harrowing
dementia chronicle “The Father”-which
saw former winner Anthony Hopkins bag
a sixth career acting nod. Ahead of the
nominations announcement, Academy
president David Rubin confirmed this
year’s Oscars would be broadcast from
Los Angeles’ cavernous Union Station as
well as its traditional Dolby Theatre
home in Hollywood. Celebrity couple
Priyanka Chopra Jonas and Nick Jonas
then read out the nominees in a live-

stream from London.

‘Used to streaming’ 
No streaming film has ever won the

Academy’s most prestigious prize-best
picture. But with most US movie theaters
closed all year due to COVID, several
big-screen studio blockbusters skipped
their 2020 releases entirely, leaving an
eclectic field of hopefuls that favored the
likes of Netflix and Amazon Prime. Netflix
dominated the nominations Monday,
earning 35 stabs at glory, smashing its
own record of 24 set last year. It earned
multiple nods with 1920s blues drama
“Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom,” which saw
Chadwick Boseman land a rare posthu-
mous best actor nomination following his
death from cancer last August.

Boseman missed out on a second,
supporting acting nod for Spike Lee’s
“Da 5 Bloods,” also from Netflix. Rival
Amazon Prime broke its own record with
12 nods, including three nominations for
another civil rights-themed movie, “One
Night in Miami,” and two for comedy
“Borat Subsequent Moviefilm.”
Appropriately, with Hollywood’s private
screening rooms and glitzy film cam-
paign events shuttered, even Oscar vot-
ers watched nearly all the 366 con-
tenders via the Academy’s own online
streaming platform.

“We are almost used to streaming
now,” said one member of the Academy,
which has traditionally championed the
big-screen experience. “It’s quite incred-
ible what can happen within a year.”
New streamers Disney+ and Apple
earned their first-ever Oscar nomina-
tions.  But for top prize, streamers will
still need to get past presumed best pic-
ture frontrunner “Nomadland,” which has
dominated early festival and award sea-
son prizes including the Golden Globes.
The intimate US road movie comes from

Searchlight-the arthouse distributor now
owned by Disney which has steered the
likes of “The Shape of Water” and
“Birdman” to recent Oscars glory. Its
director Zhao is the first woman to
receive four nominations in a single
year-also earning nods for editing,
screenplay and as a producer-and
Frances McDormand contends for best
actress.

‘Areas of fluidity’ 
“Contagion” director Steven

Soderbergh will produce this year’s
pandemic-struck Oscars, which relaxed
eligibility criteria to admit more stream-
ing titles and movies released in early
2021. While locations are now con-
firmed, precise details of the ceremony
will depend on local COVID restrictions
in Los Angeles, where movie theaters
are among indoor businesses set to
reopen at limited capacity this week
after a brutal winter COVID-19 spike.
Unlike last year, clear frontrunners are
yet to emerge in the acting categories,
with Variety film awards editor Clayton
Davis noting that there are many “areas
of fluidity.”

“Borat” co-star Maria Bakalova, who
was nominated Monday, has become “a
darling of this year’s quarantine cam-
paign trail,” he wrote. Viola Davis (“Ma
Rainey”) was also picked alongside
McDormand, Carey Mulligan for
“Promising Young Woman” and Andra
Day for “The United States vs Billie
Holiday.” Along with Boseman and
Hopkins, the lead actor category was
rounded out by Riz Ahmed (“Sound of
Metal”), Gary Oldman (“Mank”) and
Steven Yeun (“Minari.”)— AFP 

Five takeaways
from the Oscars
nominations

T
he Oscar nominations Monday
anointed “Mank” as this sea-
son’s leader, and saved multi-

ple nods for other widely tipped
frontrunners such as “Nomadland”
and “The Trial of the Chicago 7.” But
there were plenty of surprises and
records among the Academy’s
picks, from diversity landmarks to
the venue itself. Here are five take-
aways from the Academy Award
nominations announcement:

Who’s the lead? 
It is a debate that has plagued

movie sets since the Oscars began-
which A-lister is billed as the lead
actor, and which must swallow their
pride and settle for “supporting”?
Bizarrely, for “Judas and the Black
Messiah,” it would seem neither
actor is the star. Both Globe-winning
Daniel Kaluuya and LaKeith
Stanfield were nominated as best
supporting actor for their portrayals
of Black civil rights activist Fred
Hampton and FBI informant William
O’Neall. Unlike other ceremonies,
the Oscars place actors in the cate-
gory for which they receive the most
votes. “Only Oscar voters could
watch a film about two black men
and decide both must be support-
ing characters,” tweeted the
Telegraph’s film critic Robbie Collin.

