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The area around the shrine has been targeted in pre-
vious bomb attacks, including in Feb 2015 when two sui-
cide attacks killed four people and wounded 13 at a
checkpoint. Also that month, a blast ripped through a
bus carrying Lebanese Shiite pilgrims headed to Sayyida
Zeinab, killing at least nine people, in an attack claimed
by Al-Qaeda affiliate Al-Nusra Front. The area around the
shrine is heavily secured with regime checkpoints set up
hundreds of metres away to prevent vehicles from get-
ting close.

According to the Britain-based Observatory, mem-
bers of Lebanon’s powerful Shiite militant group
Hezbollah are among those deployed at the check-
points. Hezbollah is a staunch ally of Syria’s President
Bashar Al-Assad and has dispatched fighters to bolster
his troops against the uprising that began in March 2011
with anti-government protests. Early on, the group justi-
fied its intervention in Syria by citing the threat to
Sayyida Zeinab.

Sayyida Zeinab, south of Damascus, contains the
grave of a granddaughter of Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH) and is particularly revered as a pilgrimage site by
Shiites. It has continued to attract pilgrims from Syria

and beyond, particularly Shiites from Iran, Lebanon, and
Iraq, throughout the nearly five-year war. Sunni Muslim
extremist groups such as IS consider Shiites to be
heretics and have frequently targeted them in attacks.

More than 260,000 people have been killed in Syria’s
conflict, which has also displaced upwards of half the
country’s population internally and abroad. It has
evolved into a complex, multi-front war involving rebels,
jihadists, regime and allied forces, Kurds and air strikes
by both government ally Russia and a US-led coalition
battling against IS. In a new effort to find a political solu-
tion to the conflict, UN Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura
has invited regime and opposition delegations to
Geneva for fresh talks.

But while the opposition agreed to travel to Geneva
after days of delays, it has so far refused to engage in
indirect talks with the government. It is demanding that
UN Security Council resolutions on ending sieges and
protecting civilians be implemented first. On Sunday,
De Mistura held informal talks with the main opposition
delegation, saying afterwards that he remained “opti-
mistic and determined”. The Damascus delegation’s
chief negotiator, Syria’s UN envoy Bashar Al-Jaafari,
accused the opposition of being “not serious” about the
talks. — Agencies 

Bombings near Damascus shrine kill more...
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With large financial buffers and substantial room for
borrowing, the government is well positioned to weather
a sustained period of decline in oil prices. Central govern-
ment debt remains very low at about 9.9 percent of GDP
in 2016 and is issued for monetary policy purposes rather
than to finance government spending. Government
financial assets are substantial and include the invest-
ments of the two state oil funds. The actual level of gov-

ernment assets is uncertain as public disclosure of
reserve fund assets is prohibited by law, but is reported
to be between 150 percent and 250 percent of GDP.

Reflecting low hydrocarbon prices, Kuwait’s current
account surplus is expected to fall below 10 percent
of GDP this year and over the intermediate term.
Gross external debt, which is mostly owed by the pri-
vate sector, is reasonably low at around 19 percent of
GDP, and is entirely dwarfed by the government’s
external assets.

Agency predicts budget surplus 
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In another development, MP Abdullah Al-Turaiji
called on the interior minister to deport Iraqi singer
Hatem Al-Iraqi who has been invited to take part in the
Hala February festival. Turaiji said that the singer is
known to have praised former Iraqi dictator Saddam
Hussein, who ordered Iraqi troops to invade Kuwait in
1990, and has sang songs to praise Yemen’s Houthi
rebels against whom Kuwait is fighting along with Saudi
Arabia. The lawmaker criticized Information Minister
Sheikh Salman Al-Humoud Al-Sabah for granting the

permission for the entry of the Iraqi singer. He however
added that the minister had promised that the singer’s
concert will not be telecast live by Kuwait TV.

Also, MP Abdullah Al-Maayouf lashed out at Minister of
Justice and Islamic Affairs Yaqoub Al-Sane claiming that
the minister has exploited his posts to appoint his support-
ers in key posts in the two ministries. The lawmaker
accused the minister of making politically-motivated
appointments to boost his electoral position as he is an
elected MP included in the Cabinet. Maayouf threatened
to grill the minister if he does not stop such appointments
and urged the Cabinet to investigate the matter.

