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be sent to the Assembly’s legal and legislative commit-
tee to study whether it is constitutional or not. Khalil Al-
Saleh, another pro-government lawmaker, said he has
asked several constitutional experts and all of them said
the grilling is not in line with the constitution.

Ghanem said there was no time to inform every law-
maker of HH the Amir’s message and therefore he decided
to convey it through the media. Ghanem however did not
say what he intends to do to implement HH the Amir’s
directives, but other MPs openly said that the PM’s grilling
is unconstitutional. Dumaitheer said the grilling should not
have been filed against the prime minister because it deals
with issues not related to him directly, and should have

instead been filed against the concerned minister.
The grilling was filed following widespread flooding in

the country due to heavy rains and accuses the prime
minister of being responsible for the government’s failure
to face the consequences of the rains. Dumaitheer also
said there are some lawmakers who want the Assembly to
be dissolved and that “we will not allow them to do so”. It
is not clear what will happen during the grilling, but it is
possible that it might be sent to the legal committee for its
opinion on the issue.

In another development, the constitutional court yes-
terday set Dec 19 to issue its verdict on a petition claim-
ing that article 16 of the Assembly charter is unconstitu-
tional. The article was used by the Assembly to retain
the membership of opposition MPs Waleed Al-
Tabtabaei and Jamaan Al-Harbash, despite them being
jailed by the court of cassation for storming the
Assembly building in Nov 2011. If the court says the
article is unconstitutional, it means that the two MPs will
lose their seats in the Assembly.

Amir confident MPs
will not ‘misuse’...
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Tusk and Juncker, later joined her EU colleagues for
the highly symbolic moment. Forged during 17 months
of tough negotiations, the withdrawal agreement cov-
ers financial matters, citizens’ rights, Northern Ireland
and arrangements for a 21-month post-Brexit transi-
tion phase. A short political declaration that accompa-
nies the text sets out hopes for future security and
trade ties.

But until the agreement is approved by the British
and the European parliaments, all sides are still planning
for the potentially disastrous possibility that Britain
leaves the EU with no new arrangements in place. Tusk
said on the eve of the summit that “no-one will have
reasons to be happy” when Brexit happens, but he said
the terms agreed would “reduce the risks and losses”.
European Parliament president Antonio Tajani said a
“large majority” of MEPs were in favor of the deal.

But in London, eurosceptics in May’s Conservative
party and their Northern Irish allies argue the agree-
ment keeps Britain too close to the EU and have vowed
to oppose it. Media reports yesterday suggested some
of May’s own ministers were secretly working with EU
diplomats on a “Plan B” in case parliament rejected it.
In an open “letter to the nation” yesterday, May said
the accord delivered on the 2016 referendum vote to
leave, and was a “deal for a brighter future”. Britain
remains deeply divided over the decision, but the
prime minister said that finally leaving could be “a
moment of renewal and reconciliation”. “To do that we
need to get on with Brexit now by getting behind this
deal,” she said.

The summit risked being derailed by a late objection
to the deal by Spain over the British territory of
Gibraltar. The impasse was resolved when Britain
promised to continue bilateral talks with Madrid after
Brexit. There are concerns in EU capitals about fishing
rights and commercial rules Britain must follow to
maintain access to the bloc’s markets. A diplomatic
source said the minutes of yesterday’s summit meeting
of the 27 leaders would record those concerns.  — AFP 
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leaders approve...

Continued from Page 1

The two men were to hold further discussions over
dinner. Deby also met Israeli President Reuven Rivlin
yesterday evening.

Chadian security sources say the country has
acquired Israeli equipment to help battle rebels in the
country’s north. Chad is also one of several African
states engaged in Western-backed operations against
Boko Haram and Islamic State militants in West Africa.
Earlier this month, the United States donated military
vehicles and boats worth $1.3 million to Chad as part of
the campaign against Islamist militancy in the country.

Netanyahu portrayed the visit as the result of hard-
won diplomatic efforts, referring to his three visits to
Africa over the last couple years and his surprise trip to
Oman in October. The visit to Oman, a major coup for
Netanyahu, was an apparent sign of Israeli progress in
improving ties with Gulf countries. Frozen peace efforts
and Israel’s continued occupation of Palestinian territo-
ry have been obstacles to Israeli attempts to win official
recognition from countries in the Gulf.

