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The lawmaker called for reforming the demographic
structure immediately, adding that “it’s time to reduce
the number of marginal laborers that have overwhelmed
the country and are competing with citizens for public
services, and are the cause for the traffic menace”. 

Otaibi said Kuwait should recruit only highly quali-
fied foreign workers, especially in the health and edu-
cation sectors, while ensuring that no single community
controls any profession.

MP Adel Al-Damkhi, the head of the Assembly’s
human rights committee, said the first step to tackle
the demographic imbalance is to fight against traffick-
ing in persons, especially since there is a law for this
but it is not implemented. He said the law must be acti-
vated to penalize influential people who recruit labor-

ers for money, adding this is like money laundering. He
said the first step to reform the demographic imbal-
ance is to fight influential people who traffic in people
and then apply laws to stop the sharp increase in the
number of expatriates.

Damkhi called for applying the quota system and
percentages for various expatriate communities so
that no single community dominates the rest, adding
that only highly skilled workers should be recruited.
He criticized the government for not presenting its
plan on measures to stop the influx of expatriates into
the country.

Meanwhile, head of the Assembly’s health and labor
committee MP Humoud Al-Khudhair called on the gov-
ernment not to change its mind on a key amendment to
the labor law, in which annual leave was increased to 35
days from the current 30. The amendment was passed
overwhelmingly by the Assembly last week in the first
round and the Assembly is expected to have the second
and final round of voting next week in order for it to
become law. The government had accepted the amend-
ment which applies to expatriates and Kuwaitis work-
ing in the private sector.
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like America”, he said before flying yesterday to
Baghdad for the three-day visit.

“America is despised in the region. The bombs that
the Americans dropped on Iraqis, Syrian people and
other countries cannot be forgotten,” he added. Iran is
always ready to help its neighbors, he said, in a nod to
the role Tehran played to help Iraq battle the Islamic
State group (IS). Iraq’s President Barham Saleh, at a
joint news conference with Rouhani in Baghdad,
thanked Iran for its “support” and said he was “lucky”
to have it as a neighbor, without making any reference
to the US. Rouhani, who is heading a large political and
economic delegation, said relations between the two
countries should be further “reinforced and developed”.

The Iranian president later had a meeting with Prime
Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi, during which he highlight-
ed the political, trade and energy links between the two
neighbors. After Turkey, Iran is the top supplier of
imported goods to Iraq, including cars, gas, home
appliances and vegetables. Iran was the first country to
respond to Iraqi calls for help after IS militants in June
2014 captured the main northern city of Mosul as they
threatened to overrun the capital Baghdad and the oil-
rich region of Kirkuk.

It dispatched “military advisors” and equipment

along with the famous Revolutionary Guards elite Quds
Force commander General Qassem Soleimani. Rouhani
yesterday said Iran has supported the Iraqi people
“during difficult times” and would continue to back
them “through times of peace and security”. Relations
between the two countries were not always close - they
fought a bloody war from 1980 to 1988. Tehran’s influ-
ence in Baghdad grew after the 2003 US-led invasion
of Iraq toppled the government of Saddam Hussein.
Iran now has significant leverage over Iraq’s Shiite
political groups.

Rouhani is also set to meet Iraq’s chief Shiite cleric
Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, who is revered by many
Iranians. The meeting in the Shiite shrine city of Najaf
will be the first between the top cleric and an Iranian
president. In 2013 the grand ayatollah refused to
receive Rouhani’s controversial predecessor Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. Analysts say talks between Sistani and
Rouhani are aimed at bolstering the ranks of Shiite
Muslims in the face of Iraq’s warming ties with Iran’s
Sunni-ruled rival Saudi Arabia.

Saudi Arabia is keen to develop relations with
Baghdad to counter the influence of Iran in Iraq,
which is seeking economic benefits to rebuild after
the defeat of IS. Iraqi political analyst Hisham Al-
Hashemi said Rouhani is seeking to bolster trade with
Baghdad and discuss ways “to circumvent US sanc-
tions”. “In addition, there are electricity, water and
other files,” he said. Trade between Iran and Iraq now
stands at around $12 billion a year - tilted toward Iran
with gas and energy exports - and Rouhani has said
he would like to see it rise to $20 billion. — AFP 
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It said it had grounded its fleet of six remaining
Boeing 737 MAX 8 planes pending analysis of the
black box data. China also ordered domestic airlines to
suspend commercial operation of the MAX 8. There
were eight Chinese nationals among the 149 passengers
and eight crew on the Ethiopia flight. 