Subsidy cuts won’t affect low-income...
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Prices, he said, had increased “up to 100 percent in
three years” in the Sarajevo region of Bosnia, a nation
still rebuilding after its devastating 1990s inter-ethnic
war.

In 2010 Bosnia began phasing out visas for nationals
of most Gulf countries and the number of tourists from
the region has since steadily increased to 24,500 out of
360,000 visitors to the Sarajevo area last year, according
to official figures. “They are not the most numerous, but
these Gulf tourists spend much more than others, about
150 euros per day per person in addition to hotel costs,”
said Asja Hadziefendic Mesic, spokeswoman for the
Sarajevo tourist board.

At the October opening of the Sarajevo resort, a Ä25-
million ($27-million) Kuwaiti investment, local school-
children waved the flags of both Bosnia and Kuwait as
Bosnian Muslim political leader Bakir Izetbegovic hailed
the country’s rivers and greenery. “Bosnia is a European
country... it has water, forestry, mining, and energy and
tourism potential. Our brothers (from the Gulf ) spotted
this,” he said. About 20 km away in Blazuj village, another
residential area is being built by the Kuwaiti company Al-
Diyar, which sold almost all of its luxury apartments in
advance to Gulf nationals.

“So far we have invested 14 million euros. The cus-
tomers are different, there is no profile,” said director
Abdullah Al-Kulaib. “We had those who knew nothing
about Bosnia, who never set a foot here, even some who
do not like nature, but they are buying,” he said, adding
that the company was preparing another six similar proj-
ects. The grandest of the proposed ventures comes from
Emirati company Buroj Property Development, which in
October announced a Ä930-million investment to build
an entire “tourist city” on a plot of 137 hectares.

Work is set to begin in April on the complex at the
foot of Bjelasnica, one of four mountains surrounding
Sarajevo. The design includes thousands of homes, sev-
eral hotels, a shopping mall and a hospital. One of the

key drivers in attracting Arab investment has been the
Bosna Bank International (BBI), founded in Sarajevo in
2000 by Gulf banks on Islamic banking principles, which
organises an annual conference to draw such finance to
the Balkans. “This is just the beginning, we just opened
the door,” said Amer Bukvic, BBI director. He suggested
that political instability in the Middle East has also
fuelled Gulf nationals’ interest in buying a pied-a-terre
in Europe, “in case it is needed”. 

The facilities already in place for Bosnia’s Muslims -
about 40 percent of the 3.8 million-strong population -
make the country an especially attractive choice for
such visitors. “When they want to eat in restaurants,
they don’t have to ask whether it is halal. There are also
mosques everywhere where they can pray,” said Khaja.
During and after Bosnia’s 1992-1995 war, Gulf countries
offered humanitarian aid and financed the reconstruc-
tion of homes and mosques, often accompanied by
stricter interpretations of Islam, such as Saudi
Wahabism.

A small minority of Bosnian Muslims adopted these
stricter forms, and local analysts have consistently
warned against the religious influence that accompa-
nied foreign aid. While hoteliers and restaurateurs now
welcome the injection of Arab tourists’ cash - even offer-
ing menus in Arabic - others have observed the phe-
nomenon with caution. Some media outlets and users
of online forums have spoken of an “invasion” or even
suggested that the region around the capital is becom-
ing an “emirate”. “The Gaza Strip of Sarajevo”, appeared
as a September headline in the magazine Slobodna
Bosna (Free Bosnia). 

A hotelier in the capital, declining to be named, told
AFP that he had benefited from the “rush” of Gulf
tourists in recent years, but was firmly opposed to the
construction of neighborhoods intended only for Arab
customers. “They will use these houses and apartments
maybe a month or two a year, paying once at the begin-
ning and never again. The best tourist for a country is
the one who rents a hotel room,” he said. — AFP 

Gulf tourist influx to Bosnia fuels luxury...