#OscarsSoDiverse? 
Despite years of #OscarsSoWhite

criticism, Monday’s nominations saw
multiple diversity landmarks set.
Steven Yuen became the first Asian-
American nominated as best actor
for “Minari,” and will compete
against Riz Ahmed (“Sound of
Metal”) — the first Pakistani-origin
star nominated. Viola Davis became
the most nominated Black actress
ever, landing her fourth nod for “Ma
Rainey’s Black Bottom.” She will
compete against Andra Day in “The
United States vs Billie Holiday”-the
first time two Black women have fea-
tured in the category. In total, a
record nine actors of color were
nominated across the four acting
categories. But there were snubs for
“Ma Rainey” and “One Night in
Miami”-two acclaimed films featur-
ing all-Black casts and directors-in
the coveted Oscar for best picture
nominations. 

‘Live from Platform 8...’ 
Before the nominations even got

under way, Academy president
David Rubin dropped the news that
Oscars night will be split between
Hollywood’s Dolby Theatre-and a
train station. Details are still thin on
the ground, but the enormous Union
Station in downtown Los Angeles
will allow for plenty of social distanc-
ing among stars, seeming to indi-
cate a more “in-person” approach to
the prize giving compared with the
mainly virtual Golden Globes and
Emmys. The announcement came
just nine hours after the well-
received Grammys, which saw
many of the music industry’s top
names attend and perform at the
socially distanced gala in Los
Angeles.

36th time lucky 
Romanian cinema has a long

history of being snubbed by the
Academy. It had doggedly submit-
ted 35 previous movies for the
Oscars, without securing a single
nomination-until Monday. Shocking
corruption documentary
“Collective” not only ended the
Eastern European nation’s long
barren streak with a best interna-
tional film nod, but added a rare
second for best documentary.
Tunisia also landed its first ever
Oscars pick with “The Man Who
Sold His Skin,” at a relatively eco-
nomical seventh time of trying. Both
will have to see off presumed fron-
trunner “Another Round,” the
Danish dark comedy about drink-
ing that also earned Thomas
Vinterberg a directing nomination.

‘Promising Young Woman’ 
At the other end of the spectrum,

Oscars recognition came startlingly
fast for 35-year-old British director
Emerald Fennell. She became the
first woman ever nominated for
directing her debut film, with
“Promising Young Woman.” The
#MeToo thriller about a revenge-
seeker feigning drunkenness at bars
to prey on misogynist men ended
up with five nominations, also
including best picture.  “FUUUUUU-
UUUUUUUUUUUUUU....” wrote
Fennell following the announce-
ment-adding: “Never going to stop
crying.”— AFP 

T
he director of the first ever Tunisian
film to be tipped for an Oscar has
hailed the “historical” nomination

and urged the North African country’s
authorities to support homegrown cine-
ma. Kaouther Ben Hania’s film “The Man
Who Sold His Skin” was put forward for
best foreign language film ahead of the
April 25 Oscars ceremony in Hollywood.
“It’s a historic event, a first for Tunisia,”
said Ben Hania via phone from France.
“It’s a dream come true.” The film, starring
Italian actress Monica Bellucci alongside
Syrian Yahya Mahyani and Belgian Koen
De Bouw, tells the story of a Syrian
refugee who allows a tattoo artist to use
his back as a canvas in order to get to
Europe.

Ben Hania said she hoped the Oscar
nomination would lead to more support
for cinema and film-makers in Tunisia.
The French-Tunisian director, 43, was
born in the marginalized rural town of Sidi
Bouzid which in late 2010 was the site of
the events that sparked the Arab Spring
uprisings. She won plaudits at the Cannes
Film Festival in 2017 for her feature-length
film Beauty and the Dogs, the story of a
Tunisian woman who pushes for justice
after being raped.—AFP

B
orn in Beijing but long fascinated
by the US West, “Nomadland”
director Chloe Zhao has Hollywood

in the palm of her hand with a string of
prestigious award nominations and a
Marvel superhero film on the way. The
38-year-old indie filmmaker earned four
Oscar nods Monday, including best
director and best picture, for her intimate
road movie about semi-retired
Americans living off the grid in dilapidat-
ed vans. She is the first woman ever to
land four Oscar picks in a year, and the
first woman of color nominated for the
Academy’s best director statuette-barely
two weeks after she earned a historic
Golden Globe for the film.

“Thank you so much to my Academy
peers for recognizing this film that is very
close to my heart,” Zhao said in a state-
ment to US media Monday. Set on the
spectacular open road of unfamiliar and
sparsely populated states like South
Dakota and Nebraska, “Nomadland” is
just Zhao’s latest love letter to her adopt-
ed US homeland’s wide and wild spaces.
Zhao’s first film “Songs My Brothers
Taught Me,” about a teen dreaming of a
life beyond the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation, saw her spend months
immersed in the remote indigenous South
Dakota region.

She stumbled upon images of the
Lakota Indian homeland by chance while
at film school in New York, and hoped she
could “tell a story to make things better,”
according to a recent New York
Magazine interview. The film earned festi-
val prizes but Zhao’s breakthrough came
two years later with “The Rider,” another
quasi-Western filmed in Pine Ridge and
the nearby Badlands National Park, which
she would again return to in
“Nomadland.” Another common theme of
Zhao’s movies is casting non-actors to

play semi-fictionalized versions of them-
selves.

