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The eruption occurred just after 2pm (0100 GMT),
thrusting a thick plume of white ash 3.6 km into the sky.
Seconds before, live camera feeds showed a group of
more  than a half dozen people walking on the crater
floor. Then the images went black. A “considerable
number” of those caught up in the disaster are believed
to be Australian, according to officials in Canberra.

As many as 30 of those involved are also believed to
be cruise passengers on a day trip from the vessel
Ovation of the Seas, Kevin O’Sullivan, chief executive
officer of industry body the New Zealand Cruise
Association told AFP. The ship’s operator Royal
Caribbean - who had billed the trip to White Island as
“an unforgettable guided tour of New Zealand’s most
active volcano” - said “a number of our guests were
touring the island” but did not confirm that number. The
ship has a capacity of around 4,000 people and set sail
from Sydney last week on a 12 day voyage.

Tourist Michael Schade, made it off the island just
in time and was able to capture footage of the devas-
tation. His videos showed groups of startled tourists
clustered by the shoreline, waiting to be evacuated as
the ground around them smoldered, the sky filled with
white debris. An ash-caked helicopter lay damaged

nearby. Volcanic Air said they had landed a helicopter
on the island shortly before the eruption carrying four
visitors and one pilot. All were now accounted for.

“It had landed on the island. What happened
after that we don’t know, but we know that all five
made it back to Whakatane on one of the tourist
boats,” a company spokesman told AFP. Guillaume
Calmelet, the co-director of Skydive Tauranga, saw
the eruption from above as he took a customer on a
tandem skydive from a plane 12,000 feet above the
Bay of Plenty.

“As soon as the parachute opened there was this
huge cloud that was really different to whatever
we’ve seen before,” he told AFP. “I could see it com-
ing out in free fall, so probably about 30 seconds for
the whole cloud to form, if that. It was pretty quick.”
The country’s National Emergency Management
Agency described the eruption as “moderate”,
although the plume of ash was clearly visible from the
mainland and from satellites flying overhead. 

White Island - also known as Whakaari - is about
50 km offshore in the picturesque Bay of Plenty and is
popular with adventurous tourists willing to don hard
hats and gas masks. It is New Zealand’s most active
volcano cone and about 70 percent of it is underwater,
according to government-backed agency GeoNet.
Around 10,000 people visit the volcano every year. It
has erupted frequently over the last half-century, most
recently in 2016. In August of that year the New
Zealand Defence Force airlifted a 2.4-tonne shipping
container onto the island to serve as an emergency
shelter in case of an eruption. — AFP 
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Fitch Ratings estimates that RFFG foreign assets were
about $500 billion at end-FY18/19 and assume these
would be made available for financing if required,
although this would generate further controversy in par-
liament. The government’s financing needs are currently
being met entirely from the General Reserve Fund (less
than $60 billion in estimated assets at end-FY18/19).
Rising financing requirements will further deplete easily
available reserves without measures to increase revenue
or cut spending, even if debt issuance resumes in
FY20/21, according to the report. 

Fitch is forecasting a budget deficit of over 5 percent
of GDP by FY21/22 (including estimated investment
income) as average oil prices fall further, increasing the
annual central government financing need to $27 billion.

Implementation of excise or value-added tax remains a
remote prospect, subsidy reforms have been limited, and
the government has struggled to contain current spend-
ing through executive measures while managing an
uncooperative parliament.

In November, Kuwait’s prime minister of more than
seven years resigned and declined to be reappointed. HH
the Amir subsequently replaced the caretaker interior
and defense ministers and asked the foreign minister to
form a government. Consultations on the composition of
the new Cabinet are continuing. 

“Reform will remain slow unless the composition of
the new government resolves underlying power strug-
gles and enjoys broad support among MPs and different
sections of society. Neither of these is likely, in our view,
partly because there are no political parties in Kuwait
and the government’s support base of individual MPs
shifts from issue to issue,” Fitch said. “Kuwait’s rating of
‘AA’/Stable is underpinned by its exceptionally strong
balance sheet, with sovereign net foreign assets of nearly
500 percent of GDP. Nevertheless, this buffer could be
eroded by sustained low oil prices or an inability to
address structural drains on public finances from a gen-
erous welfare state and large public sector.”

Fitch: Kuwait
political disputes...

AL-AHSA, Saudi Arabia: Jackhammers and cranes
gather dust at half-built Qatari-funded hotel sites in a
Saudi city hit hard by an abrupt diplomatic rupture, but
signs of thawing cross-border ties are reviving econom-
ic hopes. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
has downplayed the dispute with Qatar - which led to a
Riyadh-led embargo on the neighboring emirate and
shuttered their land border in mid-2017 - as a trivial
matter with limited impact on the kingdom.