But there has long been talk of under-the-radar con-

tacts, particularly over Iran, which is the enemy both of
Israel and Gulf states. Netanyahu said “there will be
more such visits in Arab countries very soon”, without
providing details. Jordan and Egypt are the only two
Arab nations with peace treaties with Israel.

Pressure from Muslim African nations, accentuated
by the 1967 and 1973 wars between Israel and its
neighbors, led a number of African states to drop their
relations with Israel. But in recent years, Israel has held
out the prospect of cooperation on a range of issues,
from security to technology and agriculture, to improve
ties on the continent. Diplomatic relations between
Israel and Chad, a country of some 15 million people,
were severed in 1972. Deby is one of Africa’s longest-
serving leaders. He took over the arid, impoverished
nation in 1990 and won a disputed fifth term in April
2016.

The Netanyahu government has been investing in
outreach to Africa, where some countries previously
warm to Israel have kept their distance since its occu-
pation of the Palestinian territories in the 1967 Middle
East war. In July 2016, Deby hosted the then-director of
Israel’s Foreign Ministry, Dore Gold, for exploratory
talks on improving bilateral relations. Gold told Israel
Radio yesterday that his Chadian hosts told him that
they had cut off ties 44 years prior under Libyan pres-
sure, a factor removed with the toppling of Muammar
Gaddafi in 2011. — Agencies 
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in the UAE - are seeing stagnant or even falling
employment. Jean-Paul Pigat, head of research at
Lighthouse Research in Dubai, said the new visas were
a step in the right direction but: “In order to have a large
impact on domestic demand and sectors such as real
estate, the policies might need to be broadened so that
larger numbers of residents can qualify.”

Also, the visas do not provide a path to UAE citizen-
ship, which would be a sensitive political issue in a
country where well over two-thirds of the roughly 9.4
million residents are believed to be foreign. Nishit
Lakhotia, head of research at financial company SICO in
Bahrain, said the new visa system was positive but
unlikely to have any immediate material impact. “There
are much less stringent investment requirements in some
of Eastern European countries or even Turkey to get
citizenship, not just residency permits,” he said. In
another step to aid the real estate market, the UAE gov-
ernment approved in September a law allowing expatri-
ates to stay in the country after retirement if they own a
property valued at about $545,000. —  Reuters 

UAE seeks rich, 
educated expats...

AYODHYA, India: Tens of thousands of Hindu hardlin-
ers rallied yesterday for a temple to be built at a disput-
ed Indian holy site, where an ancient mosque was razed
in 1992 sparking deadly riots. Huge crowds of saffron-
clad protesters, some waving swords and chanting
“Praise Be to Ram”, massed in Ayodhya in northern Uttar
Pradesh state where right-wing Hindu groups want a
grand temple to their god constructed. Organizers had
expected 300,000 demonstrators to attend rallies in
Ayodhya and two other Indian cities, with protesters
arriving by bus and train throughout the day.

Security measures were beefed up, with some 5,000
additional police deployed to protest areas, especially in
Ayodhya. Many Hindus believe a spot there marks the
birthplace of Ram and that a medieval mosque that stood
there for 460 years was only built after the destruction
of an earlier temple. Hindu zealots reduced the Babri
Mosque to rubble in 1992, kicking off riots across India
that left thousands dead, most of them Muslims.

The site remains a flashpoint between Hindus and
India’s sizeable Muslim minority and the show of force
by hardliners comes two weeks before the 26th anniver-
sary of the mosque’s destruction. Huge banners bearing
images of the mosque being torn down by sledgeham-
mer-wielding radicals hung at the protest, where hard-
line leaders called for parliament to pass a law allowing
for the temple’s construction. Uttar Pradesh’s chief minis-
ter Yogi Adityanath, a firebrand monk who has long cam-
paigned for the temple, unveiled plans yesterday to build
the world’s largest statue in Ayodhya - a 221-metre
bronze likeness of Ram.

The temple controversy has been tied up in courts for
decades but some hardline groups are applying pressure
to Prime Minister Narendra Modi over the issue ahead
of general elections in the next six months. Modi, who is
running for a second term, has faced some disquiet from
his core supporters who feel that he has not done
enough for the cause, despite his parliamentary majority.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) he rules is a Hindu
nationalist outfit with ties to some of the hardline groups
rallying in Ayodhya, including the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
(VHP) and Shiv Sena.

