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Iraq declared victory over IS in
December, but the extremist group still has
a presence in Syria, where the US-led coali-
tion has backed a Kurdish-Arab alliance
fighting the militants. And Iraqi government
forces backed by a US-led coalition last
week staged a major operation against “IS
remnants” in the northeast.

The US-backed campaign against IS in
Syria has been complicated since a Turkey-
backed Arab militia last month began an
offensive against Kurdish forces in the
northwestern region of Afrin. Tillerson said
the United States would nonetheless main-
tain an “ISIS-focused military presence in
Syria” and “continue to train local security
forces” - a reference to Washington’s con-
tentious Kurdish allies. 

He said IS had the capacity to re-emerge
in liberated territories of Iraq and Syria or
elsewhere in the world. “Every one of us
must continue to adapt and strengthen our
coalition to counter ISIS’ own network of
foreign fighters, financing and propaganda. 

We have seen in Iraq and Syria the con-
sequences of an ISIS territorial presence.
History must not be allowed to repeat itself
elsewhere,” Tillerson said.

Meanwhile, war-battered Iraq sought
yesterday to attract international investors
to rebuild the country at a parallel recon-
struction conference in Kuwait, offering
hundreds of projects and touting extensive
legal guarantees. “Iraq is open for
investors,” declared Sami Al-Araji, chairman
of Iraq’s National Investment Commission,
on the second day of the conference. 

Although the US government was not
expected to pledge direct financial aid at
the conference, Tillerson said the official US
export credit agency, the Export-Import
Bank of the United States (EXIM), would
sign with Iraq’s finance ministry a $3 billion
memorandum of understanding “that will set
a stage for future cooperation”. “Doing
business in Iraq can be complicated, but the
Iraqi market has vast potential ,”  said
Tillerson, saying the country had demon-
strated it was “open for business”. 

Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi said yes-
terday Iraq could not rebuild without out-
side help. “Iraqis feel that the world is with
them. As they were victorious against Daesh

they will be, with your support, victorious in
the battle of reconstruction,” he told the
conference, using an Arabic acronym for
Islamic State. NATO Secretary-General
Jens Stoltenberg said the alliance was ready
to answer a US call for it to expand its small
training mission in Iraq to support recon-
struction. US Secretary of Defense Jim
Mattis sent a letter to NATO last month
calling for a formal NATO train-and-advise
mission, Reuters reported.

French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le
Drian said all of Iraq should benefit from
“reconstruction, stabilization and national
reconciliation”. He cited “Kurdistan, which
took more than its share of the burden and
the sacrif ices” in the f ight against IS.
Arriving in Kuwait for the conference,
Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif said his
country would “stand by the Iraqi people
forever”. “At a time when only a few coun-
tries were participating in the reconstruc-
tion of Iraq, Iranian companies were active
in building roads in the country and provid-
ing Iraqis with engineering services,” he
was quoted by state news agency IRNA.

Baghdad says it needs nearly $90 billion
to rebuild devastated homes, schools, hos-
pitals and economic infrastructure after
three years of war against IS. It is a tall
order, given skepticism about the govern-
ment’s record on corruption. Iraq in 2016
came 11th from the bottom on Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions
Index. Araji said that Iraq, which has been
either at war or under international sanc-
tions since 1980, is offering projects in
almost every field of its economy, from oil
to agriculture. 

World Bank officials joined Iraqi govern-
ment representatives yesterday in Kuwait
City to seek pledges from more than 2,000
representatives of international firms. They
talked up legal guarantees available in post-
IS Iraq, pointing to an investment law that
offers ownership, unlimited cash transfers
and tax breaks, among other benefits.

Nizar Nasser Hussein, head of the legal
department at the National Investment
Commission, said the latest version of the
law does not distinguish between foreign
and Iraqi investors. “Foreign investors can
establish Iraqi companies,” he told AFP,
adding that investors would be given lease
contracts for 50 years, renewable for a simi-
lar period. Investors will also be exempt
from customs duties and income tax for 10-
15 years, Hussein said. Araji said investors in
Iraq will find “high risks, but high returns”.

