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The Bod‘ies of people killed in a Zionist strike on Al-Meghazi refugee camp in the central Gaza Strip are placed at the Aqsa Martyrs hospital in Deir EI-Balah on Decem-
ber 28, 2024. (Right) A woman mourns loved ones killed in the strike on the refugee camp. — AFP

Kuwait inks maintenance deals

KUWAIT: Minister of Electricity, Water and Re-
newable Energy Dr Mahmoud Bushehri on Satur-
day signed two contracts for maintaining and mod-
ernizing power and water distillation plants at a total
value of approximately KD 238 million. The new
contracts are part of ongoing efforts to strengthen
and sustain the country’s power system, the Minis-
try of Electricity said in a press release, adding that
necessary approvals have been oblained from state
regulatory bodies. The first contract is intended to
provide high-precision and efficient engineering
services Lo power generation-related gas and steam
turbine units, while the second contract aims at de-
veloping and modernizing steam boilers for elec-
tricity generation and waler distillation and their
auxiliary systems at the Doha West Power Plant, the
ministry added. — KUNA

Saudi gives $500m to Yemen

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia will give war-riven Ye-
men’s internationally recognized government $500
million to pay salaries and other expenses, a Saudi
official said Friday. The sum is part of the $1.2 bil-
lion approved last year to prop up Yemen's gov-
ernment, which was forced out of the capital Sanaa
by Houthi rebels in 2014. The money was allocated
“to address the Yemeni government’s budget defi-
cit”, the official told AFP. Saudi Arabia also made
payments of $250 million in February and in Au-
gust last year. “The funds aim to support salaries,
operational expenses, enhance food securily and
assist economic reforms, reflecting (Saudi Ara-
bia’s) commitment to Yemen’s security, stability
and prosperity,” the official said. — AFP

Egypt’s Suez Canal extension

CAIRO: Egypt said on Saturday it had success-
fully tested a new 10 km channel near the south-
ern end of the Suez Canal, even as its revenue
from the waterway has plunged since Yemen's
Houthis began attacking vessels in the Red Sea.
The Suez Canal Authorily said in a stalement
that during a trial run two ships passed through
a new stretch of the canal’s two-way section
without incident. Following the 2021 grounding
of the container ship Ever Given that blocked
the vital waterway for six days, Egypt acceler-
ated plans to extend the second channel in the
southern reaches of the canal and widen the ex-

isting channel. — AFP
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Philippine Embassy
condemns heinous
murder of child

By Passant Hisham

KUWAIT: The Philippine Embassy in Kuwait con-
demned the horrific crime committed by a Filipino
domestic worker, who killed a baby by placing him in
a washing machine at his family’s home in Mubarak
Al-Kabeer governorate.

The embassy issued a statement emphasizing
that the incident does not reflect the character of the
Filipino community. “This isolated incident does not

Kuwait strongly
denounces Al-Agsa
Mosque storming

KUWAIT: The Ministry of Foreign Affairs on Friday
strongly denounced the storming of the holy Al-Aqgsa
Mosque by an extremist minister of the Zionist govern-
ment. In a press release, the ministry echoed Kuwail's
condemnation of such frequent practices that provoke the
sentiments of Muslims around the world, break interna-
tional legitimacy resolutions, and reflect continued Zionist
entity occupation attempts to alter the existing historic
and legal status of Jerusalem and its holy sites.

The ministry, therefore, called on the international
community, particularly the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC), to take on its due responsibilities to
prevent and end the recurrence of such aggressions
and to provide protection to the Palestinian people.

Zionist entity’s national security minister Itamar Ben
Gvir visited Jerusalem’s Al-Aqgsa mosque compound on
Thursday, triggering angry reactions from the Islamic

EU universal
charger rules
come into force

BRUSSELS: EU rules requiring all new smartphones, tab-
lets and cameras Lo use the same charger came into force on
Saturday, in a change Brussels said will cut costs and waste.

Manufacturers are now obliged to fit devices sold
in the 27-nation bloc with a USB-C, the port chosen
by the European Union as the common standard for
charging electronic tools. “Starting today, all new mobile
phones, tablets, digital cameras, headphones, speakers,
keyboards and many other electronics sold in the EU
will have to be equipped with a USB Type-C charging
port,” the EU Parliament wrote on social media X. The
EU has said the single charger rule will simplify the life
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reflect the hard work, reliability, and positive contri-
butions of Filipinos in Kuwait,” the statement read.

The embassy also noted that it is cooperating
with the Kuwaili authorities in the investigation and
is providing assistance to the detained Filipino do-
mestic worker, in accordance with Kuwaiti law and
the embassy’s mandate.

The incident comes just three months after Kuwait
received the first batch of Filipino domestic workers
following nearly a year and half long ban over labor
rights disputes. The ban itself had been a response
Lo prior incidents, including the tragic murder of Ju-
llebee Ranara in January 2023 and previous cases of
abuse and mistreatment.

Mariam Macapudi, president of the Filipino
Association of Secrelaries of Employment Agen-
cies in Kuwail (Fil-Aseak) and Founder of Bayan-
ing Filipino Migrant Workers (BFMW) in Kuwait,

countries, the Palestinian Authority and Jordan accus-
ing the far-right politician of a deliberate provocation.

Secretary-General of the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) Jasem Al-Budaiwi, strongly denounced the
storming of the holy Al-Agsa Mosque by the extrem-
ist minister. “The continuation of these illegal prac-
tices in the Palestinian territories is a flagrant prov-
ocation to Muslims around the world, and a blatant
atlack on the rights of the Palestinian people,” said
Al-Budaiwi in a statement.

The continuation of these attacks represents the
Zionisl occupalion’s deliberate disregard of all interna-
tional laws and humanitarian conventions, and threatens
security and stability in the region, he added.

The Organization of Islamic Cooperation strongly
condemned the storming of Al-Agsa Mosque. The OIC
said in a statement that Ben Gvir desecration of the
mosque is a provocation of all Muslims’ senliments, a
flagrant breach of the international law and the mosque
historic and legal status quo. The mosque is an exclusive
worship place for Muslims and the occupation forces
have no sovereignty over Jerusalem and the sanctities in
the city, the OIC statement said, calling upon the interna-
tional community to coerce the occupation into halting
such recurring and dangerous breaches of the sacred lo-
cations and the freedom of worship. — Agencies

This photograph shows a USB-C plug reflected on
the Apple logo in Brest, western France. — AFP

of Europeans and slash costs for consumers. By allow-
ing consumers to purchase a new device without a new
charger, it will also reduce the mountain of obsolete
chargers, the bloc has argued.

Continued on Page 6

CAIRO/JERUSALEM: Zionist forces detained
dozens of medical staff from a north Gaza hospital
after they stormed the facility and set it on fire on
Iriday, the enclave’s health ministry said. The Zion-
ist military raided the Kamal Adwan Hospital in Beit
Lahiya on Friday, ordering dozens of patients and
hundreds of others to evacuate and detaining medi-
cal stalf including the facility’s director, Hussam Abu
Safiya.

The Health Ministry said it was nol clear whal was
happening to Abu Safiya, adding it was concerned
about his well-being after some of the staff freed by
the army late on Friday reported that he was beaten
up by soldiers.

Kuwait condemned the heinous crime the Zion-
ist occupation forces committed by burning down
KKamal Adwan hospital in north Gaza, which resulted
in the evacuation of patients and medical staff, in a
grave breach ol international humanitarian law and
all international conventions and norms.

Continued on Page 6

condemned the acl as a heinous crime, saying,
“Such an act is unacceptable. The worker has to
pay the price for her evil actions. Justice must be
served o the innocent child.”

Macapudi expressed her sorrow and outrage.
“l am deeply saddened by what has happened
and cannol believe that a fellow Filipino could do
such a thing. As Filipinos, we are known for our
resilience and patience. This is a lesson learned for
everyone; if you have a problem in the Philippines,
do not bring it here abroad, and do not make it
a habit to vent your anger on others, especially
on innocent children.” The incidentl has not only
shocked the Filipino community but also raised
concerns about its potential impact on the reputa-
tion of Filipino domestic workers in KKuwait. Many
workers [ear this case could lead lo unfair gener-
alizations aboul their community.

WHO chief narrowly
escapes death in
Yemen airport hit
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This grab taken from footage released by Al-Ma-
sirah TV station shows CCTV images of the head of
the World Health Organisation (WHO), Tedros Adha-
nom, being escorted to safety at Sanaa Internation-
al Airport as it was hit by a Zionist strike. — AFP

GENEVA: The head of the World Health Orga-
nization said Saturday he only narrowly escaped
death in fatal Zionist entity strikes on the airport
in Yemen's Houthi-held capital.

WHO chiel Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
told BBC radio his ears were still ringing fol-
lowing Thursday’s attack as he prepared to
board a flight in Sanaa, and stressed that the
protection for civilian installations under in-
ternational law must be respected. Zionist en-
tity air strikes hit Sanaa’s international airport
and other targets in Yemen on Thursday. The
UN health agency’s chiel described the scene
as the first strike hit.

“We heard a heavy explosion nearby, and then
I think repeated,” Tedros said. “The sound was
80, 50 loud... So deafening, actually. Still my ear
rings. It's already more than 24 hours now.

Continued on Page 6
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KUWAIT: Minister of ngher Education Dr Nader Al-Jallal poses for a photo W|th NBK staff, including Emad Al-Ablani, during NBK’s

participation in the watheefti career fair.

NBK’s HR Group
staff with innovative programs

HR strengthens employee support and engagement initiatives, fosters diversity

KUWAIT: The Human Resources Group at
National Bank of Kuwait (NBK) remains inte-
gral Lo the bank’s continued success, [ocusing
on the development of human capital and the
nurturing of professional talent. By fostering
a work environment that inspires creativity
and innovation, the department plays a critical
role in advancing the bank’s strategic goals.
Additionally, it is committed to attracting and
providing job opportunities for young Kuwaiti
talent, ensuring a strong workforce that sup-
ports the group’s ongoing growth and aspi-
rations.
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Emad Al-Ablani

Throughout the year, the Human Re-
sources Group has tirelessly worked to fos-
ter crealivity, innovation, and continuous
development. Their unwavering support has
been instrumental in helping employees build
promising, sustainable careers, reinforcing
the bank’s commitment to talent development
and long-term success. The year 2024 marked
a defining moment for the Human Resources
Department at NBK, underscoring its cen-
tral role within the group. The department
achieved significant milestones, which were
celebrated with multiple prestigious awards,
further solidifying NBI(’s leadership both re-
gionally and globally.

Emad Al-Ablani, General Manager—Head
of Human Resources Group al NBK, re-
marked: “Throughout 2024, we successfully
achieved all of our interim objeclives, which
focused on enhancing the capabilities of our
workforce across all levels. These initiatives
promoted diversity and inclusion in the work-
place, attracted and nurtured young national
talent, and emphasized a healthy work-life
balance by offering flexible working hours.
Ultimately, our goal was to create a more
prosperous and supportive work environment
for all our employees.”

“The HR team played a crucial role in the
bank’s successes this year, executing numer-
ous initiatives with excellence that directly
contributed to the achievement of our stra-
tegic goals and plans set at the outset of the
vear,” Al-Ablani added. Al-Ablani highlight-
ed that the HR team spearheaded numerous
initiatives throughout 2024. Furthermore, the
team focused on enhancing educational infra-
structure and expanding career development
programs in collaboration with prestigious
universities and global experts.

More than just a workplace

Al-Ablani emphasized that NBK is com-
mitted to cultivating a distinctive work envi-
ronment, centered around the motto “More
than just a workplace.” This approach not
only enhances the overall well-being of
employees but also prioritizes their men-
tal and physical health, empowering them
to perform at their best. Al-Ablani further
highlighted that the bank’s human resources
strategy is built on four key pillars: Ensur-
ing the right competencies are placed in the

right roles at the right time; preparing future
leaders by fostering a culture of inspiration
and empowerment; attracting top talent
through effective recruitment, retention, and
development practices; and creating a sus-
tainable performance culture that supports
diversity, inclusion, clear results manage-
ment, and employee protection.

“NBK stands oul as one of the few insti-
tutions in Kuwait that provides a unique and
ideal work environment on par with global
institutions. This is due to the exceptional
professional development opportunities it
offers, as well as its commitment to employ-
ec welfare. Notable iniliatives include the
adoption of flexible working hours and the
introduction of paternity leave, allowing fa-
thers Lo stay home and bond with their new-
borns,” Al-Ablani added.

He emphasized that education and train-
ing iniliatives form a core element of NBK’s
strategic plans. The bank has developed a
robust framework prioritizing career devel-
opment, mentorship, and a variety of profes-
sional growth opportunities. This comprehen-
sive approach is designed to help employees
shape their career trajectories and cultivate
an environment where they can succeed and
drive innovation.

Investing in human capital

NBK' continued to support its young
workforce in 2024 by olfering Lop-lier lrain-
ing and development programs aligned with
international standards. The goal was to cul-
tivate a generation of highly skilled bankers
across all fields, with a particular emphasis on
digital disciplines. These fields have become
increasingly essential as banking transactions
evolve, driven by cutting-edge technologies
and artificial intelligence.

In 2024, the Learning and Development
Department intensified its focus on special-
ized training to refine employee skills. Through
a combination of iniliatives, workshops,
and educational programs, the department
aligned its efforts with the dynamic changes
in the banking sector. NBK provided a lolal
of 101,463 training hours across the group,
with 86,374 hours dedicated to employees
in NBK-Kuwait and 15,089 hours allocated
to employees in international locations. This
elforl engaged 3,476 employees, including
2,913 at NBK-Kuwait and 563 at international
locations. Notably, the employee satisfaction
rate for all training courses and development
programs reached an impressive 90 percent.

The first cohort of the NBK Tech Acad-
emy, the first initiative of its kind in Kuwait,
successfully graduated 10 promising young
Kuwaiti talents. Over a rigorous seven-month
training period, these participants honed their
skills in vital areas such as digital technology,
data systems, cybersecurity, digital payments,
and artificial intelligence. In addition to gain-
ing technical expertise, the program also em-
phasized the development of personal skills,
all aimed at equipping the graduates for im-
pactful careers in the banking sector.

The bank has also launched two distin-
guished sales team programs, the “NBK Pi-
oneers Program” and the “Prime Program,”
engaging 79 employees. Specifically tailored
for sales channel employees and leaders,
these iniliatives largel a select group of lal-
ented NBK staff with a proven track record
of exceptional performance and leadership
potential. The core focus of the programs lies
in management and leadership specializations.
In 2024, NBK Group achieved a remarkable
improvement in engagement, with the overall
response rate rising to 86 percent, and sus-
tainable engagement reaching 84 percent.
These figures exceed the global average for

the financial services sector by 7 percent.

As part of its commitment to advancing the
capabilities of its workforce and foslering de-
velopment based on the highest standards of
excellence, the bank has entered an exclusive
partnership with the renowned IE University,
Spain. This collaboration focuses on several
key areas, including talent development, driv-
ing institutional innovation, creating and im-
plementing integrated solutions, and leverag-
ing the university’s expertise in both applied
and academic research.

Women empowerment

In 2024, NBK launched the second edition
of the NBK RISE program, aimed at empow-
ering and supporting women. The program
saw the participation of 25 trainees from vari-
ous professional backgrounds, including those
from NBK-Kuwait, international branches,
NBK Wealth, and several renowned regional
companies. These included Kuwait Petroleum
Corporation, Ooredoo, Kuwait Banking As-
sociation, Abyat, Gulf Bank, Kuwait Financial
Centre (Markaz), J's Bakery, and Intervest
Capital Partners New York. This initiative fur-
ther underscores NBK’s commitment Lo fos-
tering gender equality and empowering wom-
en in the workplace.

NBK RISE stands as a pioneering initia-
tive, being the first program of its kind de-
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NBK receives the Gold Award for “Excellence in Health and Wellbeing” from the US-
based Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM).

empowers

for certain specialized roles. The Kuwaitiza-
tion rate rose to 77.1 percent in alignment
with the Central Bank of Kuwait’s (CBK)
requirements, reflecting the bank’s strategic
focus on attracting and nurturing local talent.
This approach ensures the suslainability of
the workforce and supports the bank’s com-
mitment to expanding the scope of national
talent recruitment.

NBK also adopts a distinctive approach
to ensuring equal opportunities, guaranteeing
fairness for all its employees without excep-
tion. This commitment is reflected in the fact
that women represent 44.6 percent of the
lotal workforce, a remarkable achievement
within both the banking sector and the re-
gional labor market.

Sustainable practices

As part of its ongoing efforts Lo integrale
sustainability practices across all its oper-
ations, NBK Group’s HR department has in-
troduced NBK HR Pedia, a digital assistant
designed to provide employees with 24/7 ac-
cess to HR support and information. This tool
offers instant answers to HR-related inquiries,
streamlining communication and enhancing
efficiency. In addition, the bank has imple-
mented an integrated archiving program that
digitizes and secures employee documents
in a sophisticated electronic system. This ini-

nition highlights NBICs initiatives in promot-
ing employee health, demonstrating an under-
standing of the link between well-being and
productivity. The bank’s commitment to this
cause is reflected in its health and wellness
programs, which foster an environment that
not only prioritizes employee well-being but
also contributes to enhanced organizational
performance.

The bank was also honored with the title of
Best Bank for Diversily and Inclusion in Ku-
wail by the global financial publication, Euro-
money. This award highlighted the effective-
ness of the NBK RISE program, reflecting the
bank’s unwavering commitment to empower-
ing women and promoting their advancement
into leadership roles within the organization.

NBK also received the Excellence in Sus-
tainable Investment in MENA award at the
MEED Banking Excellence Awards 2024
for the third consecutive year. This recogni-
tion celebrated the NBK Academy program,
a legacy of success spanning over 16 years.
The program is designed to enable new uni-
versity graduates from Kuwaiti youth to enter
the banking sector. Furthermore, the bank
received two esteemed accolades from the
Brandon Hall Group of Excellence: recognition
in the “Best Advance in Compliance Training”
category for the NBK Highfliers program and
as the Best Bank for Diversity and Inclusion in

NBK Tech Academy successfully graduated 10 promising young Kuwaiti talents, who honed their skills in vital digital areas.

signed specifically to support women leaders.
Its core objective is to enhance the leadership
roles of women, equipping them with the skills
and qualifications needed for top executive
positions. This program is [ully aligned with
the bank’s broader strategy to elevate wom-
en’s leadership both within the organization
and beyond—extending its impact to the
country, region, and globally.

Talent acquisition

The Talent Acquisition Department con-
tinued its efforts to build a dynamic work-
force lo support the bank’s growth Lra-
jectory, successfully recruiting 373 new
employees in 2024.This marked a notable
increase in the bank’s local hiring efforts,
with new female employees accounting for
36.4 percent of the total workforce. Addi-
tionally, the department managed 98 internal
recruitment announcements across various
bank departments. The bank’s commitment
to nurturing talent positions NBK as the em-
ployer of choice for fresh Kuwaiti graduates,
providing a pathway for future leadership
roles within the organization.

The bank remained dedicated to maintain-
ing a strong Kuwaitization strategy through-
out 2024, actively participating in seven
career fairs where recruiting national talent
was prioritized. Additionally, the bank took
steps to exclusively recruit Kuwaiti nationals

NBK RISE stands as a pioneering initiative, being the first program of its kind designed specifically to support women leaders.

tiative not only ensures efficient information
management and easy access when needed,
but also plays a crucial role in reducing paper
waste, aligning with the bank’s broader envi-
ronmental suslainability goals and efforts to
lower its carbon footprint.

Furthermore, in 2024, the bank placed
a strong emphasis on fostering a culture of
continuous learning, leveraging automation
and digital platforms Lo enhance performance
quality. The Learning and Development team
successfully rolled out the Prime Leadership
Program, which focused on cultivating essen-
tial leadership competencies for branch and
area managers. A total of 62 managers par-
ticipated in this initiative, which covered key
areas such as strategic thinking, market trend
forecasting, informed decision-making for
long-term growth, and developing high-per-
forming leams. Additionally, the Professional
Leader Program saw the participation of 106
leaders from various bank divisions.

