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Asked if they will be granted retroactive salaries for
the past two years, she said: “I am sure everyone in the
group wants it. But, remember, we’ve been through a
lot, so let us start the job first. It is up to the ministry of
health if they are willing to compensate us for the lost
years. Our first salary will come in our banks by the end
of January. We can now pay our debts and loans which
we took from friends and family members.”

Out of a total of 80 nurses who were stranded in
Kuwait, 73 were officially employed by the ministry of
health, while the remaining seven either went back to

India for good or transferred to dependent visas. In
Aug 2018, Kuwait Times highlighted the ordeal of these
nurses. The nurses applied and got the job in India, and
came to Kuwait through legal means. However, after
arrival, the ministry questioned their documents. The
group of nurses, all with nursing qualifications from
India and recruited by health ministry officials, are liv-
ing in government housing, but were unable to work
pending verification of their certifications. 

“We were a group of 80 Indian nurses who came
directly from India (Bangalore, Cochin, Delhi and
Mumbai) and were hired directly by health ministry rep-
resentatives after they held interviews from February to
April 2015,” a representative of the group had said. In
2015, the ministry of health conducted interviews and
exams in India and around 1,500 nurses were hired and
issued temporary visas that allowed them to enter
Kuwait. The 80 nurses were part of that batch.

73 stranded 
Indian nurses...
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acknowledged that there is a threat to Turkey from
terrorists and we will be very supportive.”

Before meeting officials in Iraqi Kurdistan - whose
forces have also been key allies in the fight against IS -
Pompeo visited Baghdad where he sought to reassure
Iraqi officials that Washington remained committed to
fighting the Islamic State group. Pompeo’s unan-
nounced visit comes less than two weeks after Trump
drew criticism for failing to meet a single Iraqi official
during a surprise Christmas trip to US troops at an air
base in western Iraq.

The US top diplomat is in the Middle East to urge
allies to continue to confront the “significant threats”
posed by Iran and militants despite Trump’s shock
decision last month to pull all US troops from Syria. In
Baghdad, Pompeo met a raft of senior officials including
Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi and President
Barham Saleh. He underlined “US support for the  new
Iraqi government’s efforts to deliver stability, security
and prosperity to all Iraqis,” a US official said. Pompeo
also “discussed the recent territorial defeat of ISIS in
Syria and the continuation of our cooperation with
Iraqi Security Forces to ensure ISIS’s lasting defeat
throughout the region”.

Saleh said that Baghdad wanted Washington to
remain engaged. “We will need the support of the US,”
he said, expressing “gratitude to the US for support
over the years”. “ISIS is defeated militarily, but (the)
mission is not accomplished,” Saleh added, using an
alternative acronym for IS. Pompeo later headed to
Cairo on the next leg of his longest trip since taking
office last year, with further stops planned in Manama,

Abu Dhabi, Doha, Riyadh, Muscat and Kuwait City.
Trump used his lightning Dec 26 visit to Iraq - his

first to US troops in a conflict zone since being elected
- to defend his Syria withdrawal plans and declare an
end to America’s role as the global “policeman”. He
caused a political storm when he announced the troop
pullout, claiming IS had been defeated despite contin-
ued deadly fighting between US-backed forces and the
militants in eastern Syria. 

Trump has since rowed back, vowing the withdrawal
will be done in a “prudent” way. Members of his
administration have gone further, saying that the time-
line of any pullout remains dependent on events on the
ground. There are many in Iraq, particularly pro-Iran
factions, who would like an accelerated timetable for a
US withdrawal from Iraq too. But Trump has stressed
that he expects US troops to remain in Iraq, from
where they can carry out operations in neighboring
Syria if necessary.

Iraq declared victory over IS in Dec 2017, but the
militants retain a network of sleeper cells in major cities
and continue to conduct hit-and-run attacks from
mountain or desert hideouts. On Tuesday, a car bomb
killed two people in the city of Tikrit, north of the capi-
tal, police said. The Trump administration’s insistence
on treating Tehran as a threat as big or even bigger
than IS also poses major difficulties for Iraq.