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
called yesterday for a more “sober” approach towards the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict in dismissing a French peace ini-
tiative as only encouraging Palestinians to shun compro-
mise. The proposal on Friday by French Foreign Minister
Laurent Fabius for an international peace conference was
the latest sign of Western frustration over the absence of
movement toward a two-state solution since the collapse
of US-brokered negotiations in 2014.

Fabius said that if the French plan did not break the
deadlock, Paris would recognize a Palestinian state. Such a
step would raise concern in Israel that other European
countries, also long opposed to its settlement-building in
occupied territory, would follow suit. In public remarks to
his cabinet, Netanyahu did not explicitly reject the notion of
an international conference - an aide said Israel would
examine such a request once it was received - but he made
clear that reported details of the plan made it a non-starter.

Netanyahu said a “threat” to recognize a Palestinian
state if France’s peace efforts did not succeed, constituted
“an incentive to the Palestinians to come along and not
compromise”. “I assess that there will be a sobering up
regarding this matter,” Netanyahu added. “In any event, we
will make effort so that there is a sobering up here, and our
position is very clear: We are prepared to enter direct nego-
tiation without preconditions and without dictated terms.”

On Saturday, Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas
welcomed the French proposal, telling an African summit
in Ethiopia that “the status quo cannot continue”. But
Washington responded with caution to the French move,
saying it  continued to prefer that Israel and the
Palestinians reach an agreement on final-status issues
through direct talks. US Secretary of State John Kerry
called Abbas and the two discussed the French initiative
and “the tense political situation in the region,” WAFA, the
official Palestinian news agency reported yesterday.

While aware the initiative may struggle to get off the
ground, French officials said Paris had a responsibility to
act now in the face of Israeli settlement activity and the
prospect of continued diplomatic inaction as the United
States focuses on a presidential election in November.
And, the officials said, Netanyahu had gone a step too far
in accusing UN Secretary of State Ban Ki-moon of giving a

“tailwind to terrorism” by laying some of the blame for
four months of stabbings and car rammings by
Palestinians at Israel’s door. Ban angered Israel by saying
last week that it is “human nature to react to occupation”.

The United States, European Union - Israel’s closest
allies - have also issued unusually stern criticism of Israel in
recent weeks, reflecting their own frustration with the
policies of Netanyahu’s right-wing government. The criti-
cism, particularly about the settlements, where some
550,000 Jews live in around 250 communities scattered
across the West Bank and East Jerusalem, has raised
Palestinian hopes that world powers might finally be
minded to support a UN resolution condemning Israel’s
policy outright.

Attacks
Since October, Palestinian attacks, partly fuelled by ten-

sions over the freeze in peace talks, have killed 26 Israelis
and a US citizen. In an incident yesterday, a Palestinian
gunman wounded three Israelis near the West Bank settle-
ment of Beit El and was then shot dead by soldiers, the
Israeli army said. Palestinian officials said he worked as a
bodyguard for a Palestinian prosecutor in the West Bank
city of Ramallah. Shortly after that attack, a Palestinian
motorist was shot and wounded when he tried to run
down soldiers at a military checkpoint in the West Bank,
the army said.

Over the past four months, Israeli forces have killed at
least 152 Palestinians, 98 of them assailants according to
authorities. Most the others have died in violent protests.
“I don’t see anything that warrants living as long as the
occupation smothers us and kills our brothers and sisters
...  You were first and I am following you,” the Beit El
assailant, Amjad Abu Omar, wrote on Facebook.

Palestinians seek a state in Gaza, the West Bank and
East Jerusalem, parts of which have been occupied by
Israel since the 1967 Middle East war. Palestine has non-
member observer status at the United Nations and its flag
flies with those of member states at UN headquarters in
New York. Sweden became the first EU member nation to
recognize the Palestinian state in 2014. A total of 136 UN-
member countries, mostly in Africa, Latin America and
Asia, now do so. — Reuters 

Bibi rejects ultimatum 
on Palestine statehood

RIYADH: Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz meets Turkish Prime Minister Ahmed Davutoglu in the capital.
Davutoglu wrapped up a three-day visit to the oil-rich kingdom and met King Salman to review bilateral
relations and cooperation between the two countries in various fields.  —  AFP 