“The Rider” was conceived after a
cowboy Zhao met badly injured himself
but refused to quit the rodeo-Brady
Jandreau, who stars as “Brady
Blackburn.” For the first time in
“Nomadland” Zhao worked with a bona
fide acting superstar in Frances
McDormand, but still encouraged the
double-Oscar winner and producer to
draw on her own life to play “Fern.” “If this
means that more people... see someone
who is not living in a traditional home-who
is living an alternative lifestyle-and maybe
wave and say hi, it will make their day,”
Zhao told AFP after her Globes win. “The
recognition that we’re getting-the aware-
ness that is going to bring to the nomadic
community-I think is a great thing.”

‘Strong contender’ 
Born Zhao Ting to a wealthy Chinese

steel company executive, the director left
China as a teen to attend a British board-
ing school before finishing her education
in Los Angeles and New York. While

Zhao’s success was initially celebrated in
her birth country, with state media calling
her “the pride of China,” nationalists have
pounced on old media interviews in which
she appeared to criticize the nation. In
particular, a 2013 interview in which she
reportedly called China “a place where
there are lies everywhere” appears to
have placed the release of “Nomadland”
there in doubt, with some online users
calling her a “traitor.”

If the film itself sounds any political tone,
it is directed at the cruelties of unfettered
capitalism that has failed to provide any
safety net for elder Americans. Zhao told
New York Magazine that one speech deliv-
ered by a real-life nomad during the film is
“the most socialist speech I’ve ever heard-
and I’m from China.” She now lives in rural
California’s hippie-inflected Ojai with her
British cinematographer husband and two
dogs. While “Nomadland” is distributed by
Disney-owned arthouse label Searchlight,
Zhao’s next film is of the mega-blockbuster
variety more closely associated with
Hollywood’s biggest studio.

She directs “Eternals,” a gigantic
ensemble superhero film which is part of
the record-grossing Marvel series, star-
ring the likes of Angelina Jolie and Salma
Hayek. In February, it was also
announced that Zhao will be directing a
futuristic sci-fi Western version of
“Dracula” for rival powerhouse studio
Universal. How Zhao handles the
crossover from indie darling to Tinseltown
superstar remains to be seen, but for now
the focus is on “Nomadland” and its bid
for Oscars glory. “I think it’s fair to say she
has just had an incredible year,” one
Academy voter told AFP. “She’s definitely
a strong contender.”— AFP 

In this file photo US-Chinese director Chloe
Zhao poses during a photocall to present the
movie “Songs My Brothers Taught Me” during
the 41st Deauville US Film Festival.

In this file photo English actress Emerald
Fennell attends the BAFTA Los Angeles +
BBC America TV Tea Party at Beverly Hilton
Hotel in Los Angeles, California.

In this file photo Tunisian film director
Kaouther Ben Hania poses during a photo
session in Paris following the 26th
“Ceremonie des lumieres” cinema award
ceremony. — AFP 



LONDON: Anthony Joshua and Tyson Fury will
clash for the title of undisputed world heavyweight
champion after signing a two-fight deal, Joshua’s
promoter Eddie Hearn said on Monday. The loca-
tions and dates for the much-anticipated all-British
showdowns are yet to be announced.

Confirming the agreement, Hearn told ESPN:
“The hard part is always getting everybody to put
pen to paper. But this was a major effort from all
parties to get this over the line. You had rival pro-
moters, rival networks and rival fighters.”

Hearn said a venue for the fights, in which
Joshua’s WBA, IBF and WBO titles and Fury’s WBC
belt will be on the line, is set to be confirmed “within
the next month”. According to reports, Saudi
Arabia, where Joshua won a rematch against Andy
Ruiz Jr in December 2019, is the frontrunner. But
Hearn told ESPN he “already had approaches from
eight or nine sites” across the Middle East, Asia,
eastern Europe and America. “We’d like to get a site
deal confirmed in the next month,” he said.

Both Joshua, 31, and Fury, 32, are expected to
earn £100 million ($139 million) each, with the
purse split 50-50 for the first fight and 60-40 for
the rematch in favor of the defending champion.
Since avenging a shock defeat to Ruiz, Joshua has
defended his titles against Kubrat Pulev in London
in December.

Fury has not fought for more than a year since
defeating Deontay Wilder in February 2020 to claim
the WBC title. Joshua previously stated he hoped
the fight could take place as early as June. “(The
coronavirus pandemic) is getting close to things
being normal. We’re working on a date for around
June,” the former Olympic champion told Sky News.
“I’m ready. I’m really looking forward to competi-
tion — all I want to do is fight, fight, fight.”

Fury has consistently made jibes at Joshua’s

expense, claiming in January that he would knock
out his fellow Brit within two rounds. However, last
week the self-styled “Gypsy King” said he had
stopped training after becoming tired of waiting for
the fight to be agreed.

“I’m not training anymore,” Fury told ESPN. “I’m
taking some time away from the game at the
moment, because, like I said, I’ve been ready to fight
since I beat Deontay Wilder last year. I’ve had no
success in getting another fight.”

