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This file photo
shows skiers sitting
in a ski lift as others
ski down a slope in
the Swiss Alps
resort of Les
Crosets. — AFP

To overcome their reputation as high-cost
destinations and woo back an ever dwin-
dling number of skiers, Swiss Alpine resorts

have this year launched “low-cost” season passes
that have already begun working their magic.
Swiss ski resorts, long renowned for their high
quality and even higher prices, have in recent
years been hard-hit by global economic woes
that have spurred many winter sport enthusiasts
to seek out cheaper slopes abroad or snub them
altogether.“For the past 40 years, we have kept
the same rates and were happy to wait. But we
cannot wait any longer,” said Pierre Besson, in
charge of the mechanical lifts at the Villars-
Gryon-Diablerets station near Lausanne. During
the 2016-17 season, Swiss ski stations sold 21.2
million day passes  the lowest number in more
than a quarter of a century, according to the lift
operators.

‘The Magic’ 
Spurred on by the low turnout, Besson master-

minded the new “Magic Pass”-a low-cost pass
giving access to 25 of Switzerland’s Alpine sta-
tions for the entire season. The “Magic”, as it is
called, aims to draw the Swiss back to the slopes
by slashing the cost enthusiastic skiers would
usually dish out during a season in half or even
more, insiders say. While individual stations have
offered their own season passes, this is the first
low-cost pass that offers skiers the chance to
sample the slopes at so  many stations. More than
80,000 people purchased them at a cut rate of
359 Swiss francs ($362, 307 euros) a piece for

adults during a limited five-month period that
closed before the season began.

This has allowed the ski stations to pocket
nearly half of their anticipated annual sales before
the season even kicks off, Besson, who runs the
cooperative of stations involved in the project,
told AFP. Other initiatives, like the Top 4 Ski Pass,
which includes high-end resorts like Gstaad and
Wengen, or the Wintercard sold by the Saas Fee
station, also aim to dramatically cut the price
skiers pay for access to lifts. “There is a small rev-
olution underway when it comes to subscrip-
tions,” said Veronique Kanel, spokeswoman of
Switzerland Tourism.

The new passes prompted Swiss daily Le
Temps to dub the 2017-18 season “the first winter
of low-cost skiing” in Switzerland. The wealthy
Alpine nation, credited with inventing winter
sports in the 19th century, has been facing dwin-
dling interest in its slopes for more than a decade.
“Over the past dozen years, the Swiss market has
seen visits to its stations drop 25 percent,” said
Laurent Vanat, the author of an annual report on
the global ski market.

Several factors have played a role. “The most
important is the ageing population, and the fact
that people ski less than before,” said Vanat. “Not
only is the pool of skiers not being renewed, but
the existing skiers are coming les frequently,” he
added. The strengthening of the Swiss franc in
recent years has made the already pricy resorts in
the country even more expensive for skiers com-
ing from abroad. “Just a decade ago, all the Alpine
stations cost the same. Without raising their

prices, the Swiss stations suddenly became 15 to
20 percent more expensive,” Vanat said.

But the franc has recently lost some of its
vigour, and with the Magic Pass and the other sea-
son passes on offer, the Swiss stations hope to shift
the balance.  “We are making waves,” Besson said,
adding that the season had already gotten off to a
promising start. Massive amounts of early snow on
the slopes, after last year’s poor showing, has also
made a difference. “The station activity is already
very profitable. 

The high-altitude restaurants, sports stores,
hotels; all the actors in this sector have big smiles
on their faces,” Besson said. Consumers are happy
too, he said. “People have rediscovered the pleas-
ure of being in the mountains because they don’t
feel like they have paid too much.”  But Besson said
he wanted to wait until the end of the winter to
declare total victory. “This is a test season,” he
acknowledged. Kanel of Switzerland Tourism also
said that “an excellent winter season ... would be a
very positive signal” about the profitability of the
new pass system. But she stressed that the biggest
question is whether this model will help finance the
heavy investments required for the upkeep of the
stations and the lifts.