“The emotions of Hindus should not be taken for
granted,” said Uddhav Thackeray, the head of Shiv Sena,
as quoted by the Press Trust of India. VHP leader leader
Champat Rai told demonstrators they would only accept
“the entire area” for the Ram temple and would not con-
sider sharing the site with Muslims. Riaz Ahmed, a 50-
year-old businessman from Ayodhya, said it was under-
standable that religious leaders would lobby for a temple
in the holy city. “But what’s worrying is that all this is
being given a political colour,” he told AFP.

More than 2,000 died in widespread riots after the
mosque was torn down in 1992. Ten years later, the mur-
der of Hindu pilgrims returning by train from Ayodhya
triggered revenge attacks on Muslims in Gujarat that left
more than 700 dead by government estimates. The BJP
was on the margins until the 1980s when it backed the
movement for construction of the Ram temple in
Ayodhya. The promise for a temple has prominently fig-
ured in several BJP campaigns, especially in the bell-
wether Uttar Pradesh state, which it rules with an
absolute majority. 

Both Hindu and Muslim groups have petitioned
India’s Supreme Court to resolve the issue. But the
top court has sought more time and the heavily forti-
fied site, which looks like a small garrison town, is
under its control. Speakers criticized the Supreme
Court for not delivering a quick verdict in the favor of
the temple, while protesters chanted: “To hell with the
Supreme Court”.

The delay has disappointed India’s majority Hindu
community, which cannot wait endlessly for a verdict,
said Sharad Sharma, spokesman for the VHP, or the
World Hindu Council, which has close ties with the BJP.
Both the BJP and VHP and their parent movement,

Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), have asked the
government to issue an executive order to build a tem-
ple and by-pass the Supreme Court. Anti-Muslim chants
rang out on roads leading to the gathering, while the
streets of the towns of Ayodhya and Faizabad were
deserted as local residents feared violence.

“Many people thought that the issue of the temple
had died down but we must warn them that now we’ll
not sit idle until we see a temple of Lord Ram,” Krishna
Gopal of RSS said. Yesterday’s gathering would be fol-
lowed up with bigger protests in India’s capital New
Delhi, Sharma of the VHP said.  — Agencies 

Thousands of Hindu hardliners
protest for controversial temple

AYODHYA, India: Indians watch a model of the Ram temple during the ‘Dharam Sabha’ Hindu congregation held to call for
the construction of the grand temple yesterday. —AFP 

DAMASCUS: Syria’s regime has accused armed groups
of carrying out a “toxic gas” attack that left dozens of
people struggling to breathe and prompted government
ally Russia to launch retaliatory air strikes yesterday.
Around 100 Syrians were hospitalized with breathing
difficulties after the alleged chemical attack in the
regime-held city of Aleppo on Saturday, state media and
a monitor said. Russia accused militants of being behind
the alleged chlorine attack, and carried out the first air
raids in months on the outskirts of a major rebel bastion
west of the city.

It was the latest accusation of a chemical attack in
Syria’s grinding seven-year civil war, which has killed
more than 360,000 people and displaced millions. State
news agency SANA reported “107 cases of breathing
difficulties”, after what health official Ziad Hajj Taha said
was a “probable” chlorine attack on Aleppo city.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based monitor, said a total of 94 people were hospital-
ized, but most had been discharged, after “the smell of
chlorine” was reported in the city. On Saturday, an AFP
photographer saw dozens of civilians, including women
and children, stream into an Aleppo hospital, some on
stretchers or carried in by their relatives. The injured
seemed to be dizzy and breathing with difficulty. Staff
gave them oxygen masks, through which they breathed
for 15-minute sessions, either sitting or lying down.

The regime controls Aleppo city, but rebels and mili-
tants are present to the west in the country’s last major
opposition bastion of Idlib. Yesterday, Russian air raids
hit a planned buffer zone on the edges of that strong-
hold, the Observatory and Moscow said. They were the
first air strikes to hit the expected demilitarized area
since a September deal between Moscow and rebel

backer Ankara to protect Idlib from a massive regime
assault.