Four belts
All four belts will be contested in a heavy-

weight bout for the first time. The last undisputed
heavyweight champion was Britain’s Lennox
Lewis, from 1999 to 2000. A boxer is now

required to hold the WBO belt to be recognized
as undisputed champion.

Joshua has 24 wins and one defeat from 25
professional bouts. He lost his three world titles
in a stunning defeat to Ruiz Jr in June 2019. Fury
is unbeaten in his 31 professional fights. He was
controversially denied victory in a draw with
Wilder in 2018 before winning their rematch in
February 2020.

He beat Wladimir Klitschko in 2015 to win the
WBA, IBF and WBO belts before nearly three years
out of the sport, during which he battled depression,
drink and drug problems. Fury was cleared to fight
again in December 2017 by UK Anti-Doping after
accepting a backdated two-year ban for testing
positive for steroid nandrolone. — AFP
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Joshua and Fury sign two-fight
deal to unify heavyweight titles

Anthony Joshua (left) and Tyson Fury.

Platini gives
evidence in
corruption case
BERN: Former UEFA president Michel Platini spent
six hours in front of a Swiss prosecutor as a suspect
in a corruption case on Monday, before he testifies
as a witness today in a separate case against FIFA
president Gianni Infantino. 

The 65-year-old was questioned in Bern by
prosecutor Thomas Hildbrand, who is suing him
over the corruption case that shattered his dream of
taking over world football’s governing body FIFA
after the fall of Sepp Blatter.  

The accusation against Platini revolves around a
payment of two million Swiss francs ($2.2 million)
from FIFA authorized by Blatter in 2011. Platter and
Blatter face accusations of “disloyal management”,
“breach of trust” and “fraud” with the thin possibili-
ty of a five-year jail sentence if found guilty.

“Michel Platini was attentive to the presentation
of the elements of the case and to the interpreta-
tions presented by the prosecutor Hildbrand,”
Platini’s entourage told AFP. “He remains very confi-
dent that this procedure will allow him to prove his
integrity in this case.”

According to the prosecution, it was the former
Saint Etienne and Juventus midfielder’s “final hear-
ing” before the end of the investigation. Platini,
who was also summoned on Tuesday but will not
need to be heard again, will either be exonerated
or face trial.

Blatter, who turned 85 last week, is also due to
face the prosecutor but according to his staff, he is
stil l  convalescing after being hospitalised in

December and January. The boot will be on the oth-
er foot on Wednesday when Platini appears as a
witness in a Swiss investigation into Infantino.

Elected in 2016 promising to “restore the image
of FIFA”, Infantino last year became the target of a
criminal procedure for “incitement to abuse author-
ity”, “violation of official secrecy” and “obstruction
of criminal proceedings” over three secret meetings
in 2016 and 2017 with Michael Lauber, then head of

the Swiss Federal Prosecutor’s Office (MPC).
Those meetings fuelled suspicions of collusion

over cases that involved FIFA. Infantino says he
wanted to show the MPC “that the new FIFA was a
world away from the old one”, which had been led
astray “by corrupt officials”. The Swiss prosecutor
in the case has also said he is curious about a pri-
vate jet flight Infantino took in 2017 that was paid
for by FIFA. — AFP

BERN: Former head of European football’s governing body UEFA, Michel Platini arrives to the building of the Office of the
Attorney General of Switzerland for a hearing over the corruption case that shattered his dream of taking over the FIFA
on Monday in Bern. — AFP

Saudi Arabia frontrunner to host mega-fights

Ronaldo return
to Real Madrid
possible: Zidane
MADRID: Zinedine Zidane opened the door to
Cristiano Ronaldo returning to Real Madrid on
Monday, admitting a comeback is “possible” for the
striker. Asked by Sky Italia if there is any truth to
rumors that Ronaldo could rejoin Madrid, Zidane
said: “It’s possible, it’s possible.”

“We know Cristiano,” Zidane added. “We know
the person he is and everything he’s done at Real
Madrid. But now he’s a Juventus player and you
have to have respect both him and the club.” Asked
if he would like to coach Ronaldo again, Zidane
said: “I did what I had to do with Cristiano. Let’s
see what will happen in the future.”

Reports in Spain have suggested Ronaldo is
keen on returning to Real Madrid, where he
enjoyed a hugely successful nine years before leav-
ing in 2018 for 100 million euros. The 36-year-old
increased speculation last week with a cryptic post
on social media, in which he wrote: “It’s true the
past belongs in museums (I should say!) but fortu-
nately, football has memory... and so do I!”

Ronaldo’s time at Juventus has not been as suc-
cessful as was hoped. The team sit third in Serie A
while defeat by Porto last week meant they went
out in the Champions League last 16 for a second
consecutive year. — AFP

Gronkowski 
re-signs with
Buccaneers
LOS ANGELES: Tampa Bay Buccaneers
tight end Rob Gronkowski has re-signed
with the Super Bowl champions on a one-
year deal worth up to $10 million, reports
said Monday. Gronkowski, a long-time New
England Patriots teammate and close friend
of Buccaneers quarterback Tom Brady, will
receive $8 million for the 2021 campaign with
bonuses worth an additional $2 million,
NFL.com reported.