Vanat too hinted that the new pass system
may not be enough on its own. He said the Swiss
stations needed to make great strides in other
areas too, and should especially look at improving
the quality-to-price ratio in accommodations if
they want to draw more skiers over the long term.
“We are currently at a completely experimental
stage,” he said. — AFP

Swiss Alps try to beat pricy 
image with ‘low-cost’ ski passes

Afghan farmer Abdul Jalil Gulzar sits by a pile
of raisins in the squat mud brick shed where
generations  of his family have dried their

grape harvest. Such traditional huts have long been
used to hang and desiccate the fruit,  but now the
keshmesh khanas-the Dari term for raisin houses-
are getting a  facelift as Afghanistan looks to
improve its yield.  The country once accounted for
10 percent of the global raisin market, but nearly
four decades of conflict have driven its share of the
world market down to just 2-3 percent. 

In a bid to boost productivity and earnings,
the agriculture ministry and aid groups are
financing new modern khanas. “The new raisin
house has much more capacity and they have a

single purpose (to dry the grapes),” Gulzar told
AFP inside the rustic khana built by his father in
Dhi Sabz district near Kabul.  The Afghan agricul-
tural sector, is the main driver of the economy and
biggest employer. Hajji Malek Zabet shows off his
new brick raisin house near the Afghan capital.
Inside the cement-floored room are neat rows of
metal hanging racks where grapes drape down
like vines in a jungle.

Afghanistan boasts nearly 100 varieties of
grapes which are grown across the country and
celebrated in popular poetry, nursery rhymes and
proverbs.  In the absence of a winemaking indus-
try, which is prohibited in the Islamic country,
many farmers turn their grapes into raisins which
are easier to conserve and bring a higher price.
Fresh grapes sell for an average of 300 afghanis
(about $4.50) for seven kilograms, while just one
kilogram of raisins fetches more than 1,000
afghanis.

Though the profits are nothing compared to
the amount farmers can reap from what is now
Afghanistan’s biggest export: opium, the lifeblood
of the Taliban insurgency and an economic lynch-
pin for many Afghans. A recent UN report
showed that the area under poppy cultivation has
hit a record high, underscoring the importance of
providing farmers with successful alternatives.

Holding to the old ways 
Afghanistan produced nearly 900,000 tons of

grapes last year. However it only exported a frac-

tion — 111,000 tons of fresh grapes and 15,000
tons of raisins, according to government data.   A
lack of cold storage facilities and strict import
requirements in many overseas markets means
the bulk of Afghanistan’s grape crop ends up
being sold in local bazaars at harvest time, caus-
ing a glut and driving down prices. “Basically
these new keshmesh khanas have three effects:
they remove fresh grapes from the market and
improve the quality of the process and product,
and support prices,” said Abdul Samad Kamawi,
national horticulture coordinator at the agricul-
ture ministry.

But even with the improvements, Afghanistan’s
rudimentary growing and processing methods
means accessing export markets beyond Pakistan,
India, the UAE and Russia is difficult. “Despite
their know-how Afghans are still struggling to
meet European criteria which are increasingly
stringent,” a Western importer told AFP. Some
companies are going hi-tech to lift the quality of
their raisins.  Tabasom, a major exporter, has two
production lines in Kabul equipped with X-ray
machines and metal detectors to ensure only the
best raisins are packed and sent abroad.

The drying process in the new brick and
cement khanas is quicker and cleaner, but Gulzar
is stubbornly keeping his earthen raisin house
where his family often seeks shelter during the
hot summer months.  “They are cooler,” he said,
sitting happily on the dirt floor surrounded by hay
and bunches of garlic. — AFP

Afghan raisin houses get a
facelift to boost productivity

Afghan women
working at a raisin
factory on the 
outskirts of Kabul.
— AFP photos

This photograph shows Afghan women working at a
raisin factory on the outskirts of Kabul. 

OSN, the region’s leading entertain-
ment network, has partnered with
the Middle East & North Africa’s

award-winning Arabic children’s edutain-
ment provider, Lamsa, to ensure even
more value to customers through an
easy-to-use, child-friendly mobile app.
The collaboration represents a mutual
value-driven initiative that amplifies OSN
and Lamsa’s focus on delivering engag-
ing, culturally relevant and interactive
content experiences for families across
the region.