But it is anything but trivial for Al-Ahsa, a desert
oasis near the border where Qatari shoppers once kept
the local economy humming, crossing over to buy rela-
tively cheaper provisions - from herbs and eggs to milk
and camel meat. The deep-pocketed residents of gas-
rich Qatar - one of the wealthiest countries per capita -
also pumped millions of riyals into local hotels, date
plantations and other real estate.

But the Qatari money dried up when the embargo
shut them out, unleashing economic pain and dividing
extended families on both sides, an unintended conse-
quence of a policy meant to hurt Doha’s government.
The Saudi-led bloc accuses Qatar of backing radical
Islamists including Muslim Brotherhood and seeking
closer ties with Riyadh’s arch nemesis Iran - charges
Doha denies.

“The blockade had a negative impact on towns near
the border and complicated investments at a time when
Saudi Arabia’s economy is struggling with large
deficits,” said Samuel Ramani, a doctoral researcher at
Oxford University. Official statistics are hard to come by
but the tell-tale signs of the economic impact are every-
where in Al-Ahsa, home to more than a million people.
Its malls and traditional souks are emptier, multiple gas
stations leading up to the border have shuttered, and
even salesmen of bisht, traditional gold-trimmed robes,
complain of depressed sales.

Shells of three Qatari-funded luxury hotels lie aban-

doned after construction was halted abruptly in 2017, a
long-term investment some believe was intended to
accommodate any surplus guests of Qatar’s 2022 foot-
ball World Cup. The manager of another Al-Ahsa hotel
pointed at his vacant parking lot, once full of cars with
Qatari plates. The hotel’s occupancy rate tanked after
the embargo, and it has barely managed to cover its
electricity bill, he told AFP. But the fact that the majority
of Qatari investors have not liquidated their investments
in Al-Ahsa despite the embargo gives some hope it will
be business as usual if relations are restored.

The feud is not irreconcilable, residents say, describ-
ing it as a spat between squabbling cousins. And amid
signs of a thaw, many are betting on the return of
Qatari high-rollers. “The rift is between governments,
not the people,” said an Al-Ahsa businessman who
asked not to be named. “We are not different countries,
we are one big family.”

Arab diplomats say both sides are closer than ever
to bringing the dispute to an end. Raising hopes is
recent “sports diplomacy”, which saw football teams
from Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and
Bahrain travel to Qatar for the Gulf Cup despite earlier
indications that they would boycott the tournament.
State-funded media networks on all sides recently
appear to have toned down the shrill rhetoric against
each other. Qatar’s foreign minister, who travelled to
Saudi Arabia last month for talks, has spoken of “some
progress” in negotiations.

But the real bellwether will be the level of Qatari rep-
resentation at the Gulf Cooperation Council summit in
Riyadh on Tuesday. The Saudi king has personally invit-
ed Qatar’s amir, but it remains unclear whether he will
attend. Two sources familiar with the negotiations,
including an Arab diplomat, told AFP that hardliners in
Abu Dhabi - Riyadh’s principal ally - are opposed to a
restoration of ties. This has raised the prospect of a

“bifurcated peace”, implying Qatar could possibly nor-
malize ties with only some blockading nations including
Saudi Arabia, with whom it shares its only land border.

Saudi Arabia appears to be adopting a de-escalato-
ry approach after a series of what observers describe
as foreign policy “missteps” that have spooked
investors. A cool reception by global investors to state
energy giant Aramco’s stock sale has highlighted the
downside of its aggressive stance, they say. Ramani
said the rapprochement appears to be shaping up

“without major concessions from Doha”, after the
blockade boosted its self-reliance.

Once heavily dependent on food imports, it has
developed new trade routes, flown in thousands of dairy
cows and developed poultry farms to beat the embargo.
“Qatar is like a newborn baby kicked out of a house as
punishment,” the Arab diplomat - who is from outside
the Gulf - told AFP. “You thought it would come back
crying to you, but it has stood on its feet and does not
need you anymore.” — AFP 

Saudi city once propped up by 
Qatari high-rollers prays for truce 

AL-AHSA, Saudi Arabia: A half built Qatari-funded hotel site in this eastern Saudi city is seen on Nov 29, 2019 after
construction was abruptly halted in 2017. — AFP 

RIYADH: Restaurants and cafes in Saudi Arabia are no
longer required to have gender-segregated entrances,
officials said, in a further easing of social restrictions in
the ultra-conservative Islamic kingdom. Eateries have
long required one entrance for single men and another
for women and families, in a country where the once-
powerful religious police zealously enforced sex segre-
gation in public places for decades.

