
LESBOS, Greece: Nahil Alhelb
was beginning to worry her toddler
son would forget about his father
Mohamed, who had been missing
for more than a year after being kid-
napped by Islamic State militants in
Syria. But the family was happily
reunited on the Greek island of
Lesbos after Mohamed escaped and
embarked on a long, frantic quest to
rejoin his wife and son. “I only
learned that my husband was alive
three months ago. I could not
believe hearing his voice,” says
Nahil, a 26-year-old ethnic
Palestinian, with her son Abdur in
her lap. “All this time, our son
refused to eat and I was beginning
to wonder (if) he would forget all
about his father,” she told AFP at a
seaside cafe in Lesbos.

Nahil and Mohamed, a tailor, had
been living in Jordan, where they
had met in 2013, safe from the

Syrian conflict, which has killed
more than 330,000 people since
2011. Then in 2016 the couple
moved to Turkey, planning to cross
into Europe. But when Mohamed
went to Syria to fetch personal doc-
uments to help his mother also make
the journey, he was captured by IS
and held for six months in the north-
western city of Al-Bab in Aleppo
province.

“I was blindfolded as soon as I
was arrested,” recalls the 30-year-
old, trying to push the worst images
from his mind. “They took us under-

ground to a very small area, and
when they removed the blindfold it
was pitch black. The room was so
small I could not stand or lie down. I
constantly heard voices of people
being tortured. I too was beaten and
insulted for not enlisting under IS. I
try not to remember the torture,” he
says. When Turkish forces pushed
IS out of the area, the militants tried
to get rid of their captives. “They
thought most of us were dead, so
they took us to a mass grave. This is
where I escaped,” Mohamed said. 

Continued on Page 11

RIYADH: From a holographic lion to
talking robots and flying taxis, Saudi
Arabia has dazzled investors with plans
for hi-tech “giga projects” - but skeptics
question their viability in an era of cheap
oil. The kingdom has revealed plans to
build NEOM, a mega project billed as a
regional Silicon Valley, in addition to an
entertainment city in Riyadh that would
rival Walt Disney and the Red Sea proj-
ect, a reef-fringed resort destination.

The blueprints for the projects were
on display to 3,500 corporate honchos
at this week’s Future Investment
Initiative (FII) - dubbed “Davos in the
Desert” - that sought to project the
insular kingdom as a business destina-
tion. But serious questions remain about
Saudi Arabia’s ability to execute such

projects, funded in part by its sovereign
wealth fund, as it scrambles to diversify
its economy amid a protracted oil slump.

“The initiative is overambitious,
involves immense execution risks, and
will not help effectively address employ-
ment challenges,” said analysis firm
Eurasia Group, referring to NEOM.
“Saudi Arabia’s continual roll-out of new
initiatives and investment plans... con-
veys the image of dynamism. However,
the government does not have the
capacity to carry out multiple ambitious
programs.”

The projects, unprecedented in their
scale and ambition, could create funding
pressures at a time when the government
faces a yawning budget deficit and
growth in the kingdom’s non-oil econo-
my has nearly ground to a halt. “My
crystal ball is a bit hazy,” said Alan Lowe
from the American Business Group of
Riyadh “We have seen nothing like this
before. We’ll have to see” how the proj-
ects unfold, he told AFP.

The projects, worth hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars, are the brainchild of

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, a
self-styled liberal change agent who is
the chief architect of the sweeping
“Vision 2030” reform program. To
demonstrate the change he envisions, he

held up an old Nokia in one hand and a
stylish iPhone in the other at the FII
summit, a comparison that resonates
with gadget-obsessed millennials.

Continued on Page 11
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Saudi Arabia accuses Iran 
of blocking Yemen peace

Qatar emir warns against military action in Gulf dispute
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RIYADH: Saudi Arabia yesterday accused Iran of
blocking peace efforts in Yemen, slamming its political
archrival over its support for rebels which Saudi-led
forces are battling in Yemen. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
Al-Jubeir accused Tehran of smuggling arms to Yemen’s
Shiite Houthi rebels, who control the capital Sanaa and
northern Yemen, and to the rebels’ ally former president
Ali Abdullah Saleh.

“Iran is destroying all attempts to find a solution in
Yemen, which has led to the failure of all political negoti-
ations between the government and these militias,”
Jubeir said in Riyadh. He was addressing a meeting of
foreign ministers and military officials from countries,
including Egypt, Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates,
which are part of the Saudi-led coalition involved in
Yemen. “These militias would not have continued opera-
tions without the support of the greatest sponsor of ter-
rorism in the world - the Iranian regime,” Jubeir said. 

While Iran does not hide its support for the rebels’
cause, it has consistently denied smuggling arms to the
Houthis. Yemeni Foreign Minister Abdulmalik Al-
Mekhlafi told the meeting the Houthis were carrying out
a “sectarian project inspired by Iran” which he said
sought to “topple the legitimate (Yemeni) government”.
The Yemen war has claimed more than 8,600 lives since
a regional military coalition, led by Saudi Arabia, joined
the Yemeni government’s fight against the rebels in 2015.