Prestigious awards

Throughout 2024, the Human Resources
Department’s  continuous efforls were re-
warded with six prestigious awards, further
strengthening NBK’s global reputation for ex-
cellence. Notably, the bank received the Gold
Award for “Excellence in Health and Wellbe-
ing” from the US-based Socicty for Human
Resource Management (SHRM). This recog-

Kuwait. Additionally, the NBK RISE program
was honored with MERIT’s Special Recogni-
tion for Developing Women Leaders, under-
scoring the bank’s commitment to cultivating
leadership and championing inclusivity across
all facets of its operations.

Added value for employees

To enhance employee satisfaction and
provide additional value, the HR Department
has introduced new financial benefits Lailored
specifically to employees. These include ex-
clusive fixed deposit interest rates and an ex-
lended interest-free loan program, enabling
employees to apply for a second loan upon
[ull repayment of the first. Additionally, work-
ing hours on Thursdays have been reduced by
one hour, and employees are granted three
days of welfare leave, reinforcing the Bank’s
commilment lo promoling work-life balance
and employee well-being.

The Strategic Business Support Partners
Department has been instrumental in es-
tablishing the Digital Banking Group, a key
driver of NBICs digital transformation jour-
ney. This group is dedicated to developing
innovative digital products, applications, and
systems while attracting top-tier digital tal-
ent to the bank. By enhancing the expertise
of these professionals and enabling them to
adapt to the rapidly evolving digital land-
scape, the department ensures alignment
with NBKs strategic vision for digital inno-
vation and transformation.

Moreover, the Human Resources De-
partment has embraced Robotic Process
Automation (RPA) technology to automate a
variely of routine processes and procedures.
By leveraging RPA as a digital workforce, the
department has significantly enhanced oper-
ational efficiency, minimized human errors,
and freed up employees to focus on com-
plex, value-added tasks.

The Human Resources Department intro-
duced a bi-annual performance self-review
process to enhance alignment and mutual rec-
ognition ol performance belween managers
and employees. This initiative fosters a culture
of transparency within the bank, encouraging
open communication and collaboration while
ensuring performance expeclations are clear-
ly understood and consistently evaluated.
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e KUWAIT: His Highness the Amir Sheikh Meshal Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah attends the opening ceremony of Sabah Al-Salem University City and honors top graduates. — KUNA and Amiri Diwan photos

HH the Amir’s 2024: Prestigious
honors and bold political reforms

Year defined by key decrees shaping Kuwait’s democratic process, nationality law

RIYADH: On behalf of Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz, Crown Prince
Mohammad bin Salman Al-Saud decorates HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal

with the King Abdulaziz Medal.

KUWAIT: The year 2024 saw Kuwail
actively engaging in diplomatic, political,
and struclural changes, with significant
milestones achieved both internationally
and domestically. The Amir of Kuwait, His
Highness Sheikh Meshal Al-Ahmad Al-
Jaber Al-Sabah, was at the forefront of
these developments, receiving numerous
prestigious awards from global leaders
and strengthening Kuwail's ties with key
regional and international partners.

Strengthened international ties

Kuwait’s international standing re-
mained strong throughout 2024, as His
Highness the Amir received multiple hon-
ors from world leaders in recognition of
his leadership and the country’s contribu-
tions Lo regional stability.

January 30: On behalf of Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz, Crown Prince Mo-
hammad bin Salman Al-Saud awarded
Sheikh Meshal the King Abdulaziz Medal,
acknowledging Kuwail’s role in fostering
stability in the region.

February 6: Sultan Haitham bin Tariq
of Oman awarded HH the Amir the Al
Saeed Medal, one of Oman’s highest hon-
ors, as a symbol of the close relations be-
tween the two nations. In return, Sheikh
Meshal honored Sultan Haitham with the
Mubarak Al-Kabeer Medal.

February 13: King Hamad bin Isa Al
Khalifa of Bahrain presented the Sheikh
Isa bin Salman Al Khalifa Medal of the
First Class to the Amir Sheikh Meshal.
This prestigious honor was in recognition
of His Highness’s efforts in strengthening
bilateral relations and reinforcing the his-

toric ties between the two countries.

February 20: Qalar’s Amir, Sheikh
Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani, presented
the Sword of the Founder Sheikh Jassim
bin Mohammed Al-Thani to HH the Amir
Sheikh Meshal, reflecting the longstand-
ing friendship between the two countries.

March 5: Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed
Al-Nahyan, President of the UAL,
awarded His Highness the Amir the Or-
der of Zaved, the highest honor be-
stowed by the UAE on heads of slale,
kings, and leaders. On the same day, HH
Sheikh Meshal decorated Sheikh Mo-
hamed with the Mubarak Al-Kabeer
Medal, signilying the strong relalions
between Kuwait and the UAE.

April 23: King Abdullah II of Jordan
awarded the Hussein bin Ali Medal to HH
the Amir Sheikh Meshal, highlighting the
enduring bond belween Kuwail and Jordan.

April 30: Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah Al-Sisi presented Sheikh Meshal
with the Order of the Nile, Egypt's high-
est slale honor, acknowledging Kuwail’s
historical role in supporting Egypt and
regional peace.

May 7: During his visil to Turkey, HH
the Amir Sheikh Meshal participated in
the signing of six bilateral agreements
with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
who also awarded him the State Order.

Political reforms
The year 2024 also saw significant
political and governance reforms aimed
al strengthening Kuwail’s democralic
processes and addressing key domes-
tic issues.
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KUWAIT: HH the Crown Prince Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled takes the con-

stitutional oath as Deputy Amir before HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal at a

ceremony at Seif Palace on Jun 2, 2024.

MUSCAT: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal and Sultan of Oman Haitham bin
Tareq exchange medals at Al-Alam Palace on Feb 6, 2024.

DOHA: Qatari Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani presents the
Sword of the Founder Sheikh Jassim bin Mohammad bin Thani to HH the

Amir Sheikh Meshal on Feb 20, 2024.

KUWAIT: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal meets FIFA President Gianni Infantino as HH the
Prime Minister Sheikh Ahmad Al-Abdullah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah, HH the Crown Prince
Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah and Minister of Information Abdulrah-
man Al-Mutairi look on at Jaber International Stadium during the opening ceremony of

Khaleeji Zain 26.

May 10: In a historic address, HH the
Amir Sheikh Meshal announced the dis-
solution of the National Assembly and
the suspension of certain articles of the
conslitution for up Lo four years. This was
part of a broader effort to evaluate and
enhance Kuwail’s governance [ramework.

May 12: Amiri Decree No 73 was is-
sued appointing Sheikh Ahmad Abdullah
Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah as Prime Minister,
with a new Cabinet of 13 ministers.

May 27: HH the Amir issued a decree
to form The Supreme Committee to In-
vestigate Kuwaiti Citizenship, tasked with

KUWAIT: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal attends the 45th Gulf Cooperation
Council meeting on Dec 1, 2024.

addressing issues related to citizenship
and residency.

June 1: In another key move, Sheikh
Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah
was appointed as Kuwait’s new Crown
Prince, with the formal swearing-in Lak-
ing place on June 2.

November 28: Kuwail also saw the
introduction of new measures under
the Foreigners’ Residency Law through
Amiri Decree No 114. The new de-
cree replaces the longstanding decree
17/1959, which had been in effect for
six decades, to address legislative gaps

and modern challenges.

December 1: At the 45th Gulf Coop-
eration Council Summit, HH the Amir
Sheikh Meshal delivered an inaugural
speech emphasizing regional cooperation
in addressing global challenges.

Domestic milestones

Kuwail also made significant progress
on the domestic front, including strides in
education and sports.

March 6: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal
altended the official opening of Abdullah
Al-Salem University, an important addition
to Kuwait’s educational infrastructure.

May 13: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal
attended and presided over the inaugu-
ralion ceremony ol Sabah Al-Salem Uni-
versity City.

December 21: His Highness the Amir
was present al the opening ceremony of
the Gulf Cup (Khaleeji Zain 26) at Jaber
Al-Ahmad International Stadium, reaf-
firming Kuwail's prominent role in the
regional sports community.

The events of 2024 underscored Ku-
wail’s aclive role on the global stage and
its continued pursuit of political, eco-
nomic, and social reforms. The awards
and honors received by His Highness the
Amir, combined with the ongoing domes-
tic changes, demonstrated Kuwail’s com-
mitment to enhancing its diplomatic re-
lationships while addressing the evolving
needs of its cilizens. As the year comes
to an end, the ongoing initiatives in gov-
ernance, regional diplomacy, and nation-
al development provide a foundation for
Kuwail’s continued growth and stability.

KUWAIT: HH the Amir Sheikh Meshal attends the inauguration ceremony

of Abdullah Al-Salem University (AASU) at the late Sheikh Abdullah Al-

Jaber Al-Sabah Theater in Shuwaikh on Mar 6, 2024.
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KNET cash withdrawals fall amid
shift toward digital payments

KNET sees 17% growth in electronic transactions across all platforms in 2024

KUWAIT: KNET, the Kuwaiti electron-
ic banking services company, reported a
17 percent increase in electronic trans-
aclions [or the 2024 financial year, driv-
en by the growing adoption of various
digital payment methods. The increase
in lransaclions was seen across plal-
forms, including point-of-sale systems
(POS), online payment gateways, govern-
ment e-payment services (Tasdeed), and
ATMs. This growth contrasts with a 14
percent decline in cash withdrawals, re-
flecting the ongoing shift [rom traditional
cash payments to digital transactions.
Speaking at the company’s general

assembly meeting, KNET’s Chairman,
Mohammed Al-Othman, highlighted the
company’s continued success in driving
growlh and embracing the latest digital
transformation technologies. He noted
that the total transaction volume for the
year rose by 6 percent, with POS devices
increasing by 5 percent and a 20 percent
rise in the number of POS transactions.
In terms of online payment systems,
Al-Othman reported a 13 percent in-
crease in transaction volume through on-
line payment gateways, with a 7 percent
rise in transaction values. This increase
in online transactions signals a broader

trend lowards digital solutions, as more
consumers and businesses shill lowards
cashless payments.

However, the trend lowards digilal
transactions has impacted cash with-
drawals. There was a 14 percent drop in
ATM cash withdrawals, and the value of
withdrawals also decreased by 15 per-
cent. This decline is attributed to a grow-
ing preference for clectronic payments
and digilal transfers, which are becoming
more convenient for consumers.

Al-Othman also discussed KNET’s
efforts to modernize its infrastructure,
noling the renewal of ils government

e-payment contract with the Ministry of
Finance in August. This agreement has
led to a 4 percent increase in the number
of completed transactions on the govern-
ment payment platform.

KNET’s Chief Executive Officer, Esam
Alkheshnam, further emphasized the
company’s ongoing commitment to ex-
panding its markel presence in Kuwail.
Alkheshnam pointed out that the compa-
ny’s innovalions, such as the introduction
of the instant payment service “WAMD,”
and the ongoing development of the elec-
tronic payment galteway, were essential
steps in supporting Kuwait’s national vi-

sion for digital transformation.

He also mentioned that KNET had re-
placed 90 percent of its outdated POS
devices, which were operating on older
2G and 3G networks, with new devices
that support more advanced communica-
tion technologies.

KNET, founded in 1992 with the sup-
port of local banks, has played a crucial
role in linking the electronic payment
systems of Kuwait’s banks. The compa-
ny’s efforts align with Kuwail's broader
goals of reducing reliance on cash in daily
transaclions and enhancing the country’s
financial inclusion. — KUNA

An emergency responder takes care of a patient at
one of the health ministry’s emergency clinics sta-
tioned at the Khaleeji Zain 26 stadiums.

es and equipment

ahead of a Khaleeji Zain 26 match at an ambulance
stationed outside the stadium.

Blue Wave Group
rallies fans to support

Kuwait’s national team

KUWAIT: The youth initiative “Blue Wave Group”
organized a vibrant march on Thursday night in Souq
Al-Mubarakiya to show support for the Kuwaiti na-
tlional football team ahead of their match against Qa-
tar in the Arabian Gulf Cup (Khalegji Zain 26).

The event, aimed at motivating the players, at-
tracted fans of all ages. Participants waved Kuwaiti
flags, held blue banners, and chanted familiar songs
such as “Oh, ya Al-Azrag” and “Ana Kuwaili ana”
alongside other anthems that have become synon-
ymous with the national team over the years. Souq
Al-Mubarakiva has become a top destination for
football fans attending Khaleeji Zain 26, the regional
football tournament bringing together the eight Gulf
nations. Taking place from December 21 to January
3 in Kuwait, the tournament has attracted support-
ers from Kuwait, Iraq, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Oman,

‘emen, the UAE, and Qatar. The souq has been busy
with fans from across the Gulf, who have brought
their passion for football into the market. Many have
been posting videos on social media, showing them-
selves supporting their teams, singing chants, and
even playing impromptu games of football in the al-
leys of the market. — Agencies

A fan takes a photo on his smartphone of man wav-
ing Kuwait’s flag at the support march.

KUWAIT: Acting Undersecretary of the Ministry of Interior, Major General Ali
Al-Adwani tours the Jaber Al-Ahmad International Stadium accompanied by

officials. — KUNA photos

Mol, MoH play
vital role in success
of Khaleeji Zain 26

KUWAIT: The Ministry of Health has con-
tinued its crucial role in safeguarding public
health and safety during the Gulf Cup (Khaleeji
Zain 26), ensuring that emergency medical ser-
vices are readily available throughout the tour-

ufl

KUWAIT: Football fans gather at Souq Al-Mubarakiya in a show of support for Ku-
wait’s national football team during their participation in the Gulf Cup (Khaleeji

Zain 26). — KUNA photos

Passionate supporters chant Kuwaiti national team
anthems in Souq Al-Mubarakiya.

Fans of all ages join forces in Souq Al-Mubarakiya,
waving flags in support of their favorite team during
the Khaleeji Zain 26 tournament.

nament, which is taking place from December
21 until January 3.

The ministry has deployed approximately 50
modern ambulances and 400 paramedics, sta-
tioned at key locations including Jaber Al-Ahmad
International Stadium, Jaber Al-Mubarak Al-Sa-
bah Stadium, training facilities for the participating
teams, accommodations for delegations, and other
designated sites such as the Murooj complex. This
extensive medical support underscores Kuwait’s
commitment to ensuring the safety and well-being
of all involved in the event.

In addition, the Ministry of Interior has also been
aclively involved in ensuring the salety of the evenL.
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national team.

A passionate supporter holds Kuwait’s flag high as
he chants national anthems.

Ministry of Interior officials check footage from surveillance cameras fixed
across the Jaber Al-Ahmad Stadium.

Acting Undersecretary of the Ministry of Interi-
or, Major General Ali Al-Adwani, emphasized the
importance of coordination among various securi-
ty agencies and ensuring the readiness of plans to
address any emergencies. This statement came fol-
lowing a visit by Major General Al-Adwani Lo Jaber
Al-Ahmad International Stadium.

According to the statement, Major General
Al-Adwani affirmed the ministry’s commilment Lo
providing a safe and secure environment for the
public, ensuring that the event proceeds smoothly
and safely. He added that the visil focused on con-
firming the readiness of the plans in place to deal
with any unexpected situations. — KUNA
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Blue Wave Group members lead the march held in support of the Kuwait football

for B s |
A young girl waves Kuwait’s old red and white flag
at the march.

Fans dressed in blue, the Kuwait national team’s col-
or, take part in the march at Souq Al-Mubarakiya to
show their support ahead of the Gulf Cup match.
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Korea prosecutors: Yoon authorised
‘shooting’ during martial law bid

Court to decide the fate of Yoon’s replacement

SEOUL: South Korea’s suspended president Yoon
Suk Yeol authorized the military to fire their weap-
ons il needed to enter parliament during his failed bid
to impose martial law, according to a prosecutors’
report seen by AFP on Saturday. The 10-page sum-
mary from former defense minister Kim Yong-hyun’s
prosecution indictment report, which was provided
Lo the media, also says Yoon vowed on December 3
to declare martial law three times if necessary.

Yoon, who was stripped of his duties by the Na-
Llional Assembly this month, is under investigation for
his short-lived attempt to scrap civilian rule, which
plunged the country into political turmoil and led to
his impeachment.

‘oon’s lawyer Yoon Kab-keun dismissed the
prosecutors’ report, telling AFP it was “a one-sid-
ed account that neither corresponds to objective
circumstances nor common sense”. As lawmakers
rushed to parliament on December 3 to vote down

‘oon’s martial law declaration, heavily armed troops
stormed the building, scaling fences, smashing win-
dows and landing by helicopter.

According to the prosecution indictment report,
Yoon told the chief of the capital defense command,
Lee Jin-woo, that military forces could shoot if nec-
essary to enter the National Assembly. “Have you
still not gol in? What are you doing? Break down the
door and drag them oul, even if it means shooling,”
Yoon told Lee, according to the report.

Yoon also allegedly told the head of the Defense
Counterintelligence Command, General Kwak Jong-
keun, to “quickly get inside” the National Assembly
since the quorum for the martial law declaration to
be lifted had not been met.

“So quickly get inside the National Assembly and
bring out the people inside the chamber, and break
down the doors with an axe if necessary and drag
everyone out,” the report quotes Yoon as saying at
the time. After lawmakers rushed inside parliament
and voted 190-0 to nullify Yoon’s declaration in the
early hours of December 4, the report says Yoon told
Lee, “Even if it’s lifted, I can declare martial law a
second or third time, so just keep going.”

‘Ugly truth’

The report also included screenshots of senior
defense officials’ messages from the day of the mar-
tial law declaration. It said there was evidence that
Yoon had been discussing declaring martial law with

Slovakia ready to
hostRussia-Ukraine
peace talks

BRATISLAVA: Slovakia on Friday confirmed its
readiness Lo hosl peace lalks between Russia and
Ukraine, despile Kyiv’s accusation that it is playing
into the hands of Russian President Vladimir Putin.
The Russian leader on Thursday called it “accept-
able” for the country to become a “platform” for di-
alogue over the conflict, which US President-elect
Donald Trump has said he could end after he takes
office in January.

Thal prospect has raised concerns in Kyiv that a
settlement could be imposed on terms favourable to
Moscow, as Ukraine struggles on the battlefield. “If
someone wanls Lo organize peace lalks in Slovakia,
we will be ready and hospitable,” the country’s Prime
Minister Robert Fico posted late Iriday on Facebook.

Earlier, Slovakia’s Foreign Minister Juraj Blanar
said on Facebook: “We offer Slovak soil for such ne-
gotiations.” The moves come nearly three years after
the start of the full-scale Russian assault on Ukraine.
Putin announced Thursday that Slovakia had offered
to be a “platform” for possible peace talks and that
Russia was “not against it”, praising Bratislava’s “neu-
tral position”. But Pulin reiterated his vow thal his
country would achieve “all the objectives in Ukraine”.

Slovak-Russian ties
Blanar said any lalks must lake place “with the par-
ticipation of all parties, and therefore also of Russia”,
unlike a previous summit in June in Switzerland. “We
consider the statement of the Russian president as a
positive signal to end this war, this bloodshed and this

Footage shows NY
inmate beaten by
guards before death

NEW YORK: Law enforcement in the US state of
New York on Friday released “devastating” footage of
prison guards beating a Black inmate shortly before
he died. The body-worn camera footage, recorded the
night of December 9, shows Robert Brooks, 43, brutal-
ized by multiple prison guards, with his face bloodied
and neck held. Brooks, an inmate at a northern New
York prison serving a 12-year senlence for assaull,
was pronounced dead later that night. Letitia James,
the attorney general of New York, said the video was
released to provide “transparency and accountability.”

In a statement, Brooks’ relatives said they found
“walching the horrific and violent final moments of
Robert’s life was devastating for his loved ones.” “We

SEOUL: South Korea’s Finance Minister and new acting president Choi Sang-mok (C) speaks as he presides over a meeting of the National Security Council at the Gov-
ernment Complex in Seoul on December 27, 2024, after Prime Minister Han Duck-soo’s impeachment motion was passed by the National Assembly. — AFP

senior military officials as early as March.

The declaration followed a budgel Lussle between
Yoon's party and the opposition. Days later, Yoon in
a speech apologized for the “anxiely and inconve-
nience” and promised there would not be a second
declaration of martial law. Ex-defense minister Kim
was arrested over his role in the failed martial law
bid. Opposition Democratic Party lawmaker Kang
Sun-woo said in a statement on Saturday that “the
prosecution has laid bare the undeniable ugly truth
about Yoon Suk Yeol, the treasonous ringleader”,
adding that he must be “arrested immediately”.