The 31-year-old future Hall-of-Famer
came out of retirement last year to reunite
with Brady in Tampa Bay, and scored two
touchdowns in the Bucs’ 31-9 Super Bowl
win over the Kansas City Chiefs  last
month. News of Gronkowski’s return to
Tampa Bay next season comes after Brady
on Friday agreed a contract extension that
will keep him in Florida for the next two
seasons at least.

Brady’s restructured deal allows Tampa
Bay to make payrol l  savings aimed at
ensuring that the core of the team that won
the Super Bowl is available to return next
season. As the NFL’s free agency negotiat-
ing period opened on Monday, the
Buccaneers also moved to lock up star
pass-rusher Shaquil Barrett.

Barrett has inked a four-year deal worth
up to $72 million, with $36 million in salary
guaranteed. He confirmed the new deal in a
post on Instagram. “If it’s meant to be, it will
be,” Barrett wrote. “Something special about
this whole organization and am so excited to
be a part of it for four more years.”

Barrett was a key member of the
Buccaneers’ dominant defense last season,
sacking Green Bay quarterback Aaron
Rodgers three times in the NFC
Championship game before sacking Chiefs
star Patrick Mahomes in the Super Bowl. In
other notable free agency deals on Monday,
the Chiefs strengthened their offensive line
after snapping up New England’s Joe Thuney
in a five-year deal worth $80 million, accord-
ing to ESPN.

The 28-year-old Thuney played five sea-
sons for the Patriots after being drafted in
2016, and appeared in three straight Super
Bowls in 2017, 2018 and 2019. The move
should give Chiefs quarterback Mahomes
better protection after he was run ragged by
Tampa Bay in the Super Bowl. — AFP

Rob Gronkowski

Zinedine Zidane



BERLIN: His decision to opt to play for
Germany over England is said to have
disappointed Gareth Southgate, yet
teenager Jamal Musiala still relies on his
mum to drive him to Bayern Munich
training sessions. Musiala this month
signed a five-year contract with Bayern,
a week after his 18th birthday, which
reportedly earns him around five million
euros ($6 million) per year.

The baby-faced attacking midfielder
could make his fifth Champions League
appearance at home to Lazio tonight,
having scored his first European goal in
the 4-1 first-leg rout in Rome. Musiala
was born in Stuttgart, but moved to
London as a child and came through
Chelsea’s academy before joining Bayern
in 2019.

“He was always much better than the
other kids and mostly played with chil-
dren two years older,” Branko
Milenkovski, his first coach at TSV
Lehnerz in Hessen, told HR-sport.
Musiala went on to play for both
Germany and England at Under-16 level.

On Friday, FIFA approved his decision
to play senior football for Germany after
Musiala had played twice for England’s
Under-21s last November. Before
announcing his decision, which was
revealed the day after becoming Bayern’s

youngest Champions League scorer,
Musiala broke the news to Southgate.

“I wanted to explain the reasons for my
decision to John McDermott (FA Technical
Director) and Gareth Southgate,” Musiala
told magazine Sport Bild. “They were a bit
disappointed, but understood my decision
and wished me all the best.” The decision
to reject England for Germany came down
to gut feeling.

‘Two hearts’
“I just have two hearts in me and I’m

really proud to play for Germany now.
So for the country in which I was born,”
he added. As German magazine Kicker
put it, Musiala’s rise at Bayern has been
nothing short of “meteoric”.

He became the youngest player in
Bayern’s history when he made his
Bundesliga debut last June, aged 17
years and 115 days. He then became the
club’s youngest goalscorer in Germany’s
top-flight when he scored a goal after
coming off the bench in the 8-0 thrash-
ing of Schalke in September.

“He’s an exceptional talent,” said
Germany coach Joachim Loew after
watching Musiala in January. Loew
reportedly plans to give the teenager his
first call-up to the senior squad for
Germany’s World Cup qualifiers against

Iceland, Romania and North Macedonia
at the end of March.

Musiala, however, still feels compelled
to refer to the national coach as “Mr
Loew”. “Now I’m looking forward to
getting to know the team better in
March. Mr Loew showed me a very clear
path in the national team during our con-
versations,” added Musiala. 

He might already be on the radar of
Germany’s World Cup-winning coach,
who steps down after the Euros, but
Musiala is still chauffeured to and from
Bayern training by his mother. “I’m cur-
rently working towards getting my driv-
ing licence and I’m really looking for-
ward to driving myself soon.”

His goal is to win a place in the
national squad for the European
Championship, where Germany face
France, Portugal and Hungary in their
group. “I will definitely give everything in
(Bayern’s) remaining games to get
selected for the European
Championship.”