Yesterday, Moscow accused Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), an alliance led by militants of Syria’s former Al-
Qaeda affiliate, of carrying out the alleged toxic attack in
Aleppo. Russian defense ministry spokesman Igor
Konashenkov yesterday said “terrorist groups” in an
area of the planned buffer zone held by HTS fired shells
filled with chlorine on a residential area of Aleppo.
Official media accused “terrorists” of carrying out a
“toxic gas” attack on Aleppo, using a term it uses to
mean both rebels and militants.

A rebel coalition yesterday denied any involvement.
“We at the National Liberation Front deny the criminal,
lying regime’s allegations that revolutionaries targeted
the city of Aleppo with any missiles and especially not
any containing chlorine gas,” it said. Neither HTS nor the
Al-Qaeda-linked Hurras al-Deen group, both of which
are present near Aleppo, commented on the accusations.

The Russia-Turkey buffer zone deal on Sept 17
intended to prevent a major regime attack on Idlib, which
is home to some three million people. But its implemen-
tation has stalled after militants refused to withdraw from
the planned demilitarized zone on time, and sporadic
shelling and clashes have rocked the area. Yesterday,
Turkey’s defense minister and his Russian counterpart
spoke on the phone about the “latest provocations” in
the Idlib region, Ankara reported, without providing
more details. Syria’s regime has insisted that the deal is
temporary and that Idlib will eventually revert to govern-
ment control.

After the alleged toxic attack, Nasr Al-Hariri, who
heads Syria’s mainstream opposition, accused Damascus
of seeking a “pretext to launch a military offensive in
northern Syria”. Over the course of Syria’s war, interna-
tional human rights groups have repeatedly accused the
regime of carrying out chemical attacks. Last year and in
April, the allegations caused the United States to carry
out punitive strikes in Syria. A joint commission of the
United Nations and the Organization for the Prohibition
of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) has also accused the
Islamic State group of using toxic gases. —  AFP 
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DUBAI: A proxy war between the United Arab
Emirates and Qatar is being played out at banks in the
UAE which have Qatari shareholders, weighing on
their business and raising questions about their future.
Some banks and other businesses had been warned
by the UAE government against entering into deals
with Qatari companies, since the UAE, Saudi Arabia,
Bahrain and Egypt began a boycott of Qatar in June
2017, sources including a senior UAE banker and a
UAE business official told Reuters.

As a result, some UAE companies and banks have
shied away from business with United Arab Bank
(UAB), Commercial Bank International and Al Khaliji
France, sources said. And while Doha denies allega-
tions that it has supported terrorism, Qatari nationals
face UAE travel restrictions, making it hard for them
to manage their investments in the emirates. Since the
boycott of Qatar, commercial ties have been scaled
back and some UAE banks pulled deposits and loans
from their Qatari counterparts, while Qatar’s Doha
Bank, is cutting its exposure to the UAE via asset

swaps with UAE banks.
But Qataris, previously big investors in UAE real

estate and other industries, are still the largest share-
holders in UAB, 40 percent owned by Commercial
Bank, and CBI, 40 percent held by Qatar National
Bank (QNB). UAB and CBI are the only banks of the
15 largest listed lenders in the UAE to experience a
fall in assets, customer deposits and loans since the
start of the crisis. “CBI and UAB both previously ben-
efited from their respective ownership by Qatari
banks, and now this benefit is far less obvious,”
Redmond Ramsdale at Fitch Ratings said.

Al Khaliji France, which operates in France and
UAE and is wholly owned by Qatar’s Al Khalij
Commercial Bank, has seen a drop off in demand
among its Qatari clients and has not grown its balance
sheet, a source familiar with the matter said. Unlisted
Al Khaliji France’s latest full year financial disclosures
shows its assets, customer deposits and loans and
advances fell between 2016 and 2017.

UAB and CBI have been cleaning up their balance
sheets since before the regional dispute began, after a
buildup of bad debt, mainly from SME customers hit
by a soft economy. “CBI has been reducing the unse-
cured lending portfolio in its retail banking business,”
a bank spokesperson said, adding that with lower
funding needs it had also reduced its deposits. UAB,
Al Khalij and the UAE Central Bank did not respond
to requests for comment. — Reuters 
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