As part of the strategic partnership,
OSN will facilitate a one-year free sub-
scription to the app on selected subscrip-
tion packages, guaranteeing access to all-
new programs, while assuring unrivalled
value for children and families.

With more than 10 million users across
the region, the app is ranked at number
one in the ‘Kids’ and ‘Family’ categories
on iTunes and the Play Store, offering
hundreds of interactive edutainment
options for children across the region.
Neil Martin, Chief Commercial Officer,
OSN, said: “Our customer is at the very
heart of every OSN partnership with the
objective of delivering the utmost con-
venience and value added digital experi-
ences for families across the region. Now,
through OSN’s partnership with Lamsa,
digital natives with Arabic as their mother

tongue will be able to engage in valuable
edutainment using the easy-to-navigate
mobile app, bringing about what we
believe to be a great opportunity to
engage our younger audience and fami-
lies in a meaningful and valuable manner.” 

Badr Ward, Chief Executive Officer
and Founder of Lamsa said: “Our partner-
ship with OSN will take Lamsa to new
heights, exposing our leading Arabic con-
tent to even more unique users and creat-
ing new stories and learning experiences
for all the children we touch with Lamsa.
Our partnership with OSN is in line with
our vison of ‘Empowering generations,
one child at a time’.”

Lamsa, which recently won the pres-
tigious Etisalat Digital Book of the Year
award, as well as Google’s children’s app
of the year 2017, is the leading children’s
edutainment platform in the region.
Lamsa which means ‘touch’ in Arabic, is
based on the concept that children have
a world of imagination, learning and
creativity at the tap of a finger. The app
has been designed based on this, and its
f luidity and interactivity represent
Lamsa’s vision to give children a world
where they can learn, play and create
with culturally relevant content that is
fun, safe and trusted.  Be the first to
hear about OSN news by following
@OSNnewsME on Twitter.

OSN partners with leading Arabic 
children’s edutainment platform Lamsa
OSN customers on select packages will receive a free subscription to
the app, guaranteeing full-access to all-new interactive kids content 

By Ben Garcia 

KUWAIT: More than 300 pieces of jewelry
from the Middle Ages are displayed at the
Asdourian Jewelry shop in Salhiya Complex
in Kuwait City. Most of the items are part of
the collection of Abduljalil Al-Enezi, a
Kuwaiti art collector and businessman based
in Japan. “I have a gallery in Japan, Gallery
Khadour (The Golden Palace). I have items
dating back to the medieval era that I
bought in auctions. I wanted to showcase
these items so that everyone will be able to
see them, and perhaps if they can afford it,
buy them,” he said.

Aram Asdourian, CEO and founder of the
Armenian Art Gallery, said the pieces are
part of a luxury collection from the past.
“The title of the three-day exhibition is
‘Visiting the Past’. Here in our shop, you can
see the collection and can buy the displayed
items. They are expensive because they are
works of art - these are real and original
antiques and jewelries,” he said. “It’s open to
the public and you can see it,” he added. 

Asdourian is a jewelry shop specializing

in the heritage of Armenia. The breathtaking
aesthetic and vibrant collections are classi-
fied by category. “We have a variety of arts
and crafts items divided into several cate-
gories - from eclectic and unique jewelry
pieces to genuine and distinctive paintings,
intricate silverware, indigenous natural stone
sculptures and handcrafted watches,”
Asdourian said. 

Manvel Badeyan, Ambassador of Armenia
to Kuwait, said he was happy to have been
part of the inaugural ceremony to open the
Armenian art and jewelry exhibition on
Sunday. “It reflects our deep and cultural
Armenian background. We are known for
our jewelry craftsmanship - the best of the
best jewelry craftsmen are from Armenia,”
he asserted.   

The Armenian community in Kuwait
numbers around 6,000, and according to
the Armenian envoy, they were the first peo-
ple from Europe to settle in this part of the
world. “Armenians settled here from the
1940s, establishing churches and schools.
We run several businesses, including jewelry
shops,” he added.  

Medieval jewelry 
displayed in Kuwait 