Despite his dramatic rise, Musiala is
still learning his trade and has started just
seven games this season in all competi-
tions. He had to be content with an 11-
minute cameo on the wing as a replace-
ment for Kingsley Coman in Bayern’s 3-1
win at Bremen on Saturday. However,

Bayern coach Hansi Flick clearly sees a
bright future for the teenager. “He’s good
on the ball, has a good feeling for where

he needs to be on the pitch and we are
very pleased with him,” said Flick after
Musiala’s goal in Rome. — AFP 
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Messi celebrates
leveling Xavi
record with double
MADRID: Lionel Messi scored a spectacular
double the same night he equaled Xavi
Hernandez’s appearance record for Barcelona,
the Argentinian inspiring his team to a 4-1 win
over Huesca on Monday. Messi tied Xavi’s 767
games in all competitions for Barca and
marked yet another milestone with a brilliant
brace, a curling effort in the first half flying in
off the crossbar at Camp Nou before a late
shot nestled in the corner. “He’s the most
important man in the history of Barca,” said
coach Ronald Koeman. “Even better that he’s
still with us.”

Antoine Griezmann had earlier followed suit
with another impressive shot into the top cor-
ner before Huesca pulled one back, Rafa Mir
converting a doubtful penalty on the stroke of
half-time. But Messi helped Barca pull away,
sending in a cross for Oscar Mingueza to head
in and then scoring his second as the Catalans
moved to within four points of league leaders
Atletico Madrid.

Messi’s performance had all the key ele-
ments of the 33-year-old’s genius. In a game
that celebrated his longevity, he showed his
class with perhaps his best goal of the season,
his creativity with an assist and his consistency,
by making it 13 consecutive campaigns that he
has reached 20 La Liga goals. “He’s so deci-
sive,” said Huesca’s Mir. “They play with one
man extra.”

Huesca stay bottom, four points adrift of
safety, while Barcelona continue their own
excellent form. They have now managed 11
wins and a draw from their last 12 matches,
putting them within sight of Atletico, who they
still have to play at home in May. 

Messi should break Xavi’s record on
Sunday against Real Sociedad and the club
toasted his achievement with a video that
included tributes from numerous current and
former team-mates including Gerard Pique,
Sergio Busquets, Luis Suarez, Neymar, Andres
Iniesta, Carlos Puyol and Xavi himself. “You’re
still breaking records,” said Suarez. “I think this
one says a lot about you as a player and what
you represent for Barcelona.” — AFP

Precocious Musiala on the rise
at European champions Bayern

Teenager could make fifth Champions League appearance

Established 1961 

MUNICH: In this file photo taken on December 5, 2020 Bayern Munich’s German midfielder
Jamal Musiala plays the ball during the German first division Bundesliga football match
FC Bayern Munich v RB Leipzig in Munich, southern Germany. — AFP

MADRID: Atletico Madrid’s hopes of
coming back against Chelsea in the
Champions League tonight may
depend on Luis Suarez returning to
form on his return to the country
where he became one of the best in the
world. Atletico trail 1-0 after Olivier
Giroud’s bicycle kick lit up an unevent-
ful first game at the Wanda
Metropolitano last month and handed
Chelsea a crucial advantage heading
into this week’s second leg. 

And if they are to reach the quarter-
finals with another upset like the one
that knocked out Liverpool last year,
Atletico are likely to need Suarez back
to his best at Stamford Bridge. The
Uruguayan’s form has matched his
team’s, with a slight downturn in recent
weeks perhaps inevitable after such an
impressive first half of the season. 

Suarez scored 16 goals in his first
21 games while Atletico lost only one
of their first 20 in the league, when a
first La Liga title since 2014 seemed
firmly within their grasp. Yet they
have won only three of their last eight
and Suarez has scored only twice in
that time, even if those two goals
have come in the last three, against

Real Madrid and Athletic Bilbao. 

‘Natural-born striker’
Certainly, there can be no room for

complacency for Chelsea, who know
only too well the damage Suarez can
do after his hugely successful four sea-
sons for Liverpool, when he scored 82
goals in 133 appearances. 

“He is a natural-born striker,” said
Chelsea coach Thomas Tuchel before
the first leg. “He has that certain men-
tality that only strikers have. This men-
tality to show his will, intensity and
anger to score and score and score
and is never satisfied. What a mentality,
what a player.” Tuchel is such a fan he
even tried to sign the 34-year-old for
Paris Saint-Germain when it became
clear he was on his way out of
Barcelona last summer. 

“There was a possibility,” Tuchel
said. “We heard the rumors he was
about to leave Barcelona and who can-
not be interested to sign one of the
best strikers in world football, in histo-
ry and the present? We tried our luck.
We did not make it, he chose to stay in
Spain with Atletico and again he
proves his quality.” 