South Korea’s Constitutional Court held its first

k2

preliminary hearing on the validity of Yoon’s im-
peachment on Friday. The court will also decide the
fate of Yoon’s replacement, Han Duck-soo, who was
impeached Friday over his refusal to complete Yoon’s
impeachment process and bring him to justice.

Tens of thousands of Yoon supporters and op-
ponents held rival mass rallies in central Seoul on
Saturday. “The martial law was legal, and president
Yoon did it because of the insurrectionary oppo-
sition Democratic Party,” said 31-year-old Danny
Ko, holding the slogan “Legal martial law, Invalid
impeachment!”

“The Democratic Party will impeach (actling
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MYKOLAIV: This handout picture shows the firefighters pushing out a fire in a residential building after
drones attack in Mykolaiv region, amid Russian invasion in Ukraine. — AFP

destruction as soon as possible,” the minister said.

He said Slovakia had told Kyiv in October that it
was available to host peace talks. Slovak Prime Min-
ister Robert Fico is one of only a handful of European
leaders who have remained close to the Kremlin. He
mel with Putin in Moscow on December 22, provok-
ing an angry reaction from Kyiv.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky on Mon-
day accused Fico of wanting to “help” Putin by con-
tinuing to import Russian gas. Despite being a NATO
and European Union member, Slovakia has moved

will not rest until we have secured justice for Robert’s
memory,” the statement added.

The foolage shows Brooks restrained on what ap-
pears Lo be a hospital bed with several guards holding
him down and beating him. Brooks is later seen sit-
ting up and gets dragged off the bed by his collar. A
preliminary autopsy reported in local press said the
cause of death was “asphyxia due to compression of
the neck,” though full autopsy resulls remain pending.
The foolage lacks audio, which James said was be-
cause the guards “did not activate” their body-worn
cameras despite them being on, leading to the sound-
less recording. New York Governor Kathy Hochul
condemned the incident in a stalement.

“We have no lolerance for individuals who cross
the line, break the law and engage in unnecessary vio-
lence or largeled abuse,” she said. Evidence of police
brutality has been a galvanizing political force in the
United States. Footage of the 2020 death of George
Floyd, a Black American, under the knee of a police
officer sparked widespread outrage and led o racial
justice protests across the country. — AFP

closer to Russia since the return to power of the na-
tionalist Fico in late 2023.

Fico has stopped all military aid to Ukraine and
accuses Kyiv of jeopardising his country’s supply of
Russian gas, which he wants lo keep buying. Fico,
in his Facebook post, said that “by stopping the gas
transil, President Zelensky will cause billions of dam-
age Lo the EU.” “It seems thal some big people in the
EU don’t mind. The main thing is that in the name of an
unrealistic goal of weakening Russia, Slavs will con-
tinue to kill each other,” he continued. — AFP
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MARCY: This screenshot taken from New York State
Department of Corrections and Community Supervi-
sion (DOCCS) body camera footage and released by the
Office of the New York State Attorney General shows
DOCCS officers with Robert Brooks at Marcy Correc-
tional Facility in Oneida County, New York. —AFP

president) Choi Sang-mok like Han, and the coun-
try will go mad.” An anti-Yoon crowd was gath-
ered nearby holding signs such as: “A new leader
for the new year” and “Arrest Yoon Suk Yeol”, with
many singing along to K-pop songs and John Len-
non’s “Imagine”.

“I felt so relieved when Han was impeached,
he was also part of the insurrection” Kwak Min-
jeong, 25, told AFP. Holding a glow stick, Kwak
said she would keep protesting until “democracy
was achieved”. “We are holding it lo show our
commilment, and unlike a candle, it will never go
off,” she said. — AFP

Mideast ‘not a
battleground
for big powers’

BEIJING: The top diplomats of China and
Iran agreed Saturday that the Middle East
is “not a battleground for the big powers”
and should not be an arena of geopolitical
competition between countries outside
the region.

Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi and his
Chinese counterpart Wang Yi agreed that
“the international community should respect
the sovereignty, security, stability, unity and
territorial integrity of Middle East coun-
tries,” according to a readout from Beijing’s
foreign ministry.

Araghchi is on his first visil Lo China since
being appointed foreign minister of Iran.The
two major trading partners reiterated calls
for a ceasefire in Gaza, the proper imple-
mentation of the ceasefire in Lebanon, and
the “integrated promotion of counter-ter-
rorism, reconciliation and humanitarian pro-
cesses in Syria”, according Lo the readout.

“The two sides agreed that the Middle
East belongs to the people of the Middle
East, and is not a battleground for the big
powers, and should not be a victim of geo-
political competition and conflicts between
countries from outside the region,” the
ministry said.

China and Iran were both supporters of
ousted Syrian president Bashar Al-Assad.
Syria’s new leader, Ahmed Al-Sharaa, is an
ardent opponent of Tehran. Araghchi and
Wang also discussed Iran’s nuclear program,
which governments including Britain and
the United States say could be on its way to
building weapons.

Tensions have soared over Tehran’s nu-
clear ambitions since then-president Don-
ald Trump pulled the United States out of a
landmark agreement that traded sanctions
relief for limits on Iran’s nuclear program.

China is a signatory to that agreement,
and Wang told Araghchi Saturday that Bei-
jing “firmly supports the Iranian side in safe-
guarding its legilimate rights and interests”.
China is Iran’s largest trading partner and a
top buyer of its sanctioned oil. — AFP
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Turkey’s pro-Kurd party
meetls jailed PKK leader

Government approved DEM’s request to visit Ocalan

ISTANBUL: A delegation from Turkey’s main
pro-Kurdish DEM party on Saturday visited jailed
PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan, who is serving life on a
prison island off Istanbul, party officials said.

The visit would be the party’s first in almost 10
years. DEM's predecessor, the HDP party, last met
Ocalan in April 2015.“The delegation left in the morn-
ing,” a party source told AFP, without elaborating how
they would travel to the island for security reasons.

On Itiday, the government approved DEM’s re-
quest to visit Ocalan, who founded the Kurdistan
Workers’ Parly (PKK) nearly half a century ago and
has languished in solitary confinement since 1999.
The PKK is regarded as a “lerror” organization by
Turkey and most of its Weslern allies, including the
United States and European Union.

The DEM party delegation is made up of two
lawmakers—Sirri Sureyyva Onder and Pervin Buldan.
They are not expected to make a statement after
the visit, the same source told AFP. DEM’s co-chair
Tuncer Bakirhan said he hoped the talks with Ocalan
would “open a new era” for a democralic seltlement
to the Kurdish problem. “While I speak here, our
delegation is currently meeling with Mr Abdullah
Ocalan at Imrali (island). We believe it’s important,”
he told reporters in the Uludere district near the
Iraqi border.

‘Door must be unlocked’
He was attending a commemoration ceremony
marking the anniversary of 2011 killing of 34 civilians
by a Turkish airstrike, an incident which was later

called “Uludere or Roboski massacre”. “Imrali’s door

Gaza child amputees
get new limbs, can’t
shake war trauma

ABU DHABI: Layan Al Nasr, 14, thought she would
never walk again after both of her legs were ampu-
Laled following the Zionist bombing in Gaza one year
ago. Now, she stands proudly on artificial limbs fitted
in the United Arab Emirates. But fear for her family,
still living under the attacks.

“When I was told about prosthetics when I arrived,
I didn’t even know they exisled,” she jokes, laking a
few steps supported by crutches. She is able to smile
as she describes her operations, rehabilitation and her
newfound hope. But emotion eventually catches up
with her.“What scares me loday is losing my brothers,
my sisters and my father,” she confides, bursting into
Llears. Nasr is one of more than 2,000 wounded or se-
riously ill Palestinians flown with their closesl relatives
to the oil-rich UAE during the Zionist-Hamas war.

Plucked from shattered Gaza, much of it in ruins,
they are lucky to escape a conflict that has left more
than 45,000 people dead in the Palestinian territo-
ry. The war was triggered by militant group Hamas’s
October 7, 2023 attack that resulted in 1,208 deaths
on the Zionist side, mostly civilians, according to an
AFP tally of Zionist entily official figures.

However, the survivors brought Lo the UAE are
haunted by their memories of war and their terror
of losing loved ones, despite their new existence in

Zionists set fire
to Gaza hospital...

Continued from Page 1

In a statement on Saturday, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs renewed Kuwait’s call on the international com-
munity to end such violations immediately, bring perpe-
trators to accountability, and protect civilian properties
and medical and humanitarian aid staff. The assault on
Kamal Adwan Hospital has rendered the facility “use-
less”, further worsening Gaza’s severe health crisis, the
Palestinian Lerritory’s health officials said.

The World Health Organization said the operation
had put the “last major health facility in north Gaza out
of service”. “Initial reports indicate that some key de-
partments were severely burnt and destroyed during
the raid,” it added in a statement on X.

The WHO said 60 health workers and 25 patients in
critical condition, including some on ventilators, report-
edly remained in the hospital. The raid on the hospital,
one of three medical facilities on the northern edge of
Gaza, put the last major health facility in north Gaza out
of service, the World Health Organization said in a post
on X. Some patients were evacuated to the Indonesian
Hospital, which is not in service, and medics were pre-
vented from joining them there, the Health Ministry said.
Some others were transferred to another hospital in the
southern Gaza Strip. Some of the freed medical staff ar-
rived at the Al-Ahly Arab Baptist Hospital in Gaza City.

The Zionist military said on Friday that Hamas fight-

EU universal
charger rules...

Continued from Page 1

The law was first approved in 2022 following a tus-
sle with US tech giant Apple. It allowed companies un-
til December 28 this year to adapt. Makers of laptops
will have extra lime, from early 2026, Lo also follow suit.
Most devices already use these cables, but Apple was
more than a little reluctant. The firm said in 2021 that
such regulation “stifles innovation”, but by September
last year it had begun shipping phones with the new
port. Makers of clectronic consumer items in Europe
had agreed on a single charging norm from dozens on
the markel a decade ago under a voluntlary agreement

must be unlocked,” Bakirhan said.

“I hope that the discussions there will enable the
Kurdish issue lo be resolved through democral-
ic means and on a democratic basis.” Detained 25
years ago in a Hollywood-style operation by Turkish
securily forces in Kenya afler years on the run, Oca-
lan was sentenced to death. He escaped the gallows
when Turkey abolished capital punishment in 2004
and is spending his remaining years in an isolation
cell on the Imrali prison island south of Istanbul.

Saturday’s rare visit became possible after Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s nationalist ally Devlet
Bahceli invited Ocalan to come to parliament to re-
nounce “terror”, and to disband the militant group.
Bahceli, who heads the ultra-nationalist MHP party,
is fiercely hostile to the PKK.

‘Historic’

Erdogan backed the unprecedented appeal as a
“historic window of opportunity”. “My dear Kurdish
brothers, we expectl you Lo firmly grasp (Bahceli’s)
sincerely outstretched hand,” he said in Oclober,
urging them Lo join in efforts to build what he called
the “century of Turkey”. Soon after Bahceli’s call,
Ocalan was allowed his first family visit since March
2020, prompting DEM to make its own request to
the justice ministry Lo visil the 75-year-old militant.

PKK militants subsequently claimed responsibili-
Ly for an attack in October on a Turkish defense firm
that killed five. That delayed the government approv-
al of DEM’s request. For several years up to 2015,
Ocalan was engaged in talks with authorities, when
then-prime minister Erdogan called for a solution for

calm, quiet Abu Dhabi. “I don't care what happens
to me, the important thing is that nothing happens to
them,” insists Nasr. The complex housing them in the
UAE capital has a school, mosque, grocery store and
a hairdresser, as well as a care cenler offering phys-
iotherapy, speech therapy and counselling. “Thanks
to the prosthetics and the care provided, patients
have regained their autonomy,” says physiotherapist
Mustafa Ahmed Naji Awad.

But the hardest thing to treat is the psychologi-
cal impact, he admits. Faten Abu Khoussa, who came
with her 10-year-old daughter Qamar, can testify to
this. The little girl was caught in an air raid in Gaza
when she went out to buy a packet of crisps, losing
a leg from her injuries. Qamar’s spirits have gradual-
ly improved over lime, but “it remains very difficult
for her. She loved nothing more than playing on her
scooler”, says her mother. “She feels alone without
her brothers and sisters” who have fled to Egypt,
Abu Khoussa adds. The single mother, now separat-
ed from the other children she has been raising since
her husband’s death, is desperately trying to reunite
her family in the UAE.

Until then she feels her life is “suspended”, leaving
her unable to plan for the future. The Emirati authorities
say the afflicted Palestinians and their family members
will be asked to return home when conditions allow.
Ahmad Mazen, 15, who came with his mother to have
a lower-leg prosthesis fitted, was looking forward to
being reunited with his father and brother. But short-
ly after his arrival, he learned that they had been killed
in a bombing raid. His only consolation is football, his
passion, and the “indescribable feeling” of finally being
able to kick a ball again, he says. — AFP

ers had operated from Kamal Adwan Hospital through-
out the 15-month-old war and had made the site a key
stronghold. Hamas dismissed this as “lies”, saying there
were no fighters in the hospital. The Gaza Health Min-
istry also said Zionist entity strikes across the enclave
killed 18 Palestinians on Saturday, at least nine of them
in a house in Maghazi camp in central Gaza Strip. The
Zionist entity military said on Saturday it had begun
operating overnight against targets in the Beit Hanoun
area in northern Gaza. “Troops are enabling civilians
still in the area Lo move away for their own safely,” it
said. In the past few months Zionisl enlily forces have
pushed people out and razed much of the area around
the northern towns of Jabalia, Beit Hanoun and Beit La-
hiya. Palestinians have accused Zionist entily of carry-
ing out ethnic cleansing by depopulating those areas
to create a buffer zone. Zionist entity denies it is doing
this, saying it aims to prevent Hamas fighters from re-
grouping in these areas.

Zionist entity’s campaign against Hamas, which pre-
viously controlled Gaza, has killed more than 45,400
Palestinians, according to health officials in the enclave.
Most of the population of 2.3 million has been displaced
and much of Gaza is in ruins.

One of the Gazans evacuated from the hospital, who
asked Lo be identified only as Mohammad for securi-
ty reasons, told AFP some evacuees were interrogated
about Hamas. “As we began to exit, the army asked all
young men to take off their clothes and walk outside the
hospital,” said Mohammad, whose brother was a patient
there. “They (soldiers) took tens of young men, as well
as physicians and patients, to an unknown place... The
young men were interrogalted, they were asked about
resistance fighters, Hamas and weapons.”— Agencies

with the European Commission. But Apple, the world’s
biggest seller of smartphones, refused to abide by it
and ditch its Lightning ports. Other manufacturers
kept their alternative cables going, meaning there were
about half a dozen types knocking around, creating a
jumble of cables for consumers.

USB-C ports can charge at up to 100 Watts,
transfer data up to 40 gigabits per second, and can
serve to hook up to external displays. At the time of
its approval, the commission said the law was ex-
pected to save at least 200 million euros ($208 mil-
lion) pr year and cut more than a thousand tons of
EU electronic wasle every year.

“IU's time for THE charger,” the European Commis-
sion wrole on X on Salurday. “It means beller-charging
Llechnology, reduced e-wasle, and less fuss Lo find the
chargers you need.” — AFP

QAMISHLI: (FILES) Protesters raise yellow flags and portraits showing the face of Abdullah Ocalan, the
leader of the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) -- jailed in Turkey since 1999 -- during a demonstration call-
ing for his release, in the Kurdish-majority city of Qamishli in northeastern Syria. — AFP

what is often called Turkey’s “Kurdish problem”.
The peace process and a truce collapsed in 2015,

sparking the resumption of violence, especially in the

Kurdish-majority southeast. The government’s approv-

Cracks emerge
in Trump’s
MAGA coalition

WASHINGTON: Donald Trump has yet to move back
into the White House and already fissures are opening
in his coalition, amid squabbling between Elon Musk
and his Silicon Valley “tech bros” and his hardcore Re-
publican backers. At the heart of the internecine sniping
is Trump’s central clection issue—immigration—and
the H1-B visas that allow companies to bring foreigners
with specific qualifications to the United States.

The permits are widely used in Silicon Valley, and
Musk—who himself came to the United States from
South Africa on an HI-B—is a fervent advocate. The
world’s richest man, who bankrolled Trump’s election
campaign and has become a close advisor, posted on X
Thursday that welcoming elite engineering talent from
abroad was “essentlial for America Lo keep winning.”

Vivek Ramaswamy, appointed by Trump as Musk’s
co-chair on a new advisory board on government effi-
ciency, suggested that companies prefer foreign work-
ers because they lack an “American culture,” which he
said venerates mediocrily. “A culture that celebrates
the prom queen over the math olympiad champ, or the
jock over the valedictorian, will not produce the best
engineers,” he posted, warning that, without a change in
atlitude, “we’ll have our asses handed to us by China.”

Skepticism over the benefits of immigration is a hall-
mark of Trump’s “Make America Great Again” (MAGA)
movement and the billionaires’ remarks angered im-

New bird flu
mulation
found in US

WASHINGTON: The ongoing spread of bird flu in the
United States has alarmed experts—not just because of
human cases causing severe illness, but also due to trou-
bling new instances of infections in cats. A sample of the
virus found in a critically ill patient in the United States
has shown signs of mutating Lo beller suit human airways,
although there is no indication it has spread beyond that
individual, authorities report. Earlier this month, officials
announced that an elderly Louisiana patient was in “crit-
ical condition” with a severe H5N1 infection.

An analysis posted by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC) Thursday revealed that
a small percentage of the virus in the patient’s throat
carried genetic changes that could increase the virus’s
ability to bind to certain cell receptors found in the
human upper respiratory tract. Importantly, the CDC
noted that these changes have not been detected in
birds—including in the backyard poultry flock believed
to have been the source of the patient’s initial infection.

Instead, the agency said the mutations were “likely
generated by replication of this virus in the patient
with advanced disease,” emphasizing that no trans-
mission of the mutated strain to other humans had
been identified. Several experts contacted by AFP
cautioned that it was oo early to determine whether

WHO chief narrowly
escapes death in...

Continued from Page 1

I don’t know if it affected my ear. The explosion
was so heavy. “It was the departure lounge next to
us that was hit, and later on the control tower. “It was
very chaotic. People were in disarray and running
everywhere and no shelter: we were completely ex-
posed. “It's a matter of luck. Otherwise, if the mis-
sile deviated just slightly, it could have been on our
heads... my colleague actually said after all that, we
escaped death narrowly.”

Meanwhile, Yemen’s Houthis said new air raids hit
the country’s north on Saturday, shorlly after they

al of the DEM party visit comes after rebels in neigh-
boring Syria overthrew strongman president Bashar
Al-Assad on December 8. Turkey routinely targets
Kurdish fighters in northern Syria and Iraq. — AFP

migration hawks who accused them of ignoring US
achievements in technological innovation.

Incoming White House deputy chief of staff Stephen
Miller posted a 2020 speech in which Trump marveled at
the American “culture” that had “hamessed electricity, split
the atom, and gave the world the telephone and the Inter-
net.” The post appeared calculated to remind critics that
Trump won November’s election on a platform of gelling
tough on immigration and boosling American manufactur-
ing. But it was Michael Faraday, an English scientist, who
discovered that an electric current could be produced by
passing a magnet through a copper wire and Ernest Ruth-
erford, a New Zealander, who first split the atom.

And Alexander Graham Bell may have died a US cilizen
but he was a Brilish subject in Canada when he invent-
ed the telephone. Trump voiced opposition to HI-B visas
during his successful first run for the White House in 2016,
calling them “unfair for our workers” while acknowledging
that he used foreign labor in his own businesses. The Re-
publican placed restrictions on the system when he took
office, but the curbs were lifted by President Joe Biden.

Trump is known for enjoying the gladiatorial spectacle
when conflict breaks out in his inner circle. He has been
conspicuously silent during the hostilities that Politico
characterized as “Musk vs MAGA.” Many MAGA figures
have been agitating for a complete closure of America’s
borders while the problem of illegal entries is tackled, and
hoping for a steer from Trump that would reassure them
that he remains firm in his “America First” stance.