Indonesia, which has 11 of the MAX 8 model planes,
said it would “carry out inspections and temporarily
prohibit Boeing 737 Max 8 from flying”. Cayman
Airways grounded both of its new 737 MAX 8 jets
temporarily too, while India announced a safety review.
South Korea ordered an inspection of two MAX 8
planes flown by low-cost Eastar Jet. Some other airlines
said they were not cancelling MAX 8 flights, including
Oman Air, flydubai, Turkish Airlines, and Russia’s S7. 

Boeing has described the MAX series as its fastest-
selling aeroplane ever, with more than 5,000 orders
placed to date from about 100 customers. State-owned
Ethiopian Airlines, Africa’s largest carrier, had ordered
30 MAX 8 jets in total, and China has received 76 from
an order of 180. The plane that crashed on Sunday was
less than four months old. Ethiopian Airlines said it was
delivered on Nov 15. 

The jet fell near the village of Tulu Fara, some 60 km
east of Addis Ababa. “The plane was already on fire
when it crashed to the ground. The crash caused a big
explosion,” one witness, Tegegn Dechasa, told AFP.
Another, farmer Sisay Gemechu, said the plane seemed
to be aiming to land on an open field, but crashed
before reaching it. Inhabitants of the remote area
looked on from behind a security cordon as inspectors
searched the crash site and excavated it with a
mechanical digger. The single-aisle Boeing left a deep,
black crater at the impact site.

“The plane was very close to the ground and it made
a turn. We looked and saw papers falling off the plane,”
Malka Galato, the farmer whose land the plane crashed
on, told Reuters from the rural area where horse-drawn

carriages ply rough roads. “Cows that were grazing in
the fields ran in panic ... There was smoke and sparks
coming from the back of the plane.” The plane tried to
climb but failed, then swerved sharply trailing white
smoke and objects including clothes before crashing,
said farmer Tamirat Abera, who was walking nearby.

Ethiopian Airlines said the pilot was given clearance
to turn around after indicating problems shortly before
the plane disappeared from radar. The airline’s chief
executive Tewolde GebreMariam said the plane had
flown in from Johannesburg early Sunday, spent three
hours in Addis and was “dispatched with no remark”,
meaning no problems were flagged, before leaving for
Nairobi.  A committee comprising Ethiopian Airlines,
aviation and transport authorities was set up to lead the
crash investigation. US experts and Boeing will also
take part. Boeing cancelled the scheduled presentation
today of its new long-haul jet, the 777X.

The crash cast a pall over a gathering of the UN
Environment Program, which opened in Nairobi yester-
day. At least 22 staff from several UN agencies were on
the doomed flight. Delegates hugged and comforted
one another as they arrived at the meeting with the UN
flag flying at half-mast. Details of the passengers,
including tourists, business travellers and humanitarian
workers, have started to emerge.

Among them was Cedric Asiavugwa, a Kenyan third-
year student at Georgetown University Law School in
Washington. He was heading for a visit home ahead of
his graduation in the spring, he university said. Kenya
had the highest death toll among the nationalities on
the flight with 32, according to Ethiopian Airlines.
Canada was next with 18 victims. There were nine
Ethiopians and eight each from Italy and the United
States. The airline said Britain and France each had sev-
en people on board, Egypt six, and Germany five.
France, however, put its death toll at nine.

Italian archaeologist Sebastiano Tusa, 66, died in
the crash, his wife Valeria Patrizia Li Vigni was quot-
ed as saying by the Corriere della Sera newspaper.
On Sunday, “the fr iends I  met  at  mass said I
shouldn’t worry because bad news travels fast”, she
said. “In the end it arrived anyway, and it destroyed
my life. I felt the disaster coming... He hadn’t even
wanted to go.”  —Agencies 
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hundred metres from his hideout. He later moved to
a second building but soon afterwards the Pentagon
constructed Forward Operating Base Wolverine - home
to 1,000 US troops, and where American and British
special forces were sometimes based - close by. He
dared not move again, Dam says, rarely going outside
and often hiding in tunnels when US planes flew over. 

Though he listened to the BBC’s evening Pashto-lan-
guage news broadcasts, even when Omar learned about
the death of al-Qaeda supremo Osama Bin Laden he
rarely commented on the outside world, the book says.
It says he delegated Taleban leadership after 2001, act-
ing more as a spiritual leader to the group. The book
claims that Omar became ill in 2013 and refused to
travel to Pakistan for treatment, later dying in Zabul.