Iraq, the second largest oil producer in
the OPEC cartel, also plans to sharply

increase its output capacity to seven mil-
lion barrels a day by 2022, its oil minister
said. Iraq now has an oil production capac-
ity of five million barrels per day (bpd) but
is pumping just over 4.7 million under an
OPEC output cut agreement. “Our target is
to reach seven mi l l ion bpd by 2022,”
Jabbar Al-Luaybi said, while presenting oil
and gas projects available for private for-
eign investors.

Luaybi said Iraq sits on proven crude
reserves of 145 billion barrels but he is con-
fident the figure will jump to around 250
billion barrels with sufficient investment. He
said the war-battered nation plans to boost
natural gas production to seven billion cubic
feet per day by 2021 from the current out-
put of 2.7 billion cubic feet. Luaybi called
on foreign investors to seize huge invest-
ment opportunities in the oil and gas sector
where billions of dollars are required imme-
diately in accordance with an Iraqi recon-
struction plan.

The minister said IS attacks in Iraq had
reduced the country’s refining capacity
from 930,000 bpd to just 450,000 bpd. But
reconstruction efforts have succeeded in
regaining 70,000 barrels per day. He out-
lined plans to build seven new refineries
with a production capacity of 700,000 bpd
by 2021. Luaybi also outlined plans to build
new pipelines and export facilities mainly in
the oil-rich southern region.

At a joint press conference later with
Tillerson, Kuwait’s Deputy Prime Minister
and Foreign Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-
Khaled Al-Sabah announced that the partic-
ipants in the ministerial meeting of the glob-
al coalition to defeat IS adopted a number
of guidelines to ensure efforts to defeat the
organization. Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled said
the participants in the meeting agreed to
continue their efforts and coordination
among them to combat this organization
and the phenomenon of foreign fighters, as
well as coordination of communications in
order to address the propaganda campaigns
of IS through various means of communica-
tion, whether the media or the Internet.

Tillerson pledged to provide $200 million
to support the efforts of the international
coalition against IS. He expressed his thanks
to Kuwait for mediating in the Gulf crisis in
order to resolve it, pointing out that the US
will seek to restore cooperation among the
GCC countries. He also congratulated
Kuwait for assuming the rotating presidency
of the UN Security Council and for exerting
pressure on North Korea, encouraging it to
take a different path and renouncing its
nuclear weapons. 

Tillerson hails 
US-Kuwait ties...
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“It’s only 2 pm and we already have 82
runaway housemaids today. By the end of
the day, the figure can reach more than
100,” Philippine Labor Attache Alex Padaen
told Kuwait Times yesterday. “If the trend
persists, we may not be able to accommo-
date them all here at the shelter. We have
requested Manila for another shelter to
house runaway domestic helpers heeding
the call of the president,” he added.

But Padaen called on Filipino workers to
keep calm. “This is an overwhelming number.
Domestic helpers have to understand that
the president is not calling them all to return
home - only if they are not treated well. I
would like to appeal to Filipino household
workers to calm down - if they are treated
well by employers, they don’t need to run
away. A lot of reports are pouring in their
Facebook newsfeeds, so most of them are
confused. Please stay in your sponsor’s
house and complete your contract if you are
not being mistreated,” he appealed. 

Ofelia Baleroso, 40, arrived in Kuwait
only last month, but heard about Duterte’s
call and decided to flee with a Filipina col-
league. “When I arrived here last month,
she told me our boss is mistreating her. I
hadn’t experienced it yet, but decided to
run away with her because I did not want
to stay there alone. I was really scared. We
told our boss that we are heeding the call
of our president and would like to go to
the embassy. They didn’t resist and told us
to leave, but didn’t give us our passports,”
she said.  

Another Filipina, Romilina Tabio, admit-
ted she wanted to take advantage of
Duterte’s call to be repatriated after her
father died. “My father passed away, and I
wanted to go home because I hadn’t seen
him for years. So I grabbed the opportunity
to go back home for free,” she noted.  

Kuwaiti authorities say 252,000
Filipinos work in Kuwait, many as maids.
They are among over two million employed
in the region, whose remittances are a life-
line to the Philippine economy. Domestic
workers in Kuwait are not covered by regu-
lar labor legislation. Human Rights Watch
and other rights groups have documented
widespread abuses, including non-payment
of wages, long working hours with no rest
days, physical and sexual assault, and no
clear channels for redress.