Suarez has history with Chelsea too,
after one of his three biting incidents
happened while playing against them
for Liverpool in 2013, with Branislav
Ivanovic that time the victim. But with-
out fans in the stadium and with a fresh
crop of players, Chelsea will be
focused completely on thwarting
Suarez’s threat to their goal while the
striker will be hoping to end his own

six-year wait for a Champions League
goal away from home.  “For all the
competitions, not just the Champions
League, his presence gives us experi-
ence and leadership,” said Atletico
coach Diego Simeone last month. “He
brings confidence to our team and a lot
of tension for our opponents because
history shows this is a player who has a
gift around the goal.”  — AFP

MAJADAHONDA: Atletico Madrid’s Uruguayan forward Luis Suarez takes part in a
training session at the club’s training ground in Majadahonda yesterday, on the
eve of the UEFA Champions League round of 16 second leg football match
between Atletico Madrid and Chelsea. — AFP

Klopp happy to win
‘dirty’ as Jota returns
to haunt Wolves
WOLVERHAMPTON: Jurgen Klopp said he had
no problem with winning “three dirty points” as
Diogo Jota returned to haunt Wolves with the only
goal in a 1-0 win at Molineux on Monday. A
wretched run of six successive home league defeats
has left Liverpool with an uphill task to qualify for
the Champions League next season.

But Klopp’s men have now won six of their last
seven games away from Anfield. Victory moved the
English champions back up to sixth and within five
points of fourth-placed Chelsea. “It’s all about the
result,” said Klopp. “It was a big fight. We won
three dirty points, I am completely fine with that.
We need that to get back on track.”

A disappointing night for Wolves ended with a
bigger concern than just the result as goalkeeper
Rui Patricio had to be stretchered off after 15 min-
utes of treatment for a head injury following a colli-
sion with his own player Connor Coady in the clos-
ing stages.

However, Wolves boss Nuno Espirito Santo
allayed fears over the Portuguese international’s
health. “He’s OK. He’s conscious, he remembers
what happens, he’s aware, so they tell me he’s OK,”
said Nuno. “He’s going to recover, so it’s OK.”

Wolves have already been badly affected by a
serious head injury this season. Their top scorer for
the past two seasons, Raul Jimenez, has been out
since fracturing his skull against Arsenal in
November. The absence of Jimenez means Nuno’s
men have missed Jota even more since he joined the
English champions for an initial £41 million ($57
million) in September.

Jota has also been missed by Liverpool for much
of the past three months due to a knee injury that
halted his flying start to life at Anfield. But the
winger is hopeful his return can inspire a strong end
to the season to secure Champions League football
either via the Premier League or winning
Liverpool’s seventh European Cup. “Hopefully this
can be a great start of a run towards the end of the
season,” said Jota.

Alisson escapes
Klopp named the same side that bounced back

to form with a 2-0 win over RB Leipzig last mid-
week to reach the quarter-finals of the Champions
League. However, the visitors should have been
punished for a slow start as goalkeeper Alisson
Becker somehow escaped without conceding a
penalty when he crashed into Nelson Semedo after
just two minutes.

Sadio Mane missed two big chances at the other
end to open the scoring for the visitors, but the
Senegalese did have a part to play in the only goal
of the game in first-half stoppage time as he
exchanged passes with Mohamed Salah before tee-
ing up Jota for a low shot that should have been
kept out by Patricio low to his right.

Liverpool’s lack of fluency compared to the side
that romped to the title last season was even more
clear after the break as they were happy to sit on
their lead and would have been punished by a more
clinical opponent. Coady headed wide a great
chance to score against his former club, while
Adama Traore stung the palms of Alisson and Fabio
Silva’s weak header floated into the grateful
Liverpool ‘keeper’s arms. — AFP 

Atletico look to Suarez for 
inspiration in Chelsea rescue mission

WOLVERHAMPTON: Liverpool’s German manager
Jurgen Klopp congratulates Liverpool’s English
defender Trent Alexander-Arnold after the English
Premier League football match between
Wolverhampton Wanderers and Liverpool at the
Molineux stadium in Wolverhampton, central England
on Monday. —AFP

Wales ‘must stay
focused’ despite
Giggs absence
LONDON: Caretaker boss Robert Page said
Wales must focus on “the job in hand” despite the
continuing absence of manager Ryan Giggs as he
prepares his team for World Cup qualifiers. Giggs
was arrested on suspicion of assaulting girlfriend
Kate Greville in November and missed Wales’s
Nations League games later that month.

The 47-year-old former Manchester United
winger, who denies the allegations, has had his bail
extended until May 1. Giggs will again be missing
from the camp as Wales open their 2022 World
Cup qualifying campaign next week in Belgium
before hosting the Czech Republic in Cardiff.

The Football Association of Wales (FAW) said
last week that he would not be involved in the
upcoming international camp. But Page confirmed
that Giggs was part of the selection process for
the 31-man squad for the two qualifiers plus a
Cardiff friendly with Mexico sandwiched in
between the games.

Asked if Giggs had a played a part in selec-
tion and would continue to do so, Page said:
“Absolutely, of course. Like he does every other
camp. “All the staff will have input, gather and
have conversations about the opposition and the
analysis.... It’s the same as November. Business
as usual.”

Wales are just three months away from their
opening game at the delayed Euro 2020 tourna-
ment, against Switzerland in Baku. But Page said
he had had no dialogue with the FAW over who
was likely to be in charge for the delayed cham-
pionships. “My main focus is on these three
games and I’d rather not think about long-term
yet,” he said.