For some long-time loyalists, Silicon Valley has already in-
serted itself too deeply into MAGA politics. “We welcomed
the tech bros when they came running our way to avoid the
3rd grade teacher picking their kid's gender—and the ob-
vious Biden/Harris economic decline,” said Matt Gaetz, the
scandal-hil congressman forced lo withdraw afler being
nominated by Trump to run the Justice Department. — AFP

these changes would make the virus more transmissi-
ble or more severe in people.

Angela Rasmussen, a virologist at the University
of Saskalchewan in Canada, explained that while the
mutation might help the virus enter cells more casily,
additional evidence—such as animal testing—would be
needed to confirm any effect on transmissibility. More-
over, similar mutations have occurred in previous criti-
cally ill patients without leading to broader outbreaks.

“It's good to know we should be looking out for
this,” Rasmussen said, “but it doesn’t actually tell us,
‘Oh, we're this much closer to a pandemic now.” Thi-
js Kuiken of Erasmus University Medical Center in the
Netherlands agreed. “Efficient attachment to human
upper respiratory tract cells is necessary, but not suf-
ficient, for more efficient transmissibility between peo-
ple,” he said, adding that the process is just one among
several steps required for successful viral replication.

Rather than intensifying discase, Kuiken pointed out,
such adaptations might actually result in milder infec-
tions by favoring cells in the upper respiratory tract—
causing symploms like a runny nose or sore throal—
rather than affecting the lower respiratory tract, which
leads to more severe pneumonia.

Rasmussen expressed bigger concerns about the
sheer volume of bird flu currently circulating. The CDC
has reported 65 confirmed human cases in 2024, and
many more may go undetected among dairy and poul-
try workers. This widespread circulation, Rasmussen
warned, increases the likelihood of the virus mixing
with seasonal influenza, potentially triggering “rapid
evolutionary leaps,” similar to events that caused the
1918 and 2009 flu pandemics. — AFP

claimed responsibility for a missile attack on Zionist
entity. A Houthi military statement said the raids were
carried out in the Buhais area of Hajjah province’s
Medi district, blaming “US-British aggression”.

There was no immediate comment from London
or Washington. The Houthis made the same claim
about a raid they said hit a park in the capital Sanaa
on Iriday. Hostilities have also flared belween the
rebels and Zionist enlily in recent days afler a series
of Houthi missile attacks prompted deadly Zionist
entity air strikes in rebel-held areas on Thursday. Six
people were killed, including four at Sanaa airport,
where World Health Organization chiel Tedros Ad-
hanom Ghebreyesus was wailing for a {light. On Sal-
urday, the Houthis claimed they had “successfully”
Largeted the Nevalim base south of Jerusalem with a
ballistic missile.—AFP
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German president dissolves parliament,
sets February 23 general election date

Steinmeier appeals for the campaign to be ‘conducted with respect and decency’

BELIN: German President Frank-Wal-
ter Steinmeier dissolved parliament on
Friday and confirmed the expected Feb-
ruary date for an early general election
after the collapse of Olaf Scholz’s gov-
ernment last month. Scholz’s coalition
was brought down by internal fights
about how to revive Europe’s largest
economy bul a deadly car-ramming al-
lack al a Christmas markel last week has
renewed the country’s healed debales
over security and immigration.

Conlfirming the February 23 date for
the election, Steinmeier emphasized the
need for “political stability” and ap-
pealed for the campaign to be “conduct-
ed with respect and decency”. A Saudi
doclor, Taleb al-Abdulmohsen, 50, was
arrested al the scene of the attack on the
Christmas markel in the easlern cily of
Magdeburg which left five people dead
and more than 200 injured.

Interior Minister Nancy Fraser has
said Abdulmohsen held “Islamophobic”
views bul his exacl molive remains un-
clear. In the wake of the atlack, Scholz
appealed to Germans to “link arms” and
to not allow “hatred to determine our
coexistence”.

The conservative CDU/CSU is lead-
ing in the polls on around 32 percent
under its leader Friedrich Merz and even

before last week’s attack it had been
promising a harder line on immigration
as well as a rightward shift on social and
economic policy.

On Friday Merz wrote about the at-
tack in his newsletter, pointing to the
suspect’s previous criminal record and
asking: “Why don’t we gel rid ol such
people before they do something this
awful?” If necessary, the law should be
changed to make such deportations pos-
sible, he said.

In second place in the polls on 19 per-
cent is the far-right Alternative for Ger-
many (A[D), which held what it called
a “memorial” rally in Magdeburg on
Monday. At the event, the AfD’s region-
al leader Jan Wenzel Schmidt said Ger-
many could “no longer lake in madmen
from all over the world” and demanded
the country “close the borders”.

Steinmeier also said on Friday that he
wanted “the campaign to be conducted
with fair and transparent means” and
warned of the dangers of “foreign influ-
ence... which is particularly intense on
X,” the social media platform owned by
billionaire Elon Musk. “Hatred and vio-
lence must have no place in this election
campaign, nor denigration or intimida-
tion... all this is poison for democracy,”
Steinmeier said.

Host of challenges

Scholz’s Social Democrats are
lagging badly in polls on just 15 per-
cent. His unruly three-party coali-
tion collapsed on November 6, the
day Donald Trump won re-election
to the White House. That led Scholz
to call a confidence vote last week
which he lost, paving the way for an
carly election.

He will remain in office as a care-
taker chancellor until a new govern-
ment is formed, which could take sev-
eral months after the election. In his
speech, Steinmeier reminded political
parties and voters of the host of chal-
lenges the next government will face
given the “economically unslable sil-
uation... the wars in the Middle East
and Ukraine” as well as debales over
immigration and climate change.

On securily, both the CDU and
SPD want to keep helping Ukraine
in its war with Russia and spend two
percent of GDP or more on Germa-
ny’s defense. While the CDU program
remains vague on what weapons to
ship to Kyiv, the SPD opposes sending
long-range missiles because “Germa-
ny and NATO must nol themselves
become parties to the war”.

On the thorny issue of how Lo boost

| BERLIN: German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier delivers a speech on his decision
to dissolve the parliament at Bellevue Palace in Berlin on December 27, 2024. -- AFP

Germany’s ailing economy, both par-
ties want to reinvigorate the “Made
in Germany” brand, boosl investment
and upgrade crumbling infrastructure.

On climate and energy, the SPD has
vowed to promote renewables, e-mo-
bility and an ambitious green hydro-

gen iniliative, while the CDU said il
would reverse the planned phase-
out of combustion engine vehicles.
The conservatives have also pledged
to study whether some of Germany’s
shuttered atomic power plants can be
brought back on-line. — AFP
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dl NEW DELHI: In this handout photograph taken on December 28, 2024, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi pays
last respect to his late predecessor Manmohan Singh during the state funeral ceremony in New Delhi. — AFP

State funeral
for former PM
Manmohan Singh

NEW DELHI: India on Saturday accorded former
premier Manmohan Singh, one of the architects of
the country’s economic liberalization in the early
1990s, a state funeral with full military honors, com-
plete with a gun salute.

Singh, who held office from 2004 to 2014, died at
the age of 92 on Thursday, alter which seven days of
slale mourning were declared.

The honors were led by President Draupadi Mur-
mu with Prime Minister Narendra Modi in atten-
dance, along with the country’s top civilian and mil-
itary officials. Bhutan's King Jigme Khesar Namgyel
Wangchuck also attended the ceremony.

Opposition leader Rahul Gandhi, who called the
former prime minister his mentor and guide, joined
Singh’s family as they prayed before his cremation.

Earlier, mourners gathered Lo pay their respects
to Singh. His coffin, draped in garlands of flowers,
was flanked by a guard of honor and carried Lo his
Congress Party headquarters in New Delhi.

It was then taken through the capital to the cre-
mation grounds, accompanied by guards of soldiers
and accorded full state honors.

Modi called Singh one of India’s “most distin-
guished leaders”. US President Joe Biden called
Singh a “true slalesman”, saying thal he “charl-
ed pathbreaking progress that will continue to
strengthen our nations—and the world—for gener-
ations to come”.

Pakistan soldier killed
in border clash with
Afghanistan forces

PESHAWAR: A Pakistani paramilitary soldier was
killed and seven others wounded in cross-border ex-
changes of fire with Afghanistan’s forces, a securily
source said Saturday, while hundreds of Afghans pro-
tested against the deadly air strikes that sparked the
clashes. Sporadic fighting, including with heavy weap-
onry, erupted overnight between border forces on the
frontier between Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province in Pa-
kistan and Khost province in Afghanistan, officials from
both countries said.

The exchanges of fire come after Alghanistan’s Tale-
ban authorities accused Pakistan of killing 46 people,
mainly women and children, in air strikes near the bor-
der in the southeastern province of Paktika this week.

A Pakislan senior securily source said they lar-
geled “Lerrorist hideouts”, though Islamabad has not

The former prime minister was an understated
technocrat who was hailed for overseeing an eco-
nomic boom in his first term. Singh’s second stint
ended with a series of major corruption scandals,
slowing growth and high inflation.

Singh’s unpopularity in his second term, and
lackluster leadership by Nehru-Gandhi scion Rahul
Gandhi, the current opposition leader in the lower
house, led to Modi’s first landslide victory in 2014.

‘Service to the nation’

Born in 1932 in the mud-house village of Gah in
whalt is now Pakistan and was then British-ruled In-
dia, Singh studied economics to find a way to eradi-
cate poverty in the vast nation.

He won scholarships to attend both Cambridge,
where he oblained a first in economics, and Oxford,
where he completed his doctorate. Singh worked in a
string of senior civil service posts, served as a central
bank governor and also held various jobs with global
agencies including the United Nations.

He was tapped in 1991 by then Congress prime
minister P.V. Narasimha Rao to serve as finance min-
ister and reel India back [rom the worst (inancial cri-
sis in ils modern history.

Though he had never held an elected post, he was
declared the National Congress’s candidate for the
highest office in 2004.

In his first term, Singh steered the economy
through a period of nine percent growth, lending In-
dia the international clout it had long sought.

He also sealed a landmark nuclear deal with the
United States that he said would help India meet its
growing energy needs.

President Murmu said Singh would “always be re-
membered for his service Lo the nation, his unblem-
ished political life and his utmost humility”. — AFP

officially confirmed carrying out the bombardment.
“One frontier corps (FC) soldier has been reported
dead, and seven others have been injured,” a senior
securily source at the border told AFP, adding clash-
es took place in at least two locations in Pakistan’s
border district of Kurram.

The Afghan defense ministry said on X that “sev-
eral points” across the border with Pakistan “where
the allacks in Alghanistan were organized... were
targeted in retaliation”. A provincial official in Khost
told AFP the clashes forced residents to flee border
areas, bul that there were no reports of casuallies
among Alghan forces.

In Khost city, the provincial capital, hundreds of
Afghans demonstrated against Pakistan on Saturday,
calling for accountability for civilian deaths. Protester
Najibullah Zaland said they demanded global econom-
ic pressure on Pakistan to prevent such incidents. “We
gathered here loday Lo raise our voices o the world,”
he told AFP. “A path to peace must be put in place, or
else the youth will not stay silenl.” The demonstrators
praised the Afghan forces, with one protester, Rashid-
ullah Hamdard, saying “our fighters gave them a strong
response, and we stand with our forces”. — AFP

France asks Indonesia
to transfer national
on death row

JAKARTA: France has sent Indonesia an official re-
quest for the transfer of a French death row inmate
who has spent nearly 20 years in prison, an Indonesian
minister told AFP on Saturday. Indonesia has in recent
weeks released half a dozen high-profile detainees, in-
cluding a Filipina mum on death row and the last five
members of the so-called “Bali Nine” drug ring.

French diplomats have acknowledged that talks were
underway for the transfer of Serge Atlaoui, a 61-year-old
Irenchman arrested in 2005 at a drugs laclory outside
the capital Jakarta. The Indonesian government has now
confirmed it received the official transfer request, which
will be discussed in early January.

“We have received a formal letter requesting the
transfer of Serge Atlaoui,” senior law and human
rights minister Yusril Thza Mahendra told AFP. The
Irench embassy in Jakarta declined AFP’s request
for comment.

‘Considerable hope’

Father-of-four Atlaoui has maintained his inno-
cence, claiming that he was installing machinery in
what he thought was an acrylics plant. He was initial-
ly sentenced to life in prison, but the Supreme Court
in 2007 increased the sentence to death on appeal.

Atlaoui was held on the island of Nusakambangan
in Cenlral Java, known as Indonesia’s “Alcatraz”, fol-
lowing the death sentence, but he was transferred to
the cily of Tangerang, west of Jakarla, in 2015 ahead
of his appeal. That year, he was due to be executed
alongside eight other drug offenders but won a tem-
porary reprieve after Paris stepped up pressure, with
Indonesian authorities agreeing Lo let an outstanding
appeal run its course. — AFP
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harmful, yet there are over one billion smokers

in the world today.

Il you hear the word aerosol, you might think
of a can of deodorant, but it’s actually much more
than that. Aerosol is the scientific, umbrella term
for solid and liquid particles suspended in gas —
such as a cloud. Smoke is actually a type of aero-
sol thal is generaled during combustion, the sci-
entific name for ‘burning.” And while smoke is an
aerosol, not all acrosols are smoke.

Science and technology have allowed the pro-
duction of alternative products that don’t burn to-
bacco, therefore don’t produce smoke—they are
in facL, smoke-{ree. When scienlifically substanti-
ated and subject to appropriate quality and safe-
ty requirements, smoke-free products do not cre-
ale smoke and therefore should not be a source
of second-hand smoke or ash. The absence of
smoke can significanlly reduce the average lev-
els of harmful chemicals in smoke-[ree products
when compared to cigarettes. Whilst not risk-
free and delivering nicoline, which is addiclive,
scientifically substantiated smoke-free products
are better alternative to adult smokers who would
otherwise continue smoking.

It is widely known that cigarette smoking is

What is Smoke?

Smoke is the result of combustion or burn-
ing. When a cigarette is lit is burns tobacco at
temperatures up to 900°C. That creates smoke

What is The Difference
Between Smoke and Aerosol

which contains approximately 6,000 chemicals,
around 100 of which have been classified by
public health authorities as harmful or potentially
harmful. If the temperature is reduced to a lev-
el where tobacco or nicoline containing liquid is
heated rather than burned, the smoke is removed.

What is Aerosol?

Aerosol is nol associated with combus-
tion. Smoke-free products, whilst not risk-free,
have the potential to significantly reduce the
average levels of harmful chemicals compared
to cigarelte smoke. Consumers typically use the
term “vapor” to refer to the aerosol generated
from heated tobacco products or other nico-
tine-containing products.

Quitting tobacco and nicotine altogether is the
best choice for health. Exisling lobacco control
measures designed lo discourage inilialion and
encourage cessation should continue.

However, despile these efforts, millions of peo-
ple continue to smoke. Science-backed, smoke-
free products can play a role in moving adults
who would otherwise conlinue o smoke away
from cigareltes. With the right regulatory encour-
agement and support from civil society, together
we can deliver a smoke-free future more quickly
than relying on traditional measures alone.

Sponsored by Philip Morris Management Ser-
vices (Middle East) Limited
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Thousands rally to demand bigger
hike in minimum wage in Turkey

Erdogan expects more interest rate cuts in 2025

ANKARA: Thousands of people protested in Tur-
key’s capital Ankara on Saturday to demand a bigger
hike in the minimum wage, chanting slogans calling
on the government to resign and waving the oppo-
sition and national {lags. The government announced
this week that the net monthly minimum wage in
2025 will be 22,104 Turkish lira ($630.28), a 30 per-
cenl increase from 2024. The government said the
level was set to maintain fiscal discipline and contin-
ue the fight against inflation.

Turkish workers, who have faced a persistent
cost-of-living crisis with an expected annual infla-
tion of 45 percent this year, had called for an increase
of around 70 percent in total: a 45 percent inflation
adjustment and a 20 percent welfare increase. Tur-
key’s main opposition CHP called Saturday’s protest,
saying the minimum wage increase showed Presi-
dent Tayyip Erdogan’s government “lost touch with
the realities of Turkey.”

“They say that inflation would increase as much
as the minimum wage is increased. This is a big lie.
There was no minimum wage increase throughout
the year, and we still have 50 percent inflation,” CHP
leader Ozgur Ozel lold the rally. There were addi-
tional mid-year hikes to the minimum wage in 2023
and 2022, due o high inflation.

“While hundreds of thousands of people here are
calling for your resignation, Mr. Erdogan, you cannol
avoid elections. If there’s no bread and butter, there
should be elections,” Ozel said.

Presidential and parliamentary elections in Tur-

OpenAl outlines
plans to becoming
for-profit company

WASHINGTON: ChatGPT-maker OpenAl laid out
plans Friday for a new corporate structure shifting
away from control by a non-profit—an issue of con-
tention for the artificial intelligence trailblazer.

OpenAl was founded as a non-profit in 2015 and
has since swilched to a “capped” for-profit enter-
prise allowing for a limited level of money making.
But it has been seeking to become a for-profit pub-
lic benefit corporation (PBC), which could attract
more investment.

In a blog post, the company said it plans to re-
structure as a PBC, which “requires the company to
balance sharcholder interests, stakeholder interests,
and a public benefit interest in its decision making.”
“It will enable us to raise the necessary capital with
conventional terms like others in this space,” OpenAl
added. It said that it needs o raise more capital than

Tax cuts and debt
reined in as Italy

adopts 2025 budget

ROME: ltaly’s parliament on Saturday approved
the 2025 budget, aiming to both appease EU de-
mands to lower the eurozone nation’s deficit and
honor Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni’s pledge to
cul laxes.

Over half of the package, worth some 30 billion
curos ($31 billion), is devoled to cuts Lo tax and so-
cial security contributions for low- and middle-in-
come earners. Rome is having lo perform a fine fis-
cal balancing act, after Brussels took Italy to task
carlier this year over its debt worth nearly 3 trillion
euros, the second highesl as a proportion of gross
domestic product (GDP) in the European Union.

Meloni’s hard-right coalition has committed to
reducing the public deficit to 3.3 percent of GDP in
2025, down from an expected 3.8 percent this year.
But the budgel comes amid slowing growth, with
the ISTAT national statistics office estimating GDP
this vear to increase just 0.5 percent—hall what it
forecast in June. The measures approved include
making permanent a merging of the lower lwo in-
come tax brackets, so people earning 28,000 euros
a year can pay 23 percent instead of 25 percent.

And the budgel expands the number of people
eligible for a reduction of social or tax charges.

Meloni’s far-right Brothers of Italy party is also
trying to boost Italy’s flagging birth rate, and the
budget allocates a 1,000-euro bonus per newborn
for families earning up to 40,000 euros a year.

Environmental associations have complained
there is little for tackling man-made climate change,
though Rome is scrapping a bonus for gas-fired
boilers, under pressure [rom Brussels.

Instead, buyers of energy-eflficient household
appliances will be eligible for a bonus of up to 100
euros—rising Lo 200 euros for households earning
under 25,000 euros. Companies that boost hiring
and reinvest part of their profits will be able to
benefit from a reduction in the corporate tax rate,
which drops from 24 percent to 20 percent. This
new measure is partly financed by Italy’s banking
sector, which has been asked to contribute a total
of 3.4 billion euros for the 2025 and 2026 budgets.

They have agreed to postpone tax credits for
these two years to provide liquidity to the Italian
state, which should repay them later. — AFP

key are scheduled for 2028. Erdogan, speaking at a
meeling of his AK Party (AKP) in northwestern city
of Bursa, said the minimum wage increase was de-
lermined by laking laclors including inflation and
employment into consideration.

Finance Minister Mehmet Simsek said the mini-
mum wage increased in 2023 and 2024 more than the
annual inflation. “Price stability is a prerequisite for
the permanent increase in the purchasing power and
welfare of our workers,” Simsek said on X. The mini-
mum wage hike will affect some nine million workers.

Meanwhile, Turkey’s President Tayyip Erdogan
said on Saturday that there would be more interest
rale culs in 2025 after the central bank cul its key
rate by 250 basis points to 47.5 percent this week.

The Turkish central bank trimmed the one-week
repo rate after an 18-month tightening effort that re-
versed years of unorthodox economic policies and
easy money championed by Erdogan, who has since
changed tack to back the program. “Priority in our
economy program is to lower the inflation... We will
hopefully reduce inflation to the required level by
using other tools at our disposal in addition to the
monelary policy,” Erdogan told members of his AK
Party (AKP) in northwestern cily of Bursa.