Since the 2003 US-led invasion, Tehran has become a
political force in Iraq with influence rivalling that of
Washington. Iran too provided support for Iraq’s fight-
back against the militants after they advanced to within
striking distance of the capital in 2014. And Iraq has
developed a dependency on imports from its eastern
neighbor that is difficult to break. Washington has grant-
ed Baghdad waivers from the crippling unilateral sanc-
tions it reimposed on Tehran last year after Trump pulled
out of the landmark 2015 nuclear deal agreed by his
predecessor Barack Obama. Pompeo and the Iraqi prime
minister discussed yesterday “US support for Iraq’s
energy independence,” the US official said. — AFP 
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“Unfortunately, two things caught in the middle are
securing our borders, and the men and women in feder-
al government,” he added.

One possible if temporary solution is individually
funding parts of the government that are currently
without money - action that James Clyburn, a top
House Democrat, said would get underway yesterday
in the Democratic-controlled chamber. But there was
no indication the legislation would be brought to a
vote in the Republican-held Senate, much less signed
by the president. 

In his Oval Office address, Trump, apparently hoping
to claim the moral high ground, said he wanted to
bridge the political divide in what could be the defining
power struggle of his turbulent presidency. “I have
invited congressional leadership to the White House
tomorrow to get this done. Hopefully, we can rise above
partisan politics in order to support national security,”
he said. Despite the softer tone, Trump also spent much
of the speech doubling down on his controversial mes-
sage - popular among his right-wing base - that illegal
immigration at the US-Mexican border puts American
lives in danger.

“How much more American blood must we shed
before Congress does its job? For those who refuse to
compromise in the name of border security, I would ask
to imagine if it was your child, your husband, or your
wife whose life was so cruelly shattered and totally
broken,” he said. In an instant rebuttal, Democratic
leader Nancy Pelosi said the real problem was Trump’s

“cruel and counter-productive policies” that have made
the border ever more dangerous for vulnerable
migrants, including young families.

Fact-checking teams at US media outlets quickly
took issue with a number of Trump’s assertions - for
instance, his vastly overstated claim that every day US
agents at the border with Mexico “encounter thou-
sands of illegal immigrants trying to enter our country.”
Also wrong were Trump’s assertions that 90 percent of
the heroin entering the US crosses over from Mexico
and that Mexico, indirectly, via a new trade agreement
with the US and Canada, would end up paying for a
wall, the Times said.  

Salaries for large numbers of employees were put on
hold when Trump refused to sign government spending
bills as a way of trying to strongarm the Democrats into
funding his wall. Pelosi, who is speaker of the House,
accused Trump of “holding the American people
hostage”. Chuck Schumer, the Democratic leader in the
Senate, accused Trump of governing “by temper
tantrum” and using government workers “for leverage”.

There had been speculation that Trump might give
way in parts of his speech, for example lowering the
sticker price for the wall, or offering Democrats flexibili-
ty on other areas of immigration policy. He didn’t.
However, it was also significant that he did not announce
a national emergency, on the theory he could then use
military construction money to build the wall, circum-
venting the Congress. Democrats and some Republicans
warned that this would be seen as a dangerous escala-
tion of the row and would be challenged in court.

Trump will follow up his speech with a rare trip to
the Mexico border today, but showed little enthusiasm
for either the Oval Office speech or the border trip dur-
ing an off-the-record lunch Tuesday with television
anchors, The New York Times reported. “It’s not going
to change a damn thing, but I’m still doing it,” Trump
said of the border visit, according to the Times. — AFP 

Cornered Trump 
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RIYADH: OPEC kingpin Saudi Arabia said yesterday that
its huge oil reserves, already the second largest in the
world behind only Venezuela, are even bigger than previ-
ously thought. The energy ministry said proven oil reserves
stood at 263.2 billion barrels at the end of last year, up from
the figure of 261 billion barrels that has been used for
almost three decades. The kingdom has another 2.9 billion
barrels of crude in a border zone shared with neighboring
Kuwait, bringing total oil reserves to 266.1 billion barrels,
the ministry said.

Natural gas reserves also grew from 8.56 trillion cu m
to 9.2 trillion cu m, the ministry said. It said the new figures
have been backed by an independent third-party certifica-
tion by leading consultants DeGolyer and MacNaughton
(D&M). Saudi Arabia is the world’s top oil exporter. It is
the third biggest producer after the United States and
Russia with around 10.6 million barrels per day. Energy
Minister Khalid Al-Falih said Saudi oil remains among the
cheapest in the world to extract, at only $4 a barrel.