The Afghan government said it “strongly” rejected
the “delusional” claim. “(W)e see it as an effort to cre-
ate and build an identify for the Taleban and their for-
eign backers,” tweeted Haroon Chakhansuri, a
spokesman for the Afghan presidency. “We have suffi-
cient evidence which shows he lived and died in
Pakistan. Period!” Former CIA director and US military
commander in Afghanistan David Petraeus also
appeared skeptical. “I would be very surprised if
Mullah Omar would have taken the risk that we could
come calling some evening,” said Petraeus, according to

the Wall Street Journal.
“I have piles & piles of evidence which shows he

lived & died in Pakistan,” tweeted Amrullah Saleh, who
was head of Afghan intelligence from 2004-2010.
Afghan officials have repeatedly accused Pakistan of
harboring Taleban insurgents. For their part, the
Taleban - who at times have been criticized in
Afghanistan for their alleged links to Pakistan - said the
claim was accurate. “This is true,” militant spokesman
Zabihullah Mujahid told AFP. “The late Mullah Sahib
was in Zabul province all along, and there was an
American base nearby, the Americans did carry out a
raid there, and he passed away there.”

Omar’s Taleban ruled Afghanistan from 1996 until
2001, and has waged an insurgency since then. The US
and Taleban have remained tight-lipped about the most
recent round of talks in Doha, which have been ongoing
for two weeks, sparking expectations that they may be
inching closer to a deal that could see Washington exit
the nearly 18-year conflict.

“The book underlines the failure of Western intelli-
gence at a time when US and Taleban officials are
holding peace talks to end the 17-year-old war in
Afghanistan,” Dam said. In July 2015, the Taleban
officially confirmed Omar had been dead for more
than two years. Omar’s eldest son, Mohammad
Yaqoob, said in an audio tape released in Sept 2015
that his father had been suffering from hepatitis C
and died in Afghanistan. Dam has previously pub-
lished a book on Afghanistan and is a guest lecturer
on Afghanistan at Sciences Po in Paris. Dam’s book
was published in Dutch last month, and will be avail-
able in English shortly. — Agencies 
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AMMAN: Hundreds of Syrians in the southern city
of Daraa protested on Sunday at the erection of a
new statue of President Bashar Al-Assad’s late
father, nearly eight years after the original was top-
pled at the outbreak of Syria’s civi l  war.
Demonstrators and witnesses said residents walked
through the war-ravaged old quarter of the city call-
ing for Assad’s overthrow, days before the eighth
anniversary of the start of the conflict.

“Syria is ours, not for the house of Assad,” protest-
ers chanted as security forces closed off the area to
stop residents from other parts of the city joining the
demonstration. Daraa was where peaceful protests
against 40 years of autocratic Assad family rule
began in 2011, and were met by deadly force, before
spreading across the country. The Syrian army, aided
by Russian airpower and Iranian militias, retook con-
trol of Daraa from rebel forces in July on its way to
regaining control of the bulk of Syrian territory.

But since then, residents of Daraa say disaffection
has been growing as Assad’s secret police once
more tighten their control and a campaign of arrests
has sowed widespread fear. The government had
given schools and government employees a day off
on Sunday to attend a pro-government rally to inau-
gurate the new bronze statue of late president Hafez
Al-Assad, erected on the site of the previous statue
felled by protesters.

That rally broke up after gunfire from near the
square caused panic among attendees, a witness
said. A group of youths protesting in Daraa’s old
quarter carried a placard reading: “It will fall. Your
statue is from the past, it’s not welcome here.”
Lawyer and activist Adnan Masalma said: “People
have gathered without organization and to peaceful-
ly demonstrate over just demands.”

After Daraa surrendered to government forces
last summer, many residents chose to stay rather
than head to remaining rebel-held areas in northern
Syria, where tens of thousands of others displaced
from recaptured areas have gathered. “The country
has been destroyed and, instead of reconstruction,
we place memorials,” read another protest placard.

The Syrian authorities have reinstalled several
large statues of the elder Assad after military victo-
ries that have seen his son regain most of the terri-
tory once held by rebels. Many residents in Daraa
province complain that services have not been fully
restored and that there are chronic power shortages,
while many young men fear a campaign of military
conscription to fight the remaining rebels.

Some residents say Iranian-backed local militias
now hold sway in strategically located southern
Syria, bordering Jordan and Israel’s Golan Heights to
the west, and that the militias act with impunity
since the central government is too weak to impose
its authority on the area. The growing dissent in the
province is blamed for a spate of attacks on army
checkpoints, which the authorities blame on rebels
operating covertly. 