“We will definitely starl lowering the interest
rates. 2025 will be the landmark year for this,” he
said. “Interest rates will decrease so that inflation
will decrease. We will Lake this step. This is now in-
dispensable for us.” Erdogan, who once described
inleresl rales as his “biggest enemy,” said last month
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This combination of pictures shows Sam Altman,
CEO of OpenAl and Elon Musk listening to US Presi-
dent-elect Donald Trump. — AFP
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imagined, citing the hundreds and billions of dollars
that major firms are now putting into artificial intelli-
gence development.

“Investors want to back us but, at this scale of
capital, need conventional equity and less structural
bespokeness,” OpenAl said.
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Turkish inflation jumped above 75 percent in May, official data showed Monday, but officials expect con-
sumer prices to have finally peaked in a cost-of-living crisis. — File photo

that inflation would fall alongside the interest rate.
The central bank earlier announced that it had

reduced the number of scheduled policy meetings

next vear to eight from 12 in 2024. According to

Currently, its structure does not allow the board
Lo directly consider the interests of those who would
finance its mission. The structure also “does not en-
able the non-profit to easily do more than control
the for-profit,” the company said. With the restruc-
turing, the PBC will control OpenAl’s operations and
business. Its non-profit arm will build up a team to
pursue charitable initiatives in areas like health care.
OpenAl is under high scrutiny as an artificial intelli-
gence powerhouse, reaching a staggering $157 bil-
lion valuation in recent times.

The company, led by Sam Altman, has become
one of the most successful startups in Silicon Valley
history—propelled to headlines in 2022 when it re-
leased ChalGPT, its generalive Al chatbol.

But its corporate set-up imploded in late 2023
when the board fired Altman out-of-the-blue. Staff
rebelled and Altman was eventually reinstated, while
those involved in his ouster left the company.

Alarmed by the situation, new investors have
demanded that OpenAl become a more classic
for-profit outfit within two years. Its restructuring
efforts will likely face obstlacles, with Elon Musk
reportedly asking a US court to stop OpenAl from
converling into a for-profit enterprise. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: A homeless man gestures while sitting on a luggage bag along a downtown Los Angeles
street lined with tents housing the homeless on November 22, 2023. —AFP

US homelessness
rose by record
18 % in annual data

WASHINGTON: There was a record 18 percent
rise in homelessness in the US in the last year, driven
by factors like unaffordable housing, high inflation,
syslemic racism, natural disaslers and rising immi-
gration, the US Department of Housing and Urban
Development said on Friday.

The problem of homelessness has been getting
worse in the US, with commonplace sightings in
many cities of destitute people living in the open,
with tents pitched on city sidewalks. The federal
and state governments have pushed with divergent
strategies lo deal with the crisis.

A total of 771,480 people - or aboul 23 of every
10,000 people in the US - experienced homeless-
ness in an emergency shelter, safe haven, transi-
tional housing program, or in unsheltered locations,
according lo dala released on Friday. Overall, the

number of people experiencing homelessness in-
creased by 18 percent between 2023 and 2024,
the data showed. The previous such annual data
released last year had shown a 12 percent rise in
homelessness.

Between 2023 and 2024, children under the age
of 18 were the age group that experienced the larg-
est increase in homelessness, marking a 33 percent
rise with 150,000 children experiencing the crisis,
according to the data. Black people, who made up
12 percent of the total US population and 21 per-
cent of the US population living in poverty, repre-
sented 32 percent of all people experiencing home-
lessness, the dala showed. “Our worsening national
affordable housing crisis, rising inflation, stagnaling
wages among middle- and lower-income house-
holds, and the persisting effects of systemic racism
have stretched homelessness services systems Lo
their limits,” the Department of Housing and Urban
Development said.

It also noted “additional public health crises, natu-
ral disasters that displaced people from their homes,
rising numbers of people immigrating to the US, and
the end to homelessness prevention programs put in
place during the COVID-19 pandemic.” — Reuters

a Reuters poll's median, the central bank is ex-
pected to ease rates to about 28.5 percent by the
end of 2025, with forecasts ranging belween 25
percent and 33 percent. — Reuters

US to hit new debt
limit as soon as
Jan 14: Yellen

WASHINGTON: The United States could come
up against its debt ceiling as soon as in mid-January,
Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen said Iriday, urging
Congress to “act to protect the full faith and credit” of
the country. Lawmakers have suspended the debt ceil-
ing—a limil on government borrowing to pay for bills
already incurred—until January 1 next year. This means
that on January 2, a new limit will be set matching the
amount of debt issued by the Treasury Department.

But the path forward could prove to be contentious
if the United States hits this new limit, given that the
lifting of the ceiling has been a thorny parlisan issue
in recent years. “Treasury currently expects to reach
the new limit between January 14 and January 23, at
which time it will be necessary for Treasury to start
taking extraordinary measures,” said Yellen in a letter
addressed to Republican House Speaker Mike Johnson
and other lawmakers. Such extraordinary measures al-
low the Treasury Department to continue financing the
government’s activities, preventing it from defaulting
on its obligations.

The United States is not set to hit the debt limit
once the suspension is over, as the country’s outstand-
ing debt is projected to decrease by around $54 bil-
lion on January 2, Yellen noted. This is “mostly due to
a scheduled redemption of nonmarketable securities
held by a federal trust fund associated with Medicare
payments,” she added. Congress has raised the limit
more than 100 times to allow the government to meet
its spending commitments. Bul conservalives are gen-
erally against increasing the country’s massive borrow-
ing—currently standing at $36.2 trillion—and multiple
Republicans have never voled for a hike. If the debt
ceiling is not raised or suspended before the Treasury’s
tools are exhausted, the government risks defaulting on
payment obligations—with profound implications for
the world’s biggest economy. — AFP

China sanctions US
firms over Taiwan
military support

BEIJING: China on Friday slapped sanctions on seven
US companies after Washington’s approval last week of
a $571.3 million military aid package to Taiwan, which
Beijing said infringed on ils “sovereignty and terrilo-
ry”. Last ITiday, US President Joe Biden authorized the
drawdown of up to $571.3 million for defense assistance
to the self-ruled island, which China regards as its own
territory. Washington’s actions “interfere in China’s in-
ternal affairs, and undermine China’s sovereignty and
territorial integrity”, the Chinese foreign ministry said
as it announced the sanctions.

The statement also hit out at Washington’s 2025
defense budget, which includes a security cooperation
initiative with Taiwan, as well as calls for strengthened
defense industrial cooperation with Taipei. Beijing will
freeze the China assets of US defense companies Insitu,
Hudson Technologies, Saronic Technologies, Aerkomm
and Oceaneering International, as well as Raytheon’s
Canada and Australia subsidiaries, the ministry said.
The sanctions, which kick in on Friday, also prohibit the
targeted companies from doing business with organiza-
tions and individuals inside China.

The United States does not officially recognize Tai-
wan diplomatically but it is the sell-ruled island’s stra-
tegic ally and largest supplier of weapons. China, which
has said it will use force to bring Taiwan under its con-
trol if necessary, has intensified pressure on the island
inrecent years. It has staged three rounds of major mili-
tary drills since Taiwanese President Lai Ching-te came
to power in May. — AFP
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Chinese cars grab Mexican market share

Sales of traditionally dominant brands take a hit

MEXICO CITY: The growing popularity of Chinese
sport utility vehicles and pickup trucks has shaken
up Mexico’s luxury car market, hitting sales of tra-
ditionally dominant brands such as Mercedes-Benz
and BMW. According to industry experts, Mexicans
are increasingly switching from traditionally dominant
sedans to Chinese vehicles due to a combination of
comfort, technology and price.

It is no small feal in a country home to faclories
of foreign brands such as Audi and BMW, and where
until a few years ago imported Chinese cars were slig-
matized, as in other parts of the world.

According to the Mexican Association of Automo-
tive Distributors (AMDA), the high-end segment of the
market registered a sales drop of 8.1 percent from Jan-
uary to November. Audi’s sales slumped by 21.9 per-
cent, while BMW, which includes the Mini brand, saw
no growth in Latin America’s second-largest economy,
home to 129 million people.

Mercedes-Benz suffered a 9.8 percent decline, ac-
cording to the stale-run statistics institute INEGI.

In contrast, Motornation, which sells the BAIC,
JMC and Changan brands in Mexico, saw an 8.8 per-
cenl increase in sales in the first 11 months of this year,
while those of Jetour rose 131 percent, it said. Chinese
firms now control 9.3 percent of the Mexican market,
according Lo the AMDA.

They have brought stiff competition to the pickup
truck segment, with many of the features of high-end
models offered by premium brands, the association’s
president Guillermo Rosales told AFP. Traditionally,
the premium segment included sedan-type vehicles
with luxury engines and top-of-the-range features.

However, over the past decade consumer pref-
erences have shilted toward ulility vehicles such as
pickup trucks, minivans and SUVs. Asian brands also
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Britain’s Prime Minister Keir Starmer attending a Parlia-
mentary Liaison Committee hearing in London. — AFP

Starmer asks
regulators to
focus on growth

LONDON: British Prime Minister Keir Starmer has
asked the country’s regulators, including the financial
and competition watchdogs, to remove barriers to
growth in an efforl lo revive a sluggish economy, Sky
News reported on Saturday. Starmer wrote to more
than len regulators - including the Financial Conduct
Authority, the Competition and Markets Authority and
energy and water regulators Ofgem and Ofwat - on
"Tuesday, asking them to present pro-growth initiatives
Lo Downing Street by mid-January, Sky said. It cited
one recipient of the letter, which was also signed by
finance minister Rachel Reeves, as saying it was unam-
biguous in its direction to prioritize economic growth
and investment. Sky said the Financial Reporting Coun-
cil, media regulator Ofcom, the Environment Agency
and healthcare regulators also received the letter.

Downing Street did not immediately respond to
a Reuters request for comment. Official figures last
week showed Britain’s economy failed to grow during
the first three months of Starmer’s new government,
adding to signs of a slowdown. Business groups have
also said the government’s lax-raising Oct 30 budgel
would make it harder for companies to invest and re-
cruil workers in the shorl lerm. Brilain’s economy failed
Lo grow during the first three months of Prime Minister
Keir Starmer’s new government, official figures showed
on Monday, adding to signs of a slowdown that has cast
a shadow over his lime in office so far.

The Office for National Statistics lowered its esti-
mate for the change in gross domestic product output
to 0.0 percent in the July-to-September period from a
previous estimate of 0.1 percent growth. The ONS also
cut its estimate for growth in the second quarter to 0.4
percent from a previous 0.5 percent.

Starmer and his finance minister Rachel Reeves
took power in early July, warning of the poor state of
the economy before announcing tax increases for busi-
nesses in a budgel on Oct 30 that has alarmed many
employers. Analysts, many of whom said the grim tone
of the new government risked slowing the economy,
said the numbers suggested zero growth over the entire
second half of the year.

The Bank of England last week forecast that the
economy would not grow in the fourth quarter. But
it kept borrowing costs on hold because of the risks
still posed by inflation. Paul Dales, chief UK econo-
mist at consultancy Capital Economics, said the GDP
downgrade was caused in part by weaker demand for
exports while consumer spending and business invest-
ment at home held up.

“Our hunch is that 2025 will be a belter year for
the economy than 2024,” Dales said. Philip Shaw, chief
economist al Inveslec, said the economy was only just
on course Lo avoid a recession - defined as two consec-
utive quarters of economic contraction - but the data
raised the likelihood of the BoE culling interest rales
in carly 2025. A separate survey from Lloyds Bank
showed confidence among businesses fell Lo its lowest
level of 2024 in December. Data from the Confedera-
tion of British Industry - based on previously released
surveys - showed companies expected activity to fall
and prices lo rise in early 2025. Alpesh Paleja, a CBI
economis, said the figures “suggest that the economy
is headed for the worst of all worlds — firms expect to
reduce both output and hiring, and price growth ex-
pectations are getting firmer.” The government’s hike in
social security contributions for employers was exacer-
bating weak demand, Paleja said—Reuters

benefited from an exemption from import Lariffs on
electric vehicles that was in effect in Mexico from
2020 until October 1.

As in other Latin American countries, Mexicans
are becoming more used to seeing Chinese brands on
the streets that were unknown to them until about five
years ago. Miguel Reves, a 71-year-old reliree, said
that choosing a Chinese car over others was “simple
arithmetic.”

“I needed a car that had the necessary Lechnology,
such as sleering assist, Lo make driving safer,” Reyes
said. As well as the design and comfort, the “compel-
ilive” price was another [actlor, said Reyes, who paid
around 550,000 pesos—roughly $27,000. A similar
model from a traditional brand would have cost him
between $40,000 and $50,000, he said. According
lo Gerardo Gomez, an expert at the data and analyl-
ics company J D Power, there are around 30 Chinese
brands in Mexico, with vehicles ranging from com-
pacts to luxury cars.

“They can offer you anything at any point in the
range.” BYD offers an electric pickup truck for more
than a million pesos ($50,000) but also a compact car
for $17,000. Zeekr, a premium electric brand, sells lux-
ury models for around $40,000.

Chinese cars’ growing presence in Mexico, which
is itself a major exporter of vehicles, comes at a time
when China is a source of contention between the
United States, Mexico and Canada, partners in a re-
gional free trade agreement. During his campaign, US
President-elect Donald Trump suggested that China
was building car factories in Mexico to sell vehicles in
the United States.

Canadian officials have accused Mexico of being
a springboard for Chinese products in the region—a
claim denied by Mexican authorities. Trump has also

Political turmoil
shakes South
Korea’s economy

SEOUL: After South Korea’s president and his re-
placement were both deposed over a failed bid to im-
pose martial law, deepening political turmoil is threat-
ening the country’s currency and shaking confidence
in its economy. The won, which plunged Friday to its
lowest level against the dollar since 2009, has been in
near-constant decline since President Yoon Suk Yeol's
altempl Lo scrap civilian rule in early December.

Business and consumer confidence in Asia’s
[ourth-largest economy have also laken Lheir biggest
hit since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, accord-
ing Lo figures released by the Bank of Korea.

Lawmakers impeached Yoon in mid-December on
charges of insurrection, and on Friday they impeached
his successor, acting president and prime minister Han
Duck-soo, arguing that he refused demands Lo com-
plete Yoon’s removal from office and bring him to jus-
lice. That thrust Finance Minister Choi Sang-mok into
the additional roles of acting president and prime min-
ister. Choi has pledged to do all he can to end “this pe-
riod of turmoil” and resolve the political crisis gripping
the country. Al the heart of the stalemale is the Con-
stitutional Court, which will decide whether to uphold
parliament’s decision Lo impeach Yoon. It must do so
by a two-thirds majorily, however. And because three
of the courl’s nine seals are currently vacanl, a unani-
mous vole is required to confirm the suspended pres-
ident’s removal. Otherwise, Yoon will be automatically
returned to office.

Lawmakers on Thursday nominated three judges Lo
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View of the showrooms building of Dodge, Peugeot, Ram, Jeep and Fiat, in Mexico City, taken on December

5, 2024. — AFP

threatened to impose 25 percent Lariffs on both Mexi-
co and Canada unless they stop flows of migrants and
drugs.

According lo Mexican President Claudia Shein-
baum, only seven percent of the components of cars
manufaclured in the Lalin American country are Chi-
nese. “There’s no evidence from anywhere that proves
that Mexico is being used as a springboard” for Chi-

fill the vacant seats, but acting president Han refused
to approve them, precipitating his own impeachment.
After an acrimonious day in which lawmakers from
Yoon's party erupted in protest, the country’s newest
acting president sought to project calm. “Although we
are facing unexpected challenges once again, we are
confident that our robust and resilient economic system
will ensure rapid stabilization,” Choi said Iriday. The
61-year-old career civil servant has inherited a 2025
budget—adopted by the opposition alone—which is
4.1 trillion won ($2.8 billion) less than the government
had hoped for.

“There are already signs the crisis is having an im-
pact on the economy,” Gareth Leather of Capital Eco-
nomics wrote in a note to clients, citing the dip in con-
sumer and business confidence. “The crisis is unfolding
against a backdrop of a struggling economy,” he added,
with GDP growth expected to be just two percent this
year, weighed down by a global slowdown in demand
for semiconductors. “Longer term, political polarization
and resulting uncertainty could hold back investment in
Korea,” Leather wrote, citing the example of Thailand,
another ultra-polarized country whose economy has
stagnated since a coup in 2014.

But other economists noted that the South Korean
economy has so [ar weathered the chaos well. As early
as December 4, the day alter Yoon declared martial law
following a budget tussle with the opposition, the cen-
tral bank promised to inject sufficient liquidity to stabi-
lize the markets, and the Kospi Index has lost less than
four percent since the start of the crisis. “Like everyone,
[ was surprised when Yoon took those crazy measures,”
Park Sang-in, a professor of economics at Seoul Na-
tional University, told AFP.“Bul there was a resilience of
democracy.” “We come from being an underdeveloped
country to one of the world’s most dynamic economies
in very few years, and Yoon Suk Yeol is a side effect
of the growth,” he added. “Korean sociely was malure
enough to counter his crazy actions.” — AFP
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front of the Gwanghwamun Gate of Gyeongbokgung Palace in Seoul on December 28, 2024. —AFP

Brazil views labor
violations at BYD site
as human ‘trafficking’

RIO DE JANEIRO: Authorities in Brazil said Friday
they were probing Chinese auto giant BYD and one
of its contractors for suspected “trafficking” of Chi-
nese workers who were building a factory in the South
American country. Federal prosecutors in Brazil are
weighing possible criminal action after labor inspectors
found 163 Chinese workers “in slave-like conditions”
at the construction site in the northeast state of Bahia,
a government statement said. The workers, employed
by BYD contractor Jinjiang Open Engineering, were
viewed as “viclims of international trafficking for the
purpose of labor exploitation,” said the statement.

A Chinese foreign ministry spokeswoman in Beijing,
Mao Ning, said: “We have noted the relevant reports...
and are currently verifving the situation.” She added
that Beijing “attaches greal importance to protecting
laborers’ legitimate rights and interests, and has always

required Chinese enlerprises Lo operate in line with the
law and regulations.” On Thursday, BYD and Jinjiang
were quizzed by Brazilian government ministries, which
said “the companies committed to collaborate in pro-
tecting the rescued workers.”

On Monday, Brazilian officials said they had found
labor violations at the sile, which is being built to be
BYD’s largest electric car plant outside of Asia. Bahia’s
regional ministry for works (MPT) ordered construc-
tion to be suspended at part of the site. Inspections
carried oul since November found “degrading working
conditions,” including beds in workers” accommodation
lacking mattresses, and one bathroom per 31 workers,
an MPT statement said. The workers, who spent long
hours under the sun, had “visible signs of skin damage,”
the statement said. The MPT added that it suspected
“forced labor,” with workers’ passports confiscated and
their employer “retaining 60 percent of their salary.”