The ministry of municipalities and rural affairs said
on Twitter Sunday it was eliminating several require-
ments for restaurants, including the need for “an
entrance for bachelors and a separate entrance for
families”. It was unclear whether a restriction on seat-
ing inside restaurants will  also be removed.
Restaurants are currently segregated into a “family”

section for those accompanied by women and a “sin-
gles” area for men, though many have quietly taken
down the barriers in recent years amid the kingdom’s
sweeping liberalization drive.

The latest reform was hailed by young Saudis but
dismissed by archconservatives on social media, with
one Twitter user saying it went “against sharia”, or
Islamic law. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, has sought to project a moderate, business-
friendly image of his austere kingdom as he seeks to
boost investment. Prince Mohammed has clipped the
powers of hardline clerics as he pursues a moderniza-
tion drive that has allowed mixed-gender music con-
certs and ended decades-long bans on cinemas and
women drivers.

Until three years ago, the religious police elicited
widespread fear in the kingdom, chasing men and
women out of malls to pray and berating anyone seen
mingling with the opposite sex. The hardline enforcers
of public morality, whose powers began waning even
before Prince Mohammed rose to power, are now
largely out of sight. But the reforms have been accom-
panied by a crackdown on activists, including women
urging faster reform. — AFP 

Saudi eliminates 
gender-segregated 
entrances for eateries

ALGIERS: Algeria’s contentious presidential election
campaign is highlighting the deep gulf between young peo-
ple at the heart of a street protest movement and an ageing
elite they see as clinging to power. The poll, set for
Thursday, will see five candidates, all of them linked to the
82-year-old deposed president Abdelaziz Bouteflika, com-
pete for the top office. But the protesters, whose mass
mobilization forced the ex-strongman to resign from his
two-decade tenure in April, have rallied weekly to demand
that sweeping reforms must come ahead of any vote.

“It’s not a gap between the fossils in power and the
youth, it’s a yawning chasm,” said Lyes, a 22-year-old geol-
ogy student draped in his country’s flag at a student march
in Algiers. While more than half of the North African coun-
try’s population is under 30, Algeria’s leaders are geriatric.
The powerful army chief Ahmed Gaid Salah is 79 and inter-
im president Abdelkader Bensalah is 78. The presidential
candidates range in age from 56 to 75. “The dinosaurs who
have held power since independence made us disgusted
with politics,” said Lyes.

Young people only became interested in politics with
the eruption of the “Hirak” protest movement in February,
he said, noting that most of his peers are not even enrolled
to vote. Around him, his friends agreed. For nine months
they have marched every Tuesday to demand change. Each
week they wave the national colors and flags calling for a

free and democratic Algeria, while chanting against the
“dinosaurs”.

The young protesters summarized their aspirations as
wanting to live freely, receive a good education, find a sta-
ble job with a decent salary, have their voices heard, and
enjoy entertainment opportunities beyond loitering in the
street.  Algeria’s leaders have created few jobs, stifled free
speech, upheld conservative traditions and turned a blind
eye to police oppression, the young protesters told AFP.   

“Before we were afraid to speak out but things have
changed since Hirak,” said Hanya Assala Abdedaim, a 24-
year-old student. When the Hirak movement erupted onto
the scene, 21-year-old Asma said she swapped nice shoes
for sneakers so she could hit the streets to “put some of the
old people who govern us in a museum of antiquities”.

“The transition in Algeria isn’t only a political transition,
it’s also a generational transition,” said Algerian sociologist
Nacer Djabi. But age is just one aspect of a deeper issue,
said Yamina Rahou of the Centre for Research in Social and
Cultural Anthropology in the city of Oran. “It’s a political
problem between a mainly young population that wants a
modern state based on the rule of law, and those who
appropriated the state to subjugate Algerians,” she said. 

Mohamed Lamine Harhad, another 22-year old student,
said he did not have a problem with old people, just with
old “ideas”, noting that all age groups are represented in
the protest movement. Among the hundreds of thousands
who have demonstrated, for many young people abstention
will be the only palatable choice in the election. Algeria
“needs a new system based on democracy,” Harhad said.
This would “encourage young people without ignoring old
people with experience”.

This view was shared by Lamnaouar Hamamouche, a
sociology student from Bejaia east of Algiers, who said “the
gap is not defined by age but by visions”. — AFP

Algeria youth scorn 
‘dinosaur’ old guard 
ahead of elections

ALGIERS: Algerian security forces contain protesters shouting slogans during an anti-government demonstration in
the capital yesterday. — AFP 

This handout image shows the volcano on New Zealand’s White Island spewing steam and ash yesterday. — AFP 