On Twitter, Syria’s opposition chief praised the
demonstrators’ bravery. “What can we say to those
under the rule of iron and fire and who daringly and
bravely step out raising the slogans of the first revo-
lution,” Nasr Al-Hariri wrote. “After years of torture,
suffering, killing, displacement and destruction,
Syria’s spring is again blooming.” The war has killed
more than 360,000 people and displaced millions
since it started in 2011 with the brutal repression of
anti-Assad protests. Hafez Al-Assad ruled Syria with
an iron fist for 30 years before he died in 2000 and
was succeeded by his son. — Agencies 
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DUBAI/RIYADH: Big investors in Saudi Arabia
are pushing ahead with deals and pouring money
back into its stock market as the kingdom tries to
move on from the murder of Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi. His killing at the hands of
Saudi agents in October strained t ies with
Western allies and Riyadh is keen to repair its
image. It wants to attract foreign capital and
knowhow as part of its Vision 2030 plan of
reforms to diversify the economy of the world’s
top oil exporter and create jobs for Saudis.

Deterred by the case, some Western firms in
the technology and entertainment sectors have
distanced themselves from Saudi Arabia. But
several US multinationals told Reuters they are
building on their plans in the largest Arab econo-
my. Dow Chemical said it was committed to con-
struction of a $100 million polymer plant in
Jubail and will complete a feasibility study by the
end of 2019 for another complex to produce
siloxanes and silicones. 

Technology and manufacturing group
Honeywell International Inc is going ahead with
projects as part of a $3.6 billion agreement in
2017 to deliver projects localizing goods and
services for state oi l  giant Saudi  Aramco.
General Electric Co said it was building on $15
billion of Saudi deals it signed in 2017. “We con-
tinue to build upon our agreements to support
local infrastructure and growth across the power,
oil and gas, healthcare, aviation and digital sec-
tors,” a GE spokesman said.

Riyadh wants to show it is business as usual. It
sent a senior delegation to the World Economic
Forum in Davos and packed executives’ agendas
with meetings. Last month it announced $54.4
billion in deals and offered fresh incentives under
a 10-year industrial program that aims to attract
$427 bi l l ion in investment. Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman, who is the driving force
behind the reforms, agreed several deals last
month during an Asian tour including $28 billion
with China. Riyadh also wound down a 15-month
anti-corruption campaign that netted scores of
senior princes, ministers and top businessmen
and unnerved investors.

Foreign investors appear to have taken note.
They poured 6.94 billion riyals ($1.85 billion)
into the Saudi market in the first two months of
2019, according to Saudi stock exchange data.
The index is up more than 8 percent, outper-

forming its Gulf peers, compared to a fall of
about 9 percent within two weeks of
Khashoggi’s disappearance and killing. Several
executives pulled out of a major investment
forum in Riyadh last year but a Western diplomat
said this year’s event is expected to attract big
names. “Business tends to forget more quickly
than social conscience,” the diplomat said.

Investors are now looking ahead to the inclu-
sion of Saudi stocks in the MSCI’s emerging
markets benchmark this year and focusing on
the pace of economic reforms, bankers say.
“There’s too much opportunity for investment in
Saudi Arabia,” said Nick Wilson, chairman of
the $100 million Gulf Investment Fund which
plans to increase its exposure to the Saudi
stocks it sees benefiting from reforms. “A nasty
thing like that happens and shakes people up
for a couple of weeks but at the end of the day
business is business.” He pointed to projects to
boost the economy such as the $500 billion
business zone NEOM.

Thomas Barrack, executive chairman at US
investment management firm Colony Capital told
a conference in Abu Dhabi last month it was a
mistake “to dictate what we think is the moral
code”. Colony Capital has agreed to buy a stake
in the property business of France’s Accor along-
side Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF),
the financial vehicle behind Vision 2030. 

Other Western firms have distanced them-
selves from the PIF, which has more than $250
billion in assets under management. British bil-
lionaire Richard Branson in October said his
Virgin Group suspended talks with the PIF over
a planned $1 billion investment in the group’s
space ventures and suspended his directorship in
two Saudi tourism projects. A Virgin Group
spokesman said the statement still stands. 

Hollywood talent agency Endeavor and PIF
“parted ways” after talks on the fund investing
$400 million, a source familiar with the matter
said. Hollywood companies had concerns about
the reputational impact on their businesses after
Khashoggi’s killing, a second source said. The
PIF had been eyeing up to a $700 million stake
in US movie studio Legendary Entertainment but
is  facing resistance from executives at
Legendary, Reuters had reported earlier. A
source familiar with the matter said the deal still
faced the same issues. 

The bad publicity has deterred some potential
entrants to the market fearing a backlash at
home, another Western diplomat said, while firms
new to Saudi need “hand-holding”. “I think it’s
going to take one year or two before people
really begin to say Saudi Arabia is the place we
want to be,” Mark Mobius, a prominent emerg-
ing market investor, told reporters in Dubai this
week. —  Reuters 
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