“Get these games out of the way and after that
we’ll assess the situation again no doubt, and who-
ever makes those decisions will make those deci-
sions,” he said. “It’s difficult for Ryan but we’ve
got to make sure the focus is on the players. We’ve
got to stay focused on the job in hand.” — AFP 

BARCELONA: Barcelona’s Argentinian forward
Lionel Messi challenges Huesca’s Spanish
defender Pablo Maffeo during the Spanish
League football match between Barcelona and
SD Huesca at the Camp Nou stadium in
Barcelona on Monday. — AFP



LOS ANGELES: LeBron James bagged 
his fourth triple-double of the season as 
the Los Angeles Lakers thrashed the 
Golden State Warriors 128-97 on 
Monday. James finished with 22 points, 
10 rebounds and 11 assists as the Lakers 
dominated almost from start to finish for 
an impressive win on the road at the 
Chase Center. 

Stephen Curry led the Golden State 
scoring with 27 points but the much 
hoped-for duel with All-Star game 
team-mate James never materialized as 
the Dubs struggled to contain the 
Lakers’ offense. Montrezl Harrell had 27 
points off the bench to lead the Lakers 
scoring while Kyle Kuzma finished with 
17 points. The Lakers improved to 26-13 
to remain in third place in the Western 
Conference while the Warriors fell to 
ninth place with 20-20.  

Elsewhere Monday, Giannis 
Antetokounmpo reeled off his third 
straight triple-double as the Milwaukee 
Bucks extended their winning streak to 
four games with a 133-122 victory over 
the Washington Wizards. 
Antetokounmpo finished with 31 points, 
15 rebounds and 10 assists in another 
MVP-caliber performance that came 
two days after his 33-point triple double 
against the Wizards on Saturday. 

“We feel like we’ve said it a lot after 
games for a good stretch of time now-
he’s been in a good place mentally for a 
while,” Bucks coach Mike Budenholzer 
said of Antetokounmpo’s performance at 
Washington’s Capital One Arena.  

“The way he’s playing, creating for 
others, creating for himself. He’s just 
playing great basketball,” Budenholzer 

added. Khris Middleton added 23 points 
for Milwaukee while center Brook Lopez 
finished with 22 as seven Bucks players 
cracked double figures. 

Bradley Beal led Washington’s scoring 
with 37 points after going 13-of-19 from 
the field  with four three-pointers. 
Russell Westbrook finished with 23 
points and 17 assists while Japan’s Rui 
Hachimura added 22 points for 
Washington. Milwaukee improved to 25-
14 with the win and remain third in the 
Eastern Conference behind Brooklyn 
and leaders Philadelphia. 

 
Tempers flare 

In other games Monday, James 
Harden bagged a triple double and 
Kyrie Irving added 34 points as the 
Brooklyn Nets rolled to a fifth consecu-
tive victory with a 117-112 win over the 
New York Knicks. Harden finished with 
21 points, 15 rebounds and 15 assists in 
a superb individual display at 
Brooklyn’s Barclays Center. 

Irving’s 34-point display was backed 
by Jeff Green (20 points) and Joe Harris 
with 13 points. The Knicks meanwhile fell 
just short of a fourth quarter comeback 
after coming within three points of 
Brooklyn with 10 seconds remaining hav-
ing trailed by 18 points earlier in the half. 

Knicks forward Julius Randle needed 
to be restrained by team-mates at the 
buzzer after a controversial travelling call 
effectively handed Brooklyn the win. 
Randle, who finished with 33 points, 12 
rebounds and six assists, angrily 
slammed over a chair as he headed to 
the locker room following the loss. 

“I was frustrated. We fought so hard 

to come back and win the game. I was 
just frustrated,” Randle said afterwards, 
declining to dwell on the incident. “It’s 
best I don’t comment on the situation. 
There was a lot of frustration behind it 
for both sides. I’ll let it be in the past.” 

Knicks coach Tom Thibodeau also 
played down Randle’s outburst. “It’s an 

emotional game, he calmed down right 
away,” Thibodeau said. “Sometimes it 
goes your way with the whistles, some-
times it doesn’t. I thought Julius played a 
terrific game.” 

Elsewhere Monday, the Los Angeles 
Clippers overpowered the Dallas 
Mavericks 109-99 on the road with 

Kawhi Leonard leading an all-round 
offensive effort. Leonard finished with 22 
points on a night when no fewer than 
seven players reached double figures for 
the Clippers. Luka Doncic led the Mavs 
scoring with 25 points, 10 rebounds and 
16 assists while Kristaps Porzingis added 
22 points.  — AFP 
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NEW YORK: Julius Randle #30 of the New York Knicks is restrained by teammates after their 117-112 loss against the Brooklyn Nets 
during their game at Barclays Center on Monday in New York City. — AFP

LeBron leads Lakers’ rout of Warriors
Triple-double for Giannis • Tempers flare in NY showdown
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