Alfter the allegations were made public, BYD’s Bra-
zilian subsidiary said it had broken its contract with the
Jinjiang subsidiary responsible for work on the site. It
added that it had sent the 163 workers Lo slay in holels.
BYD spokesperson Li Yunfei blasted the allegations of
human trafficking in a post made to his personal Weibo
social media account on Thursday.—AFP

nese products, said Diego Marroquin, a trade policy
specialist at the Wilson Center in the United Slates.
“IU's a political narrative that comes from the United
States and now from Canada.” Sheinbaum said last
month that she would propose to the United States
and Canada a Chinese import substitution plan, noling
that in the case of Mexico alone, the trade deficit with
the Asian giant amounted to $80 billion. — AFP

News In Brief
Peru hikes minimum wage 10%

LIMA: Peruvian President Dina Boluarte on Friday
announced that the minimum wage will rise 10%
starting next year to just over $300 per month,
as the Andean nation shows signs of an economic
recovery after slipping into a recession last year.
Boluarte, in a televised speech, said that the min-
imum wage will rise to 1,130 soles ($301.90) per
month, from the previous 1,025 soles. It marks the
first minimum wage increase since May 2022 under
Boluarte’s predecessor, Pedro Castillo, who was
ousted at the end of 2022 for attempting to dis-
solve Congress. “Today the outlook is optimistic,
our economy is growing at a projected rate of 3.2
percent and private investment is recovering sig-
nificantly,” Boluarte said. — AFP

China probing beef imports

BEIJING: China’s commerce ministry on Friday
launched an investigation into imported beef at the
request of representatives from its struggling do-
mestic industry, it said. The local price of beef in
China has trended downwards in recent years, with
analysts blaming oversupply and a lack of demand
as the world’s second largest economy has slowed.
At the same time imports have surged, with China
representing a hugely important market for coun-
tries like Brazil, Argentina and Australia. — AFP

China to cut import tariffs

SHANGHALI: China will reduce import tariffs on
ethane and certain recycled copper and alumini-
um raw materials from next year, the government
said on Saturday. The Ministry of Finance an-
nounced adjustments to various import tariff cate-
gories, effective Jan 1, aimed at increasing imports
of high-quality products, expanding domestic
demand and promoting high-level opening-up, it
said in a statement. Provisional import tariffs be-
low the most-favoured-nation rates will be applied
to 935 items, the ministry said. Import tariffs will
be reduced on ethane and certain recycled cop-
per and aluminium raw materials to advance green
and low-carbon development. Tariffs will rise on
commodities including molasses and sugar-con-
taining pre-mixed powders will increase but be
reduced on items such as cyclic olefin polymers,
ethylene-vinyl alcohol copolymers and automatic
transmissions for special-purpose vehicles such as
fire trucks and repair vehicles. — AFP

Turkey’s energy
ministry sends
delegation to Syria

ISTANBUL: A delegation [rom Turkey’s energy minis-
try headed to Syria on Saturday to help Syrians obtain
access Lo essenlial services after the fall of strongman
Bashar Al-Assad. “A team from our energy ministry is
on the way to Damascus,” Energy Minister Alparslan
Bayraktar told a meeting of the ruling AKP party in the
central Anatolian province of Nevschir. “We will iden-
tify Syria’s infrastructure, energy and electricity needs
and will do our besl lo ensure (Syrians) benefil from
these essential services,” he said. Turkey is home o
nearly three million refugees who fled Syria after the
start of the civil war in 2011.

Assad’s overthrow has raised hopes that many will
go back. Turkish officials said nearly 31,000 Syrians
had returned home since Assad’s ousting on December
8. “We hosled our Syrian brothers and sisters. Turkey
was on the right side of history,” Bayraktar said. “There
was a fire in our neighbor’s house... Now, God willing,
we will do our best as Turkey to rebuild our neighbor’s
house,” he added. The minister said there was a lot to
do in the war-torn country. “It is very important to get
Syria back onits feel.” — AFP
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Trump asks US Supreme Court to
pause law threatening TikTok ban

‘President-elect must be given an opportunity to pursue a political solution’

WASHINGTON: US President-elect Donald
Trump filed a brief Friday urging the Supreme Court
to pause a law that would ban Tik'Tok the day before
his January 20 inauguration il it is not sold by its Chi-
nese owner ByleDance.

“In light of the novelty and difficulty of this case,
the courl should consider staying the slalutory
deadline to grant more breathing space to address
these issues,” Trump’s legal team wrote, to give him
“the opportunity to pursue a political resolution.”
Trump was fiercely opposed to TikTok during his
2017-21 first term, and tried in vain to ban the video
app on national security grounds.

The Republican voiced concerns—echoed by
political rivals—that the Chinese government might
tap into US TikTok users’ data or manipulate what
they see on the platform.

US officials had also voiced alarm over the popu-
larity of the video-sharing app with young people, al-
leging that its parent company is subservient to Beijing
and that the app is used to spread propaganda, claims
denied by the company and the Chinese government.

Trump called for a US company to buy TikTok,
with the government sharing in the sale price, and his

Wall St Week Ahead

Trump’s first actions
and job data to test
market in January

NEW YORK: After closing the books on a ban-
ner year for US stocks, investors expect to ride
seasonal momentum into mid-January when a
slew of economic data and a transition of pow-
er in Washington could send markels moving.
The S&P 500 rose roughly 25 percent in 2024
through Dec 27, while the technology-heavy
Nasdaq Composite index, which surpassed
20,000 for the first time in December, is up over
31 percent. On lriday, however, stocks sold off
amid some profit taking and questions about how
markets could perform in January, according to
analysts and traders.

“There are concerns that maybe the first part
of (next) year can involve some repositioning and
reallocation of funds and those thal are trading
today and next week are probably just trying to
gel a little bit ahead of that,” said Robert Pavlik,
senior portfolio manager at Dakota Wealth.

Stocks tend to do well in the last five trading
days of December and into the first two days of
January, a phenomenon dubbed the Santa Claus
rally, which has driven S&P gains of an average
of 1.3 percent since 1969, according to the Stock
Trader’s Almanac. Despite the Friday selloff, for
the last five trading sessions, the S&P rose 1.77
percent, while the Nasdaq was up 1.8 percent.

Just how long upward momentum lasts will de-
pend on several forces that could help drive mar-
kets in 2025. Monthly US employment data on Jan
10 should give investors a fresh view into the health
and strength of the US economy. Job growth re-
bounded in November following hurricane- and
strike-related setbacks earlier in the year.

The markel’s strength will be lested again
shortly after, when US companies start reporting
fourth-quarter earnings. Investors anlicipate a
10.33 percent earnings per share growth in 2025,
versus a 12.47 percent expected rise in 2024,
according to LSEG data, although excitement
over President-elect Donald Trump’s policies is
expected to boost the outlook for some sectors
like banks, energy and crypto. “There’s the hope
that taxes and regulations will be lowered or re-
duced next year, that will help support corporate
profits, which are what drive the market in the
first place,” said Michael Rosen, chief investment
officer at Angeles Investments.

Trump’s inauguration on Jan 20 could also throw
the markets some curve balls. He is expected to re-
lease at least 25 executive orders in his first day on
a range of issues from immigration lo energy and
crypto policy. Trump has also threatened tariffs on
goods from China and levies on products from both
Mexico and Canada, as well as to crack down on
immigration, creating costs that companies could
ultimately pass on lo consumers.

Helen Given, associale director of trading al
Monex USA, said a new administration always
brings with it a large degree of uncertainty. There is
also a good chance the impact of the Trump admin-
istration’s expected trade policies is far from fully
priced into global currency markets, she added.

“We're looking ahead to see which of those
proposed policies actually are enacted, which
might be further down the pipeline,” Given said,
adding she expected a big impact on the euro,
Mexican peso, the Canadian dollar, and the Chi-
nese yuan.

The conclusion of the Federal Reserve’s first
monetary policy meeting of the year in late Jan-
uary could also present a challenge to the US
stocks rally. Stocks tumbled on Dec 18 when the
Fed implemented its third interest-rate cut for the
year and signaled fewer cuts in 2025 because of
an uncertain inflation outlook, disappointing in-
vestors who had expected lower rates to boost
corporate profits and valuations. Still, that could
be good for alternative assets like cryptocurren-
cies. The incoming crypto-friendly Trump ad-
ministration is adding to a number of calalysts
that are boosting crypto investors’ confidence,
said Damon Polistina, head of research at in-
vestment platform Eaglebrook Advisors. Bitcoin
surged above $107,000 this month on hopes of
friendlier Trump policies. — Reuters
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This combination of pictures shows a man holdihg a
smartphone displaying the logo of Tiktok and Presi-
dent-elect Donald Trump speaking to the media. — AFP

successor Joe Biden wenl one slage [urther—sign-
ing a law to ban the app for the same reasons.
Trump has now, however, reversed course. At a
press conference last week, Trump said he has “a warm
spol” for Tik Tok and that his administration would take
a look at the app and the potential ban. Earlier this

Canadian ministers
meet Trump’s
team on tariffs

OTTAWA: Senior members of Canada’s cabinet
held talks Friday with US President-elect Donald
Trump’s nominees Lo lead the departments of com-
merce and the interior, as Ottawa works to hold off
the threat of punishing tariffs. Canada’s newly-ap-
pointed Finance Minister Dominic Leblanc and For-
eign Minister Melanie Joly met with Howard Lutnick,
Trump’s commerce secretary nominee, who will also
lead the country’s Larill and trade agenda.

Interior secretary nominee Doug Burgum was
also at the meeting held at Trump’s Mar-a-Lago es-
tate in Florida. Leblanc’s spokesman Jean-Sebastien
Comeau, who confirmed the participants, described
the talks as “positive and productive.”

Trump has vowed to impose crippling 25-per-
cent tariffs on all Canadian imports when he
takes office next month. He has said they will
remain in place until Canada addresses the flow
of undocumented migrants and the drug fentanyl
into the United States.

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has
promised retaliatory measures should Trump follow
through on his pledge, raising fears of a trade war.
Leblanc and Joly “outlined the measures in Canada’s
Border Plan and reiterated the shared commitment
to strengthen border security as well as combat
the harm caused by fentanyl Lo save Canadian and
American lives,” Comeau said in a statement.

Canada’s Border Plan—estimated to cost CAN$I
billion ($694 million) -- was crafted as part of Ottawa’s
response to Trump’s concerns. Lutnick and Burgum
“agreed to relay information to President Trump,” the

German industry
pessimistic over
2025 job prospects

FRANKFURT: Business leaders across the German
economy say they are expecting a fall in employment
levels in their sectors in 2025, according to a think
tank study published Friday. The latest gloomy fore-
casl for Europe’s economic motor comes two months
belore an early general election in which Germany’s
economic malaise is sure to play a key role.

According to the IW institute, the number of
employers’ federations expecling a drop in em-
ployment levels in 2025 has risen to 25, out of the
49 surveyed in late November and early Decem-
ber, up from 23 in 2024 and 16 in 2023. They in-
clude key seclors for the German economy such
as chemicals and automobiles, as well as machine
production, construction and metalworking.

There are seven seclors which say they are ex-
pecting a rise in employment, including pharma-
ceulicals, acronaulics, energy and recycling. Many
industries are being squeezed by high costs for
energy, malerials and labor and by the country’s
knolly bureaucracy, with firms in Germany’s {lag-
ship car industry already announcing cost-cutting
plans in recent months.

Steelmaker Georgsmarienhuette has been try-
ing to soften the blow by reducing employees’
hours but has warned that a wave of redundancies
cannol be ruled oul. “I say it clearly: il energy is
this expensive and industry is getting ever weaker,

Montenegro to
extradite crypto
businessman to US

BELGRADE: Montenegro announced on Friday that
it would extradite South Korean cryptocurrency en-
trepreneur Do Kwon Lo the United States, following
a year and a half of dizzying court rulings and subse-
quent reversals over his removal. For months, Seoul and
Washington have been secking the South Korean's ex-
tradition for his suspected role in a fraud linked to the
collapse of his company Terraform Labs, which wiped
out about $40 billion of investors’ money and shook
global crypto markets.

The crypto tycoon, whose real name is Kwon Do-

month, the president-elect met with TikTok CEO Shou
Zi Chew at his Mar-a-Lago residence in Florida. Re-
cently, Trump told Bloomberg he had changed his mind
aboul the app: “Now (that) I'm thinking about it, I'm for
TikTok, because you need competition.”

“If you don’t have TikTok, you have Facebook
and Instagram—and that’s, you know, that’s Zuck-
erberg.” Facebook, founded by Mark Zuckerberg
and part of his Meta tech empire, was among the
social media networks that banned Trump after
attacks by his supporters on the US Capitol on
January 6, 2021. The ban was driven by concerns
that he would use the platform to promote more
violence. Those bans on major social media plat-
forms were later lifted.

In the brief filed on Friday, Trump’s lawyer made
it clear the president-elect did not take a position
on the legal merits of the current case. “President
Trump takes no position on the underlying merits of
this dispute,” John Sauer wrote in the amicus cur-
iae—or “friend of the court”—brief.

“Instead, he respectfully requests that the court
consider staying the act’s deadline for divestment of
January 19, 2025, while it considers the merits of this

case, thus permitting President Trump’s incoming
Administration the opportunity to pursue a politi-
cal resolution of the questions al issue in the case.”
A coalition of free speech groups—including the
American Civil Liberties Union—also filed a sepa-
rate brief to the Supreme Courl opposing enforce-
ment of the law, ciling censorship concerns.

“Such a ban is unprecedented in our country and,
if it goes into effect, will cause a far-reaching dis-
ruption in Americans’ ability to engage with the con-
tent and audiences of their choice online,” the rights
groups’ filing read, in part.

The US apex court agreed last week to hear Tik-
Tok’s appeal against Biden’s move to force its owner
to divest from it or face a ban. With oral arguments
scheduled for January 10, the case would have Lo be
heard at a breakneck speed. TikTok argues that the
law, the Protecling Americans from Foreign Adver-
sary Controlled Applications Act, violates its First
Amendment free speech rights.

AFP, among more than a dozen other
fact-checking organizalions, is paid by TikTok in
several countries to verify videos that potentially
contain false information. — AFP

CALIFORNIA: In an aerial view, shipping containers are stacked on a dock at the Port of Oakland in Oakland,

California. — AFP

statement said. Trudeau is facing his worsl political
crisis since sweeping into office in 2015.

Leblanc was named finance minister earlier this
month after the surprise resignation of Chrystia
Freeland. In a scathing resignation letter, Freeland

Sl -

we just won’l be able lo do it any more in Ger-
many,” co-owner Anne-Marie Grossmann told the
Handelsblatt daily on Friday.

“We are slanding just before the abyss,” she
said. In previous years, IW’s studies found busi-
nesses inclined to keep stafl even in the face of
an expected drop in production, citing a lack of

hyung, was arrested in March 2023 in Montenegro af-
ter trying to board a flight with fake Costa Rican travel
documents. He had been on the run for months after
fleeing South Korea and then Singapore before Terra-
form Lab’s crash in 2022. The Montenegrin Constitu-
tional Court, on Tuesday rejected an appeal by Kwon's
lawyers against the decision of the Supreme Court,
which in September determined that the conditions for
extraditing Do Kwon to South Korea and the United
States for criminal proceedings had been met.

After that, it was up to Justice Minister Bojan Bozovic to
decide to which of the two countries Do Kwon would be
extradited. “It was concluded that the majority of the crite-
ria prescribed by law favor the extradition request from the
compelent authorilies of the United States of America,” the
Ministry of Justice said in a statement on Friday.

“Consequently, the Minister of Justice issued a de-
cision approving the extradition of Kwon Do Hyung to
the United States, while simultancously rejecting the

accused Trudeau of prioritizing handouts to voters
instead of preparing Canada’s finances for a possible
trade war. More than 75 percent of Canadian ex-
ports go to the United States and nearly two million
Canadian jobs depend on trade. — AFP

. DUISBURG: An aerial view shows the blast furnace of German industrial conglomerate Thyssenkrupp Steel
Europe AG in Duisburg, western Germany. — AFP

available labor. “This retention effect has weak-
ened strongly in 2024,” the IW says.

The [ederations surveyed by IW said they consid-
er the current general economic outlook Lo be worse
than it was a year ago. Germany’s central bank has
forecast GDP will expand just 0.2 percent in 2025,
after a 0.2 percent contraction in 2024. —AFP

extradition request from the Republic of Korea,” it add-
ed. Montenegro has already deported Kwon’s business
partner who was travelling with him—identified only by
his initials ] C H—to South Korea in early February.

Terraform Labs created a cryptocurrency called
TerraUSD that was marketed as a “stablecoin”, a token
that is pegged to stable assets such as the US dollar
to prevent drastic fluctuations. Do Kwon successfully
marketed them as the next big thing in crypto, attract-
ing billions in investments and global hype.

But despite billions in investments, TerraUSD and
its sister token Luna went into a death spiral in May
2022. Experts said Kwon had set up a glorified Ponzi
scheme, in which many investors lost their life savings.
In January, Terraform Labs officially sought bankruptcy
protection in the United States. Cryptocurrencies have
come under increasing scrutiny from regulators after
a string of controversies in recent years, including the
high-profile collapse of the FTX exchange. — AFP
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A picture taken from Mount Qasioun shows the sun rising as a thick fog covers Damascus on December.--AFP photos

fter the fall of Bashar Al-Assad,
AAfaf Mohammed did what she
could not for more than a decade:
she climbed Mount Qasioun to admire a
sleeping Damascus “from the sky” and
watch the sun rise. Through the long
years of Syria’s civil war, which began in
2011 with a government crackdown on
pro-democracy protesters, people were
not allowed access to the mountain. But
now they can return to look down again
on their capital, with its high-rise hotels
and poor suburbs exhausted by war.
When night falls, long queues of
vehicles slowly make their way up a
twisting road to a brightly lit corniche at
the summit. Once there, they can relax,
listen to music, eat and drink, and, inev-
itably, take selfies. On some evenings
there have even been firework displays.
Afaf Mohammed told AFP that “during
the war we weren't allowed up to Mount
Qasioun. There were few public plac-
es that were truly accessible.” At her
feet, the panorama of Syria’s capital
stretched far and wide. It was the sec-
ond time in weeks that the dentist in her
thirties had come to the mountaintop.

Ideal for snipers

Her first was just after a coalition
of Islamist-led rebels entered the city,
ousting Assad on December 8. On that
occasion she came at dawn. “l cant
describe how | felt after we had gone
through 13 years of hardship,” she said,
wrapped close in an abaya to ward off
the chilly breeze. Qasioun was off limits

| s &
-

o L TR R <R =
i .._j-f :

G )

An aerial view shows
Syrians gather at Mount
Qasioun

overlooking Damascus.

WATCHING 1
OVER A NEW

People watch the view at a spot on Mount Qasioun

overlooking Damascus.

to the people of Damascus because it
was an ideal location for snipers -- the
great view includes elegant presidential
palaces and other government build-
ings. It was also from this mountain that
artillery units for years pounded reb-
el-held areas at the gates of the capital.

Mohammed believes the revolution
brought “a phenomenal freedom” that
includes the right to visit previously
forbidden places. “No one can stop us
now or block our way. No one will harm
us,” she said. Patrols from the security
forces of Syria’s new rulers are in evi-
dence, however. They look on as a boy
plays a tabla drum and young people on

‘Romeo and Juliet’
star Olivia Hussey
dies aged 73

livia Hussey, who starred as a

teenage Juliet in Franco Zeffirelli’s

1968 film “Romeo and Juliet,” gar-
nering her a Golden Globe, died Friday
at age 73, her family announced. “Olivia
was a remarkable person whose warmth,
wisdom, and pure kindness touched the
lives of all who knew her,” her family said
in a statement posted to her Instagram
account. Buenos Aires-born Hussey was
15 when she and her co-lead Leonard
Whiting starred in the Oscar-winning ad-
aptation of William Shakespeare’s trage-
dy. In 2023, the two actors filed a lawsuit
against the studio alleging child abuse
over a controversial nude scene featur-
ing the pair, who were minors at the time.
A judge dismissed the lawsuit later that
year. In a 2018 interview with entertain-
ment trade publication Variety, Hussey
said Zeffirelli had shot the nude scene
tastefully. “Everyone thinks they were so
young they probably didn’t realize what
they were doing,” Hussey said.

“But we were very aware. We both
came from drama schools and when
you work, you take your work very se-
riously.” Whiting told Variety the pair
had supported each other through the
daunting experience. “Olivia was very,
very nervous and frightened as well, but
we really were very fond of each other
and we helped each other get through
the whole thing,” he said in 2023.

\ -

Olivia Hussey

Born to an Argentine opera singer
and a British legal secretary, Hussey
moved with her family from Buenos
Aires to London when she was seven
years old. She studied at the Italia Conti
drama school and was already a work-
ing actor as a teenager when she was
cast in Zeffirelli’s film. —AFP

folding chairs puff from water pipes as
others dance and sing, clapping their
hands. Everything is good-natured, re-
flecting the atmosphere of freedom that
now bathes Syria since the end of As-
sad rule. Gone are the stifling restric-
tions that once ruled the people’s lives,
and soldiers no longer throng the city
streets.

Hot drinks and snacks

Mohammad Yehia, in his forties,
said he once brought his son Rabih up
to Mount Qasioun when he was small.
“But he doesn’t remember having been
here,” he said. After Assad fell, his son

A man sells tea at a spot on Mount Qasioun
overlooking Damascus.

enowned Pakistani novelist Bap-
Rsi Sidhwa, acclaimed for her

searing portrayal of the Partition
of India in her masterpiece “Ice Candy
Man,” has died in the US city of Hous-
ton at the age of 86. She passed away
on December 25, her daughter Mo-
hur Sidhwa told AFP. Born on August
11, 1938, in Karachi to a Parsi family,
Sidhwa spent her formative years in
Lahore, which was the backdrop for
much of her writing.