Falih also said Saudi Arabia will slash its oil exports in
January by 10 percent compared to November as produc-
ers move to shore up tumbling prices. Falih said the king-
dom, the world’s top crude supplier, would cut its exports
to 7.2 million barrels per day in January, down from 8.0
million bpd in November. He also announced a further

100,000 bpd cut in February. OPEC and its allies decided
last month to cut their overall output by 1.2 million bpd
starting in January, to boost prices hit by a supply glut and
fears demand could plummet.

Falih said Saudi production had fallen to 10.2 million
bpd, down from the roughly 11 million bpd it was pumping
when oil producers decided to end a production cut deal in
May. “We are serious about restoring balance to the mar-
ket,” Falih told a press conference in Riyadh held to
announce that the kingdom’s vast oil reserves are even big-
ger than previously thought. “We are concerned about
volatility in the oil market,” he said. “We have seen peaks
and drops in prices (that are) completely unjustified by the
fundamentals.”

After Brent crude hit $85 a barrel in early October,
prices dived more than 40 percent over the following two
months due to oversupply and fears of a trade war
between the United States and China that could slash
energy demand. But prices have partially rebounded in the
past few days after a new deal, in which OPEC and non-
OPEC oil producers agreed to trim output by 1.2 million
bpd, came into effect in January. That figure is “more than
sufficient to bring balance to the market,” said Falih, adding
that the production cut would trim excess supply from the
market. — AFP 

Saudi Arabia says vast oil 
reserves bigger than thought 

Kingdom to slash oil exports after price slide: Minister

RIYADH: Saudi Energy Minister Khaled Al-Faleh speaks at a press conference at the King Abdullah Petroleum
Studies and Research Center yesterday. — AFP 

BANGKOK: The UN has said an 18-year-old Saudi
woman who fled her family is a legitimate refugee
and has asked Australia to resettle her, Canberra
said yesterday, as the Twitter-led campaign to grant
her asylum edged towards resolut ion. Rahaf
Mohammed Al-Qunun was stopped by authorities at
Bangkok’s main airport as she arrived on a flight
from Kuwait at the weekend after running away from
her family, who she says subjected her to physical
and psychological abuse.

Thailand initially said it would deport her at the
request of Saudi embassy officials, barring her from
travelling on to Australia where Qunun said she had
intended to claim asylum. But armed with a phone, she
barricaded herself into an airside hotel room and
fought back - live-tweeting her fears of deportation in
a campaign that swiftly galvanized international sup-
port and prompted a sharp U-turn by Thai officials.

Qunun is now in the care of the UN’s refugee
agency in Bangkok, which is processing her case. “The
UNHCR has referred Ms Rahaf Mohammed Al-Qunun
to Australia for consideration for refugee resettle-
ment,” Australia’s Department of Home Affairs con-
firmed in a statement. The department said it would
“consider this referral in the usual way, as it does with
all UNHCR referrals”. Australian officials have strongly
hinted that Qunun’s request will be accepted. “If she is
found to be a refugee, then we will give very, very, very
serious consideration to a humanitarian visa,” health
minister Greg Hunt had said before the UN determina-
tion was public.

Qunun’s desperate tweets ricocheted across social
media with the #SaveRahaf hashtag drawing an out-
pouring of support but also the bile of some hardliners
in her native country. She only joined the social media
site at the start of this month but has quickly racked
up more than 100,000 followers. Phil Robertson of
Human Rights Watch said Qunun had renounced
Islam, which puts her at “serious risk” of prosecution
in Saudi Arabia.

Her father and brother arrived in Bangkok on
Tuesday, but Qunun “refused to see” them, according

to Thai immigration police chief Surachate Hakparn,
who has been caught up in the international firestorm
since Qunun’s arrival. The father met with the UNHCR
yesterday morning and spoke with Surachate in the
afternoon for an hour, the immigration head said at a
press conference. He denied abusing or threatening
her, and told Surachate that Qunun had “freedom”.