The Philippine foreign affairs depart-

ment said Monday authorities were repatri-
ating 10,000 overstaying Filipinos from
Kuwait, taking advantage of an amnesty
program arranged with the Kuwaiti govern-
ment. Officials added they were eyeing
China and Russia as “alternative markets”
for overseas workers. Yesterday, Duterte
personally welcomed Filipina workers who
arrived from Kuwait at Manila airport.

At the Assembly session, MP Al-Humaidi
Al-Subaei strongly criticized Duterte’s
statements against Kuwait, saying he is
blackmailing Kuwait by such statements
and expressed outrage at the silence of the
government. He questioned if the govern-
ment’s silence was a kind of accepting
being humiliated, or because the Philippine
president’s statements are true. The law-
maker called for a strong government
stance and said the Philippine president is
not welcome in Kuwait. He called on the
government to cut off diplomatic ties with
Manila and warned that if the government
takes no action, it will lead to a crisis
between the Assembly and the government.

MP Saleh Ashour said it seems Duterte
likes action like the US and South Korean
presidents, and called on the foreign minis-
ter to issue a statement to respond to the
Philippine president. He urged the com-
merce minister to allow the recruitment of
manpower from other countries. MP Adel
Al-Damkhi, head of the Assembly’s human
rights committee, described the Philippines’
statement as an attempt to distort Kuwait’s
image and portray as if foreign workers are
being abused in the country. He said the
attacks are an attempt at tarnishing
Kuwait’s reputation and called on the for-
eign ministry to respond strongly.

MP Omar Al-Tabtabaei said some maid
recruitment offices enslave maids and abuse
their rights, and this should be confronted.
He said the government has failed to defend
its own people, and as a result will not dare
to defend Kuwait against those who insult it.
The government said it is not silent on the
issue and has raised it with Manila. The
Assembly however asked its foreign rela-
tions committee to investigate the issue and
submit its report on March 6.

The Assembly later approved a law in
the first reading to allow non-Kuwaitis to
get employment in the army in a bid to open
the way for bedoons or stateless people to
get jobs in the army. The government insist-
ed to have only one vote on the law so it can
be reviewed until the second and final vote. 

FM condemns Manila
ban as MPs slam...
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Rambourg argues the region should celebrate its
shared heritage rather than fretting over who really lays
the best claim to couscous. “Its origins are a complicated
subject, a slippery slope - and is it really that impor-
tant?” he said. “For all the countries in the Maghreb,
couscous is a part of their identity.”

The countries involved will have to come to a com-
mon position if they are to mount a successful UNESCO
bid, he warned. “They’d have to show the historic perma-
nency of the dish or its preparation, showing it’s a part of
daily life for all the groups constituting a people or a
nation and that it’s part of their identity.” And they
should probably downplay the huge diversity between
couscouses served up across the region, he advised.

Kader Abderrahim, a French researcher at the
Institute for European Perspective and Security, said
neighboring rivals Algeria and Morocco might struggle

to work together. “There are such entrenched positions
on both sides that it’s very complicated to find areas of
agreement, including on a subject that might seem harm-
less,” he said. “There is so much antagonism that has
been built up for 50 years and that has got a lot worse,
especially in recent months.”

Algiers and Rabat have eyed each other jealously since
the 1960s, when Algeria’s new post-independence author-
ities refused to shift the borders set out under French
colonial rule, leaving some areas disputed. Abderrahim
said it was a paradox that the Maghreb “has not succeed-
ed in integrating as a region”, despite “a common culture,
a shared history, the same language and religious tradi-
tion”. The Maghreb should be “stronger than Europe
which is divided by language and history”, he said.

Fatema Hal, an anthropologist and Paris restaurateur
who was born in Morocco, says UNESCO recognition
would be a positive step for the region. “If couscous
can help bring them together, all the better,” she said.
“But rather than putting all our energy into trying to
get a label, we should be doing what’s necessary to
preserve our cuisine.” Promoting the region’s cuisine at
its own cookery schools - which tend to focus instead
on international cuisine - she added, would be a good
start. — AFP 

Can North 
Africa unite...

AIT EL-KACEM, Algeria: In this photo taken on Jan 11, 2018, Algerian Berber women prepare couscous as they mark
the Yennayer New Year in this village east of the capital Algiers. — AFP 