A cholera outbreak has also claimed more than 2,100
lives since April as hospitals struggle to secure supplies
amid a blockades on ports and the country’s main inter-
national airport. The United Nations has warned Yemen
now stands at the brink of famine. Multiple rounds of
UN-sponsored talks on the Yemen war have failed to

broker a political settlement between the Saudi-backed
government of Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi and the rebels
and their allies. Addressing yesterday’s gathering, Saudi
chief of staff, General Abdel Rahman bin Saleh Al-
Banyan, said Yemeni forces had regained control of “85
percent of the country” and had “spared civilians in con-
formity with international humanitarian law”. The meet-
ing comes a week after US Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson met with Gulf officials in the Saudi capital for
talks that largely focused on Iran’s role across the region.

Meanwhile, Qatar’s emir has warned against any mil-
itary confrontation over the ongoing diplomatic dispute
between his country and four other Arab nations, say-
ing it would only plunge the region into chaos. Sheikh
Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani said US President Donald
Trump has offered to host a meeting between Qatar
and its opponents - Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates - to end the crisis between
the American allies.

Speaking to the American television network CBS’s

“60 Minutes” news program, Sheikh Tamim said so far,
however, there’s been no response from the boycotting
nations. “It was supposed to be very soon, this meeting,”
he said. The threat of a military confrontation between
the countries loomed in the initial days following the start
of boycott on June 5. Arabic language media in the boy-
cotting nations suggested the need for a “Peninsula
Shield” operation, which is the military arm of the Gulf
Cooperation Council, though government officials
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RIYADH: Attendees pose for a group picture following a meeting between foreign ministers and military officials from the Saudi-led coalition yesterday. — AFP 

IRBIL, Iraq: Massud Barzani, the president of the
autonomous Kurdish region in Iraq, told a closed-door
session of parliament yesterday he was stepping down
amid the fallout from a controversial independence refer-
endum. “After November 1, I
will no longer exercise my
functions, and I reject any
extension of my mandate,” the
71-year-old said in a letter
read out to parliament in the
Kurdish capital Irbil, a copy of
which was obtained by AFP.

“Changing the law on the
presidency of Kurdistan or
prolonging the presidential
term is not acceptable,” said
the architect of the September 25 independence vote,
which led to the Kurds losing to Baghdad’s forces disput-
ed territory and oilfields to which they had laid claim. “I
ask parliament to meet to fill the vacancy in power, to ful-
fill the mission and to assume the powers of the presiden-
cy of Kurdistan”, said the letter. Barzani said he would
“remain a peshmerga (Kurdish fighter) among the ranks 
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KUWAIT: Health Minister Jamal Al-Harbi yester-
day said a joint permanent committee would be
formed to set the general policies of the Health
Insurance Company (Daman) hospitals and guaran-
tee due medical services to expats in the private
sector. Resolution 401 has defined the committee’s
tasks, which include providing support and coordi-
nating with government bodies on the company’s
activities, besides following up and streamlining all
technical, administrative and financial matters, the
minister told KUNA.

It will also seek coordination to secure the com-
pany’s financial rights, in addition to issuing resolu-
tions based on the ministry’s data, the applied sys-
tems and the medical licenses, he noted. According
to Harbi, the committee can form subcommittees
and assign them with certain tasks. The committee’s
resolutions will be referred to the minister for
endorsement.Once the committee is formed, Daman
will embark on building three hospitals in different
health directorates, in addition to 15 medical centers
to offer primary care to about two million insurance-
paying expats working for the private sector.
Specialized care, neurosurgery, and heart and eye
surgery will be provided at state hospitals, the min-
ister said.

The formation of the permanent committee is in
line with Kuwait’s development plan, Daman’s CEO
Dr Ahmad Al-Saleh said. He expected the project to
start operation with the beginning of 2018, as part of
the “New Kuwait” vision. The company plans to
invest up to KD 180 million ($593.4 million) on the
infrastructure projects over the coming period, he
added, noting that overall operation is expected to
take place in 2020. 

Separately, Secretary General of the Supreme
Planning Council Dr Khalid Mahdi put an end to
arguments about the demographic structure,
saying the problem is not about having expats in
the country. 

“Kuwait does not seek the reduction of expat
labor - rather it is working seriously to achieve qual-
ity rationalization, which means that workers should
add value to the country’s economy and not have
marginal laborers who constitute a burden on the
state and its infrastructure,” he told Al-Rai. He said
the term “demographic structure” is a generalized
one and is wrong, adding “we should understand
defects in the labor market”. —  Agencies 
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RIYADH: A Saudi man chats with a robot on the sidelines of the three-day Future
Investment Initiatives conference on Oct 25, 2017. —AFP 

Joy as family 
reunites after 
12-mth ordeal

MYTILENE, Greece: In this photograph taken on Oct 23, 2017, Mohamed
Alhelb, his wife Nahil and their son Abdur pose at the port of Mytilene on
Lesbos Island. — AFP 