“He wants to take his daughter back home, her
mother fell sick after hearing her daughter ran away,”
Surachate said. Qunun’s father told the UNHCR about
his objections to her fleeing and would remain in
Thailand until a decision was made, Surachate said,
adding that this might come today. A UNHCR repre-
sentative told AFP “the process is still ongoing”. On
Sunday Qunun told AFP her family was “abusive” and
once locked her in a room for six months just for cut-
ting her hair.

Fleeing them while travelling in Kuwait throws her
into conflict with Saudi Arabia’s “guardianship” sys-
tem, which allows male family members to make deci-
sions on behalf of female relatives, she said. That
makes it “100 percent” certain she would be killed by
her family if she was returned to Saudi, she added.
Footage released by Thai immigration showed
Abdulilah Al-Shouaibi, Saudi embassy charge d’af-
faires in Bangkok, complaining in a meeting Tuesday
with Surachate that Qunun’s smartphone should have
been confiscated. 

“When she arrived, she opened a new (Twitter)
account and her followers grew to 45,000 in one day,”
he said in Arabic. “It would have been better if they had
confiscated her mobile instead of her passport.” The
Saudi embassy in Bangkok said it “did not demand her
deportation” and that the case was “a family affair”.

By yesterday afternoon, Qunun had returned to
posting updates on Twitter, promising to “broadcast
continuously to assure” the public of her condition. “I
have prepared my strength and will continue my jour-
ney to reach a safe country,” she tweeted in Arabic.
“Don’t let anyone break your wings, you’re free,” she
tweeted in English. “fight and get your RIGHTS!”

Amnesty International’s Middle East director of
campaigns Samah Hadid said Rahaf’s story “became an
inspiration to millions worldwide”, but added that
Thailand has often “breached their responsibilities” to
asylum seekers and refugees. “The humanity shown to
Rahaf must not be a one-off,” said Hadid.
Ultraconservative Saudi Arabia has come under fire
since the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the
country’s consulate in Istanbul last year. — AFP 
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OSLO: Police say a ransom demand has been received
for the missing wife of a Norwegian multi-millionaire
10 weeks after she disappeared on Halloween, a senior
officer said yesterday. Anne-Elisabeth Falkevik Hagen,
68, married to a real estate and energy magnate, disap-
peared on October 31, police said. Detectives had been
investigating the case discreetly for several weeks but
decided to make it public yesterday in the hope that
someone would come forward with information. “A
ransom demand and serious threats have been issued,”
Inspector Tommy Broske told reporters.

“Our main theory is that the victim was kidnapped
by unidentified perpetrators at her home” in
Lorenskog, about 20 km from Oslo, he said. The
authorities had received no sign of life from the woman,
“but we haven’t received any indication that she isn’t
alive either”, Broske said. Investigators said they had
no suspects at this stage.

According to daily Verdens Gang, the ransom
demand was for nine million euros ($10.3 million) in the
cryptocurrency Monero. Cryptocurrencies are hard to
trace. Police refused to confirm the sum but said they

had advised the family not to pay. Such incidents are
extremely rare in the wealthy Scandinavian country,
which enjoys a generally low crime rate. Broske said
investigators had had “very limited” contacts with the
self-described kidnappers online, but refused to dis-
close the date of the most recent contact.

A housewife, Hagen is married to Tom Hagen, also
68 and Norway’s 172nd richest man, according to the
magazine Kapital, with an estimated fortune of 1.7 bil-
lion kroner ($200 million). The real estate investor
owns 70 percent of electricity company Elkraft, which
he co-founded in 1992, Norwegian media reported.
The parents of three adult children, the couple lived a
quiet, retiring life in an elegant but understated home,
now blocked off by police tape.

While he keeps a low profile, Tom Hagen has been
the subject of news articles about his business success.
A lawyer for the family said they had not paid the ran-
som. “The family decided to follow the police advice,”
Svein Holden told reporters. “There’s no doubt that for
the family, Anne-Elisabeth’s kidnapping is a horrible
and inhumane act,” he said, expressing hopes that
news of her disappearance would lead to some kind of
sign that she is alive.

According to VG, a note written in poor
Norwegian was left at Hagen’s home warning that
she would die if police were involved in her disap-
pearance. Investigators refused to comment on that
report, but said international police were cooperating
on the case. — AFP 
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