She was the first Pakistani writer to
gain global recognition for her works,
which were written in English and
paved the way for a wave of celebrat-
ed authors in that language in recent
years, including the likes of Kamila
Shamsie and Mohammed Hanif. Her
most famous book, 1988’s “Ice Candy
Man” -- later published as “Cracking In-
dia” -- tells the story of a young Parsi

Ploneering
Bapsi Sidhwvwwwa dies

Kuwait <= Times

A couple watches the sunrise from a spot on Mount Qasioun overlooking Damascus.

SUN RISE

AMASCUS

Men sit at a spot on Mount Qasioun overlooking Damascus.

“asked if we would be allowed to go
up there, and | said, ‘Of course’,” Ye-
hia added. So they came the next day.
Yehia knows the place well -- he used
to work here, serving hot drinks and
snacks from the back of a van to on-
lookers who came to admire the view.
He prides himself on being one of the
first to come back again, more than a
decade later.

The closure of Mount Qasioun to the
people of Damascus robbed him of his
livelihood at a time when the country
was in economic freefall under West-
ern sanctions. The war placed a yoke
of poverty on 90 percent of the popula-

tion. “We were at the suffocation point,”
Yehia told AFP. “Even if you worked all
day you still couldn’t make ends meet.
“This is the only place where the peo-
ple of Damascus can come and breathe
a little. It's a spectacular view... it can
make us forget the worries of the past.”

Malak Mohammed, who came up
the mountain with her sister Afaf, said
that on returning “for the first time since
childhood” she felt “immense joy”. “It’s
as if we were getting our whole country
back,” Malak said. Before, “we were de-
prived of everything”.--AFP

An aerial view shows Syrians gather at Mount Qasioun

girl, afflicted by polio as Sidhwa her-
self was, as she witnesses the brutal
communal strife that accompanied the
Partition of the Indian subcontinent in
1947.

The novel draws on Sidhwa’s per-
sonal experiences. In interviews, she
recounted harrowing memories, in-
cluding seeing the body of a young
man spill out of a gunny sack kicked
over by her gardener as he escorted
her to a private tutor. “lce Candy Man,”
was later adapted into the critically ac-
claimed 1998 film “Earth,” directed by
Indian-Canadian flmmaker Deepa Me-
hta and starring Bollywood icons Aamir
Khan and Nandita Das.

It was also included on the BBC’s
list of 100 most inspiring novels in
2019. Her other works include 1978’s
“The Crow Eaters,” a witty satire pok-
ing fun at the foibles of a Parsi family

Pakistani

overlooking Damascus.

novelist

B

in colonial India, and 1993’s “An Amer-
ican Brat,” a coming-to-America story
following the journey of a Parsi girl flee-
ing Islamization in dictator Zia-ul-Haqg’s
Pakistan. Parsis -- followers of Zoroas-
trianism, one of the world’s oldest reli-
gions -- fled Persia over a millennium
ago, seeking refuge in the Indian sub-
continent. Recent emigration, driven by
instability in Pakistan, means there is
only a tiny community left in the country.

Sidhwa herself later emigrated to
the United States, teaching at institu-
tions including Columbia University,
Mount Holyoke College and the Uni-
versity of Houston. Her accolades in-
cluded the Sitara-i-Imtiaz, a high-rank-
ing Pakistani civilian award, and ltaly’s
prestigious Mondello Prize for foreign
authors, in 2007.--AFP
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peaks as a backdrop, the sky  of the event, told AFP.

above Pokhara transformed Hot-air balloons from more than 10
into a vibrant canvas of colors for the countries participated in the festival. “A
country’s first hot-air balloon festival. ride here can be very exciting as you
Tourism is a major earner for Nepal, can see mountains, hills and lakes,”
which saw over a million foreign vis- Maharjan added. “All passengers tell
itors this year after a post-pandemic us that they are very happy -- such a
bounceback, and investments are festival will boost our tourism.”
being made in hotels and airports to
cater to travelers. “We felt that we
must bring a balloon festival like this to

With Nepal’s snowy Himalayan Nepal,” Sabin Maharjan, an organizer

Hot air balloons rise in the sky during the International Hot-Air Balloon festival in
Pokhara. — AFP

Participants prepare their hot-air balloon during the International Hot-Air Balloon festival
in Pokhara.

Participants inflate their hot-air balloon.

Hot air balloons rise into the sky.

Participants prepare their hot-air balloon.

Hot air balloons rise into the sky.
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Participants prepare their hot-air balloon.

A hot-air balloon rises into the sky.

Hot air balloons rise into the sky.
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‘Spectacular’

The balloons created a mesmeriz-
ing display against a stunning sight of
the snow-capped Annapurna range. “It
is spectacular,” American balloon pilot
Derek Hamcock, 67, said. “As soon
as you go above the small range here
you see all the Himalayas. Unbeliev-
able, every time you see them it is
unbelievable.” Balloons shaped as a
rat and a frog from were among those
joining in the fun, slowly drifting with
the breeze.

“You never know where you are
going,” said Diego Criado del Rey, 29,

A participant prepares his hot-air balloon.

Hot air balloons rise into the sky.
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Hot air balloons rise into the sky.

a balloon pilot from Spain. “So it is
pretty much you and the nature -- not
fighting, but being together. You go
where the nature tells you.” Nepal’s
Civil Aviation Authority issued a no-
tice for the skies over Pokhara for a
duration of nine days to allow balloon
flights. Although more than two centu-
ries have passed since France’s Mont-
golfier brothers made the first manned
flight, ballooning can still capture the
imagination.— AFP

A hot-air balloon rises into the sky.
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A participant prepares his hot-air balloon.

Hot air balloons rise into the sky.

™ Hot air balloons rise into the sky.
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Reddy’s defiant maiden ton claws
India back into 4th Australia Test

“This hundred will be talked about and remembered for a very, very long time’

MELBOURNE: Nitish Kumar Reddy scored a defi-
anl maiden cenlury on Saturday as India fought back
Lo reach 358-9 on a rain-hit third day of the fourth
Test against Australia. Rising all-rounder Reddy was
applauded off the Melbourne Cricket Ground on
105 not out after rain ended play for the day midway
through the final session.

Having provided much-needed stability to anoth-
er shaky Indian batting effort, the 21-year-old will
resume on Sunday alongside Mohammed Siraj, on
two, with the first-innings deficit reduced to 116 runs.
Australia’s push for a much bigger advantage after
scoring 474 was stymied by Reddy and spin-bowl-
ing all-rounder Washington Sundar, who scored 50
as the pair put on 127 for the eighth wicket.

To the roar of a large contingent of Indian sup-
porters among a record 83,073 third-day crowd at
the MCG, Reddy lofted Scott Boland over mid-on
to reach three figures just before play was halted.
It was an innings memorable for resolute defence,
mixed with classical strokeplay.

Reddy faced 176 balls, hitting 10 fours and one
six, continuing the fine batting form at number eight
in the order that has marked his debut series. In his
first six Test innings, he has scored 284 runs—the
most in the series by any Indian player—at an av-
erage of 71.

Sundar described Reddy’s innings as “unbeliev-
able” and said he always knew a cenlury was well
within his leam-male’s ability. “Mentally he’s very,
very strong,” Sundar said. “I've known him for quite
a few years. The way he wenl aboul his business Lo-
day was amazing. He gives a hundred percent, that’s
his approach to life.

“I'm sure this hundred will be talked about and

SYDNEY: Australia’s Alex de Minaur hits a return to Ar-
gentina’s Tomas Martin Etcheverry during their men’s
singles match at the United Cup on Ken Rosewall Are-
na in Sydney on December 28, 2024. — AFP

Australia crash
to Argentina
at United Cup

SYDNEY: Alex de Minaur swept past Tomas Mar-
tin Etcheverry to win his first match of the season
Saturday but it was not enough to prevent Argentina
upsetting hosts Australia at the United Cup, while
Switzerland beat France.

The world number nine crushed his opponent 6-1,
6-4 to level the tie after teammate Olivia Gadecki
crashed to Nadia Podoroska 6-2, 6-4 in the women’s
singles rubber at Ken Rosewall Arena in Sydney. But
the home side couldn’t lift in the deciding mixed dou-
bles with Etcheverry returning to partner Maria Car-
le and bealing Matt Ebden and Ellen Perez 6-2, 6-4.

Despite losing the tie, De Minaur was happy with
his early-season form. “I've been putting some great
work in the pre-season,” he said. “I felt comfortable
with the way I was playing before the tournament, so
Ijust told myself to back myself and play the type of
tennis I wanted to play.”

Former Olympic gold medalist Belinda Bencic won
her first tour-level match since the 2023 US Open
to help Switzerland beat France. The 27-year-old, a
one-Llime world number four who is now ranked 487,
took down Chloe Paquet 6-3, 6-1, winning 10 of the
last 11 games.

While she tentatively returned to the court at low-
key events in November after having a baby in April,
it was her first win at tour-level since her third-round
victory at the 2023 US Open. Her teammate Dominic
Stricker slumped 6-3, 7-5 to Ugo Humbert in their
singles clash to send the tie to the mixed doubles.
Bencic fronted up again alongside Stricker to down
Edouard Roger-Vasselin and Elixane Lechemia 6-1,
7-6 (7/4) and earn Swilzerland the win.

“I'm really exciled Lo be back, of course,” said
Bencic, who won Olympic gold at the 2021 Tokyo
Games and has eight career WTA litles to her name.
“I had a little bit of nerves at the slart and a little
bit of rust, so I'm happy I kind of accepted that and
tried to fight through it. “And alter, I felt like it went
smoother, I became a little bit more calm, and kind of
was more able Lo focus on my Lennis.” In Perth, Can-
ada bounced back after Felix Auger-Aliassime lost
his singles rubber to prevail 2-1 over Croatia.

The win came thanks to a 6-3, 6-4 mixed doubles
victory from Auger-Aliassime and Leylah Fernandez
againsl Lucija Ciric Bagaric and Ivan Dodig. “It was
all aboul trusting each other and not trying Lo go for
too much,” Auger-Aliassime said. “We stuck to the
game plan and it worked out well.”

After 2021 US Open finalist Fernandez easily dis-
patched Donna Vekic 6-4, 6-3 to start the tie, Au-
ger-Aliassime got into trouble against Borna Coric,
crashing 0-6, 6-4, 6-4. The 18-nation mixed-team
United Cup is being played in Perth and Sydney.

Each team features three men and three women,
with ties comprising one men’s and one women’s sin-
gles and an often decisive mixed-doubles clash. The
tournament began on Friday with Spain crashing 2-1
to Elena Rybakina’s Kazakhstan, while China swept
past Brazil 3-0. — AFP

remembered for a very, very long lime.” Seamers
Boland, who took 3-57, and Pat Cummins with 3-86
were the most productive Australian bowlers in con-
ditions that offered little assistance despite overcast
skies. Boland said Reddy was a “nice player” whose
range of shots proved hard to contain.

“It looks like he’s gol pretty much every shot in
the book,” Boland said. “Obviously he’s playing re-
ally nicely. Coming in down in the lower order, he’s
trying to put the pressure back on us.”

Record crowd

Boland believed Australia were still well placed to
push for victory, with the pitch still containing a “bit
of nip” for the seamers. He said team-mate Mitchell
Starc was bowling with a “niggle in his back or rib”
but expected the paceman would continue to play a
full part in the Test.

“He’s someone who can still bowl at the same
pace even when he is really sore, which is a great
trail to have.” The recalled Sundar’s dogged knock
off 162 balls ended when he was caught at first slip
by Steve Smith from off-spinner Nathan Lyon.

It ended a partnership that traversed the entire
second session after India had advanced from 164-
5 overnight to 244-7 at lunch. Sundar survived the
mosl [reakish moment of the day when on 18. AL-
tempting to flick a leg-sided delivery from Starc,
the ball flew from the back of the bat into the slip
cordon where a diving Smith spilled a one-handed
opportunity.

India lost Rishabh Pant and Ravindra Jadeja in the
opening session. Pant’s innings of 28 ended when he
over-balanced while attempting a ramp shot for six
off Boland, top-edging the ball to third man where

Duffy bowls NZ
to T20 victory
over Sri Lanka

MOUNT MAUNGANUI: A late bowling fight-
back sparked by Jacob Dulfy produced a remark-
able eight-run victory for New Zealand against Sri
Lanka al Mount Maunganui on Saturday. Sri Lanka,
with openers Pathum Nissanka and Kusal Mendis
in sparkling form, were cruising towards the 173-
run target when they reached 95 without loss at the
halfway slage.

But in the 14th over, with Sri Lanka 121-0, Duffy
changed the game with three wickels in four balls, all
caught behind by Mitchell Hay, beginning with the
dismissal of Mendis for 46 off 36 deliveries. Nissan-
ka went on to make 90 off 60, which included seven
fours and three sixes for his highest Twenty20 score,
while no other Sri Lankan reached double figures.

“We should have done better,” was the succinct
summary from Sri Lankan captain Charith Asalan-
ka who was out for three and also dropped a catch.
“Pathum and Kusal batted well, the rest including me
should take responsibility for this loss.”

New Zealand captain Mitchell Santner said Duffy
changed the game with his 3-21 after the home side
reached 172-8 in their 20 overs with the innings
propped up by a century stand by Daryl Mitchell
and Michael Bracewell.

The pair came together in the 10th over with New
Zealand struggling at 65-5 and put on 105 before

LawConnect wins
punishing and deadly
Sydney-Hobart race

SYDNEY: Australian supermaxi LawConnect took
back-to-back line honors in the Sydney-Hobarl ocean
race early Salurday, leading a fleel shaken by the
deaths of two sailors in wild weather conditions. Law-
Connecl, the 100-foot defending champion skippered
by Christian Beck, arrived first in Hobart after main ri-
val Comanche dropped out with a damaged mainsail
on the first night.

The crew navigaled lo viclory along the final
stretch of Tasmania’s River Derwent in the dark, early
hours of the morning after a day-and-a-half of dra-
ma since the fleet departed a sun-splashed Sydney
Harbour on Boxing Day. LawConnect crossed with a
winning lime of one day, 13 hours, 35 minutes and 13
seconds, according Lo the official race tracker. Fans on
the dock cheered her arrival but there were no signs of
the usual celebrations aboard, a livestream by the race
organizers showed.

Celestial, a 70-footer with hopes of winning the
Tattersall Cup for the overall handicap race, was in
second place, finishing a little over two-and-a-half
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MELBOURNE: India’s Nitish Kumar Reddy (L) attempts a ramp shot past Australia’s wicketkeeper Alex Carey
= (R) on the third day of the fourth cricket Test match between Australia and India at the Melbourne Cricket

Ground (MCG). — AFP

Lyon held the catch. Jadeja was trapped Ibw when on
17, playing back to a Lyon delivery that skidded on.
The crowd of 83,073 was a record for the third day
of a Boxing Day Test, according to Cricket Australia,
and the largest day three crowd at the Melbourne
Cricket Ground since 1937.

The record lolal altendance for a Boxing Day

~

Test is 271,865, which looks certain to be smashed
on Sunday after 255,462 spectators came through
the gales on the first three days. Rain threalened
throughout the day and about 40 minutes of play
was lost in a period cither side of tea. The series is
locked at 1-1 with the fifth and final Test to be played
in Sydney next week. — AFP

0 kL

; MOUNT MAUNGANUI: New Zealand’s Michael Bracewell bats during the first Twenty20 cricket match be-
tween New Zealand and Sri Lanka at Bay Oval in Mount Maunganui on December 28, 2024. — AFP

both were dismissed in the final over. Mitchell was
stumped for 62 off 42 deliveries while Bracewell was
caught behind for 59 off 33.

“It was a massive partnership for us, the way
they went about it, they soaked it up for a bit then
put the pressure back on to put up a pretty good
score,” Santner said. Binura Fernando, who re-
moved both New Zealand openers in his second
over, finished with 2-22.

Tim Robinson was caught and bowled for 11

““ SYDNEY: This handout image taken and received from Rolex on December 26, 2024 shows the yacht Whisper
(R) competing at the start of the annual Sydney to Hobart yacht race on Boxing Day on Sydney Harbour. —AFP

F

hours later. Wild Thing came in third. “It was challeng-
ing conditions, probably the roughest race I've done
out of the 11 that I have done,” said LawConnecl sail-
ing master Tony Mutter.

“But we came through okay. We didn’t break too
much stuff, and people are okay, we have gol a few
bumps and bruises,” he told reporters in Hobart, ex-
plaining that his skipper was unable Lo appear because
of a stomach bug. The crew faced 35-45 knot gales
downwind out of Sydney, big waves and tricky cur-
rents, he said. “We are obviously hugely disappoint-
ed in the news that we heard during the race with the
loss of a couple of fellow competitors and our heartfelt
condolences go oul to all the friends and family,” Mut-
ter said. “We are obviously not doing any celebrations
on the boat and we will do that quietly later on.”

'eather is a critical factor in the 628-nautical-mile
race, first held in 1945. This year’s initial fleet of 104
was pummeled by gale-force winds and big waves as
it raced southwards along Australia’s eastern coast be-
fore tackling the treacherous Bass Strait.

Two sailors werekilled in separate incidents inrough
weather on the first night, officials said. The boom on
Flying Fish Arctos hit 55-year-old Roy Quaden on the
head; and the main sheet on Bowline struck 65-year-
old Nick Smith who then collided with a winch, said
David Jacobs, vice commodore of the Cruising Yacht
Club of Australia. Fellow crew members tried Lo revive
both men but failed, officials said. — AFP

when he drove a short-pitched delivery straight
back to the bowler. Three balls later Rachin Ravin-
dra, on cight, nicked an outswinger and was caught
behind. Mark Chapman, dropped on four, reached
15 before he was caught on the boundary by Ka-
mindu Mendis off the bowling of Matheesha Pathi-
rana. Glenn Phillips had made ecight off nine deliv-
eries when he was trapped in front and Mitchell
Hay went first ball when he played and missed at a
delivery drifting into the pads. — AFP

Kyrgios says tennis
integrity ‘awful’
after doping scandals

BRISBANE: Nick Kyrgios lashed oul Saturday at
what he believes is the lenient treatment of world
tennis number one Italian Jannik Sinner for a failed
drug test and said integrity in the sport was “awful”.
Sinner twice tested posilive for the banned steroid
clostebol in March.

However, the International Tennis Integrity Agen-
cy (ITIA) accepted his argument that the steroid
enlered his system due lo contaminalion [rom his
physiotherapist and opted not to suspend him. The
World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) subsequently
appealed the decision at the Court of Arbitration for
Sport, with a verdict pending.

Kyrgios has been scathing aboul the ITIA deci-
sion in the past and didn’t hold back in a press con-
ference ahead of his return Lo the game al the Bris-
bane International after an 18-month injury lay-off.
“Tennis integrily right now, and everyone knows it,
but no one wants to speak about it—it’s awful,” said
the Australian.

“IU's actually awful and il’s not okay. I know that
people don't like it when I just speak out about
things, be honest about things. “For a kid that grew
up playing tennis, I enjoyed the competition, 1 en-
joved playing. “I can get emotional, I can throw a
racquet, but that’s nothing compared to cheating and
taking performance-enhancing drugs.”

Asked whether he was accusing Sinner of cheal-
ing, Kyrgios told journalists to look at the facts. “He
did fail two doping lests at separate times, as well,”
Kyrgios said. “It wasn’t one after the other -- they
were a dilferent lime frame, so I mean, il you think
that thal’s the way that it gol in his system, il thal’s
how you think it's happened, then.

“But, I mean, il he didn’t do anything wrong, then
why did they take his prize money and points away?
Obviously they found something wrong with it.”
With former women’s world number one Iga Swiatek
also having been suspended for a doping violation in
2024, Kyrgios said the sporl’s image was being tar-
nished. “I just think that it’s been handled horrifically
in our sport,” he said. — AFP
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Brown dominates as NBA
champion Celtics snap skid

Sixers’ Embiid fined $75,000 for ‘obscene gestures’

LOS ANGELES: Jaylen Brown delivered a 44-point
gem as the NBA champion Boston Celtics snapped
a lwo-game losing streak with a 142-105 blowout of
the Indiana Pacers on Friday. Brown set the tone with
15 points in the first quarter, when the Celtics out-
scored the Pacers 39-22 to take control.

He finished with six of the Celtics’ 23
three-pointers and came up with four steals,
posting his highest scoring output since he
scored 50 in a win over Orlando in January 2022.
“He was big-time,” Celtics coach Joe Mazzul-
la said of Brown, who energized the TD Garden
crowd with an array of thunderous dunks. “He has
the ability to impact a team and an arena with his
energy and his physicality.

“When he gets into a certain zone he just gets
locked in, and you kind of saw that on both ends of
the floor.” Jayson Tatum scored 22 points and pulled
down 13 rebounds and Payton Pritchard added 18
points, eight rebounds and 10 assists off the bench
for the Celtics, who shrugged off the absence of Kri-
staps Porzingis and Jrue Holiday to post their biggest
points total of the season.

Tyrese Haliburton scored 19 points and Bennedict
Mathurin scored 18 for the Pacers, who were with-
out injured Obi Toppin and Andrew Nembhard. The
lopsided win over the team they vanquished in last
scason’s Eastern Conference finals saw the Celtics
avoid their first three-game skid of the season.

It also kept them in touch with Eastern Confer-
ence leaders Cleveland, who improved their league-
best record Lo 27-4 with a 149-135 viclory over the
Denver Nuggets. Donovan Mitchell scored 33 points
to lead six Cavaliers players in double figures as
Cleveland won their sixth straight—and their 10th
in 11 games. The Cavs drilled 23 three-pointers and
led by as many as 21, withstanding a triple-double of
27 points, 14 rebounds and 13 assists from Denver’s
NBA Most Valuable Player Nikola Jokic.

Arsenal beat Ipswich
to go second in EPL

LONDON: Arsenal began life without Bukayo Saka
by bealing Ipswich 1-0 to move into second place in
the Premier League and cut Liverpool’s lead to six
points on Friday. Kai Havertz scored the only goal
as Arsenal failed to turn their dominance into a more
convincing scoreline.

The lack of a clinical goalscorer may ultimately
cost Mikel Artela’s men a first league litle in more
than 20 years, but they look advantage of Chelsea’s
shock 2-1 defeal against Fulham on Thursday Lo be-
come Liverpool’s closest challenger.

Saka is set to be sidelined for “many weeks” in
the words of Gunners’ boss Arlela with fears the En-
gland international could be out until March due to a
hamstring injury suffered in last weekend’s 5-1 vic-
tory at Crystal Palace. Arteta’s solution was to start
with Gabriel Martinelli in Saka’s normal role wide
right with Gabriel Jesus continuing up front after
scoring five times in Arsenal’s previous two outings.

The home side were dominant in possession but
had few clear-cut chances to show for it until the final
quarter. “Frustration when you win? No. Things to im-
prove? Yes,” said Arteta on the slender margin of vic-
tory. “Credit to them as they're very well organized,
but we restricted them to nothing,” he added.

Arsenal were [rustrated by Everton in a 0-0 draw
in their last league game al the Emirales so there was
reliel when Havertz broke the deadlock on 23 minutes.
The German prodded high into the net from Leandro
Trossard’s low cross for his 12th goal of the season.

Jesus did find the nel once more with a cheeky
finish between the legs of Arijanet Muric from an al-
most impossible angle, but was flagged offside. Ar-
senal’s prowess from set-pieces has been well-doc-
umenled and they should have added o their goals
from corners this season.

Gabriel Magalhaes headed against the out-
side of the post from point-blank range when it

Amorim accepls job
is on the line if
Man Utd keep losing

WOLVERHAMPTON: Ruben Amorim accepls
his reign as Manchester United manager could be
short-lived if he cannot oversee an upturn in the
fallen English giants’ fortunes. The initial optimism
that surrounded the 39-year-old Portuguese coach’s
arrival at Old Trafford in succession to the sacked
Erik ten Hag has given way Lo renewed concern over

Edwards seals T"Wolves win

It came down to the wire in Houston, where
Minnesota’s Anthony Edwards drilled a step-
back three-pointer with 23.2 seconds remaining
to lift the Timberwolves to a 113-112 victory over
the Rockets. Fred VanVleel had a chance to win it
for Houston, but missed a three-pointer with 1.8
seconds left.

Julius Randle scored 27 points and Edwards fin-
ished with 24 for the Timberwolves, who trailed by 16
points, 106-90, with 4:57 left to play. “Made it hap-
pen!” Edwards said. “Got some stops, we made some
big shols—made a big shot al the end right there.”

Alperen Sengun led the Rockets with 38 points and
12 rebounds. Amen Thompson added 20 points as all
five Houston slarlers scored in double figures only
to come up short at the end. The New York Knicks
pushed their winning streak Lo six games with a con-
vincing 108-85 viclory over the Magic in Orlando.

Jalen Brunson scored 26 points and handed out
nine assists and Josh Hart added 23 points and 13
rebounds [or the Knicks, who made just four of their
15 three-point attempts but converted 24 of their 34
free-throw attemplts.

The Magic, with top contributors Paolo Banchero,
Franz Wagner and Moritz Wagner on the injured list,
were led by 27 points from Jalen Suggs. San Anto-
nio star Victor Wembanyama delivered 19 points and
seven rebounds as the Spurs heated up in the second
hall to beal the Nets 96-87 in Brooklyn.

The Spurs connected on just 11 of their 40 shot
attempts in the first half and were tied 41-41 at half-
time. They broke it open in the third quarter, con-
necting on 13 of their 18 shots. Wembanyama made
four of his five attempts in the period, including three
three-pointers, as the Spurs seized a 74-62 lead go-
ing into the fourth quarter.

Meanwhile, Philadelphia 76ers center Joel Em-
biid was fined $75,000 by the NBA on Friday for

BOSTON: Jarace Walker #5 of the Indiana Pacers defends Jayson Tatum #0 of the Boston Celtics during the

second half at TD Garden on December 27, 2024 in Boston, Massachusetts. — AFP

making “obscene gestures on the playing court” in
the Sixers’ 118-114 victory over the Boston Celtics
on Christmas Day. The league said in a statement
the incidents occurred in the first half of the 76ers’
victory in Boston, in which Embiid scored 27 points
with nine rebounds.

Embiid celebrated a layup in the first half with the
“DX crotch chop” thrusting gesture he has adopted
from professional wrestling and been fined for in the
past. He had another gesture for Boston fans after a

LONDON: Arsenal’s Brazilian midfielder #11 Gabriel Martinelli battles for the ball with Ipswich Town’s Irish
defender #26 Dara 0’Shea during the English Premier League football match between Arsenal and Ipswich
Town at the Emirates Stadium in London on December 27, 2024. — AFP

seemed easier Lo score. As Ipswich’s ambition
grew as the second half wore on, so the chances
al the other end began Lo flow.

Martin Odegaard had given the home crowd a
scare by going down holding the left ankle that
saw him sidelined by injury for two months earli-
er in the campaign. The Arsenal captain, though,
was quickly back on his feet and weaving his way
through the Ipswich defense with a mazy run and
powerful strike that Muric tipped over.

From the resulling corner, Declan Rice’s
powerful shot was blocked by Dara O’Shea.
Haverlz then wastled a glorious chance for his
second and Muric saved once more from Mikel

United’s form. Thursday’s 2-0 loss al Wolves was the
Red Devils’ third straight defeat in all competitions
following a League Cup quarter-finals loss at Tot-
lenham and an embarrassing 3-0 reverse al home Lo
Bournemouth.

After the Wolves game, Amorim admitted he had
“no idea” how long it will take for him Lo revive Unil-
ed, saying his focus was on “survival” after making
the worst starl by any Old Trafford boss in nearly
100 years. Amorim is the f{irst United manager Lo lose
five or more of his first 10 matches in charge since
Walter Crickmer in January 1932, with the club lan-
guishing in 14th place in the table.

Those 10 matches, however, are more than Am-
orim’s successor as Sporting Lisbon boss received,

Merino to ensure a nervy ending.

But Arsenal held out to leapfrog Nottingham For-
est and Chelsea into second. Ipswich remain second
from bottom, three points adrift of safety. Brighton
missed the chance to move within one point of the
top five as their poor run continued in a 0-0 draw at
home to Brentford.

The Seagulls are now winless in their past six
games bul they two remain two points above their
opponents. Brentford had the ball in the net early on
through Yoane Wissa bul the goal was ruled out for
offside after a VAR check. Just Brentford’s second
point away from home all season is enough to edge
the Bees ahead of Tottenham into 11th. — AFP

with the Portuguese powerhouses sacking Joao
Pereira after just eight games in charge.

Defeat by Wolves left United closer to the relega-
tion zone than the Champions League places head-
ing into their final match of 2024 at home to in-form
Newecastle on Monday. “The manager of Manchesler
United can never, no matter what, be comfortable,
and I know the business that I'm in,” said Amorim. “I
know that if we don’t win, regardless if they pay the
buyout (for me) or not, I know thal every manager is
in danger and I like that because that is the job, so 1
understand the question.” At Molineux, United cap-
Lain Bruno Fernandes was sent ofl for a second yel-
low yard soon after half-lime, with Wolves’ Matheus
Cunha scoring directly from a corner. — AFP

Classifieds

three-pointer shortly before halftime.

The 2023 NBA Most Valuable Player has ap-
peared in just nine games this season because of
injuries—the latest a sinus fracture that has him
playing in a protective mask—and a three-game
suspension for a physical altercation with a journal-
ist. Embiid had another injury scare before Wednes-
day’s game, falling over the security rope at the pe-
rimeter of the court during warmups and grabbing
his right ankle. — AFP

Scheffler sidelined
by cooking injury

MIAMI: World number one Scottie Scheffler
will miss the PGA Tour’s season opening event
in Hawaii after injuring his hand while making
Christmas dinner, the player’s manager said on
Friday. The injury rules Schelffler out of The
Sentry which starts on January 2 but he hopes
he will be able to feature in The American Ex-
press in La Quinta, California on January 16.

“On Christmas Day while preparing dinner,
Scollie sustained a puncture wound o the
palm of his right hand from a broken glass,”
Scheffler’s manager, Blake Smith, said in a
stalement on Friday. “Small glass fragments
remained in the palm which required surgery.
He has been told that he should be back to 100
percent in three to four weeks. Unfortunately,
he will have to withdraw from The Sentry. His
next scheduled tournament is The American
Express,” he added.

Scheffler has just enjoyed one of the most
successful seasons in PGA Tour history winning
seven tournaments on the tour—the first player
to reach that tally since Tiger Woods in 2007.
Last month he was voted the PGA Tour Player
of the Year for the third conseculive year.

Schelfler won his second Maslers green
jacket, Paris Olympic gold, the PGA Tour’s
season-ending Tour Championship and FedEx
Cup playoffs and The Players Championship
this year. He ended last season with victory
al the unofficial Hero World Challenge Invila-
tional which gave him nine wins in all competi-
tions in the year. — AFP

Ruben Amorim
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Saudi beat Iraq to qualify for
Khaleeji Zain 26 semifinals

Yemen end Gulf Cup campaign with a thrilling 2-1 victory over Bahrain

'

By Abdellatif Sharaa

KUWAIT: The Saudi national team succeeded in
crossing to the semifinals of the Gulf Cup (Khalecji
Zain 26) by a deserved victory over Iraq (3-1), in the
third round of Group B, on Saturday evening.

The match witnessed the brilliance of all players,
especially Abdullah Al-Hamdan, who came on as a
substitute and scored Lwo goals, while Salem Al-Do-
sari scored a goal and created another.

The public address announcer at Jaber Al-Ahmad
International Stadium announced that Salem Al-Do-
sari was awarded man of the match award, receiving
the support of the fans who chanted his name.

Salem Al-Dosari took his tally to 23 goals in his
90th match for Saudi Arabia in all competitions.
Al-Dosari has been heavily criticized recently for his
poor form with the Saudi national team, especially in
the 2026 World Cup qualifiers. It is worth noting that
the Saudi national team qualified as the top of Group
B with 6 points, equal with Bahrain, but they won on
goal difference, to set a date with Kuwait, the host of
the tournament, in the semifinals.

The Saudi national team achieved a deserved vic-
tory over ils Iraqi counterparl with a score of 3-1,
on Saturday evening, in the third round of the group
stage of the 26th Gulf Championship.

Kuwait in semis
in Khaleeji Zain 26

KUWAIT: Kuwait advanced to the semifinals of the
26th Gulf Cup, after drawing with Qatar (1-1) on Fri-
day evening, in the third “last” round of the group
stage of the tournament.

Mohammed Daham scored the first goal for Ku-
wait in the 73rd minute, then Mohammed Muntari
equalized for Qatar in stoppage time. The Blue raised
its score to 5 points to take second place in Group
A, and the Annabi’s (Qatar) score is two points to
remain in fourth place. The Omani team topped the
Group A table with 5 points, compared to 2 points
for the UAE team, which ranked third.

The Omani team topped the standings ahead of
the Kuwaiti team on a fair play difference, while Qa-
tar and the UAE bid farewell to the tournament.

In the semifinals, the Omani team will play the
second of the second group, while the Kuwaiti team
will play the first of the second group.

Al-Anabi imposed an offensive advantage, but the
danger remained absent, except for a chance by Al-
Moez Ali that was brilliantly saved by Al-Rashidi.

Qatar’s Youssef Abdul Razzaq found the back of
the net, but referee Mustafa Gharbal canceled the
goal due to a foul in favor of the Rashidi goalkeeper.

Qatar increased their pressure in the second half
and managed to reach Kuwail's penalty area on
more than one occasion. Mohamed Daham hit the
right post of goalkeeper Salah Zakaria, then Muntari
found the back of the net, but Mustafa Gharbal
pointed to the offside flag.

Mohamed Daham managed Lo score the first goal
for the Kuwaili national team [rom a sel-piece that
settled in Salah Zakaria’s net in the 73rd minute.

y Saudi and Iraqi players are seen in action. — Photos by Yasser Al Zayyat

The Saudi team ensured that it will accompany
Bahrain to the semifinals, after raising its score to 6
points, after beating Yemen and Iraq and losing to
Bahrain. The victory is the Saudi team’s third victo-
ry over the Mesopotamian Lions in the Gulf tour-
naments, and the result is the largest for the Green
Team over Iraq in the Gulf championship.

The first confrontation between Saudi Arabia and
Iraq was in the fourth edition in 1976 in Qatar, and
Iraq won 7-1. In the next edition in 1979, which was
held in Baghdad, the Iraqgi team won by two goals
to one. In the 1982 edition held in Kuwait, the two
teams drew 1-1, a tournament that witnessed the
withdrawal of the Iraqi team. In 1984 in Iraq, the Li-
ons defeated the Green 4-0. The eighth edition of
the Gulf Cup, hosted by the Kingdom of Bahrain in
1986, wilnessed the first victory of the Saudi leam,
when it beat its Iraqi counterpart with a score of 2-1.

The Iraqi team came back and won another vic-
tory over the Saudi team, in the next edition, in 1988,
which was held in the capital, Riyadh, a score of 2-0.

Alter a long hiatus [rom confrontations in the Gull
Championship, the 18th edition of the tournament, in
the UAE in 2007, wilnessed a renewed confronta-
tion, and the Saudi team managed to win by a goal
without reply.

In the 21st Gulf Cup in Bahrain in 2013, the Iraqi

Al-Anabi came close to equalizing on several oc-
casions, especially after Almoez Ali’'s header hit the
right post of Rashidi’s goal. Al-Moez came back with
a chance, but Al-Rashidi continued to shine, and be-
fore the end of the match, Muntari scored the equal-
izer to end the match (1-1).

Most optimists did not expect the Kuwaiti Blue to
survive the “Qatar, UAE and Oman” pincers, after the
draw placed them at the head of Group A of the 26th
Khaleeji Gulf competitions, and the maximum hopes
were to show a good level and not come out with
heavy defeats. Fans and football insiders based their
expectations on what the Kuwaiti national team pre-
sented in the past years, and also in the era of coach
Juan Pizzi, who achieved only one viclory against Af-
ghanistan to qualify for the Asian Cup finals after an
absence from the tournament since 2015.

The Blue's results against Oman, the UAE and Qa-
tar have not been encouraging at all, as victory has
been far from the Blue in the face of the Omani Reds
for 26 years, and the silualion was nol belter in the
face of the Al-Anabi and the White.

As Kuwail entered the first match against Oman in
the 26th Gulf, which ended (1/1), the players and Pizzi
were criticized, especially since the Reds controlled
the game, especially the second half, and wasted
many chances Lo decide the outcome of the malch.

In the UAE match, Pizzi surprised fans and critics
by relying on rookie Nasser Khader to replace the
absence of Hassan Hamdan, which cost the Blue an
carly goal that almost ended the Blue's march in the
tournament, if not for the quick return of Mohammed
Daham’s equalizer. Pizzi also changed his lineup in
the second half against the UAE, which enabled Ku-
wail to snatch the victory in the last minutes through
the feisty Moaz Al-Dhafiri.

Despite the Blue’s draw against Qatar, Kuwait ap-
peared confident, imposing an attacking style in the

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 29, 2024

The match between Yemen and Bahrain.

team renewed its supremacy when it beat the Green
2-0, and with the same result, the Saudi team lost to
its Iraqi counterpart in the last edition of the Gulf
25 in Basra. Salem Al-Dosari, captain of the Sau-
di Arabian nalional leam, succeeded in ending the
scoring jinx that has plagued him for the green team

a Tomooh Sports Club members celebrate Kuwait’s victory.

second half, and had it not been for the Annabi post,
Mohamed Daham would have scored a hat-trick.

Despite the lack of concentration in the final mo-
ments of the game, the end result was a happy end-
ing. Kuwailt secured a goalless draw to set up a date
with Bahrain in the semi-finals of the tournament.

Overall, the Kuwaili nalional Lleam overcame many
obslacles and achieved many gains beyond the as-
cent to the semifinals of Khaleeji Zain 26, especially
al the level of sell-confidence and cerlainly in the
abilities of the players to be among the top of the
yellow continent

Minister of Information and Culture and Minister
of State for Youth Affairs Abdulrahman Al-Mutairi
congralulated the Kuwaili football team, the techni-
cal and administrative staff, the Kuwaiti Federation

throughout the recent period.

Al-Dosari was able to score against Iraq, during
their match yesterday, in the third round of the group
stage of the Arabian Gulf Cup 2024. In the 57th min-
ute, Al Dosari opened the scoring, after he scored
from the spot, which he executed with great skill.

With that kick, Al-Dosari scored his first goal
for Saudi Arabia since he scored against Tajikistan
on March 21, 282 days later, in the 2026 World Cup
qualifiers. Salem Al-Dosari raised his tally to 23 goals
in his 90th match for the Saudi national team in all
competitions. Meanwhile in the second and final
match of the third round of the group stage Yemen
ended their Gulf Cup campaign with a thrilling 2-1
victory over Bahrain on Saturday.

Yemen took the lead with a reverse goal scored
by Nasser Mohammedouh Al-Ghawashi in the 41st
minute, but Mohammed Al-Rumaihi equalized for
Bahrain in the 62nd minute.

Bahrain played with 10 men from the 73rd minute
after Sayed Mahdi Bager was sent off.

Yemen took advantage of their opponent’s nu-
merical disadvantage and snatched the winning goal
two minutes before the end, through Haroon Yousef
Al-Zubaidi. Bahrain had already secured qualifica-
tion to the final four before today’s match, topping
Group B with 6 points.

and the loyal fans on the deserved qualification of
the team on Friday Lo the semifinal round of the Ara-
bian Gulf Cup (Khaleeji Zain 26), which is hosted by
the Slate of Kuwail and continues until January 3.
“We are all confident in our champions and look for-
ward Lo them always providing the best in the rest of
us,” said Al-Mutairi, who heads the Supreme Orga-
nizing Committee of the lournament in a statement Lo
Kuwait News Agency (KUNA) after the team drew
with their brother Qalar with a goal each in the final
of the group stage.

Meanwhile, Tomooh Sports Club for the Mental-
ly Challenged athletes were present at the Kuwait-
Qatar match in support of Kuwait National Football
Team and celebrated the qualification to the next
round of Khaleeji Zain 26 Championship.
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