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For Oman, the deal will further advance its efforts to
transform Duqm, once just a fishing village 550 km south
of capital Muscat, into a key Middle East industrial and
port center, as its diversifies its economy beyond oil and
gas exports. The deal could also better position the
United States in the region for what has become a global
competition with China for influence. Chinese firms once
aimed to invest up to $10.7 billion in the Duqm project, a

massive injection of capital into Oman, in what was
expected to be a commercial, not military, arrangement.

“It looks to me like the Chinese relationship here
isn’t as big as it appeared it was going to be a couple
of years ago,” the second official said. “There’s a sec-
tion of the Duqm industrial zone that’s been set aside
for the Chinese ... and as far as I can tell so far they’ve
done just about nothing.” Still, China has in the past
shown no qualms about rubbing up against US military
facilities. In 2017, the African nation of Djibouti, posi-
tioned at another geostrategic choke-point, the strait
of Bab al-Mandeb, became home to China’s first over-
seas military base. The US military already had a base
located just miles away, which has been crucial for
operations against Islamic State, Al-Qaeda and other
militant groups. — Reuters 

With eye on Iran, 
US clinches port...

Continued from Page 1

Dramatic footage of the passengers’ ordeal showed
furniture and plants sliding around the lurching vessel
as parts of the ceiling came down. Dozens of passen-
gers wearing lifejackets were seen seated waiting to get
off the ship. 

“I have never seen anything so frightening,” said Janet
Jacob, who was rescued. “I started to pray. I prayed for
the safety of everyone on board,” she told the NRK tele-
vision channel. “The helicopter trip was terrifying. The
winds were like a tornado,” she added. “We were sitting
down for breakfast when things started to shake... It was
just chaos,” said another passenger, American John
Curry, as quoted in Norwegian by local media.

Passenger Rodney Horgan said he had been remind-
ed of the Titanic. “The best word, I guess, is surreal,” he
said. “Sea water six-seven feet (about two metres) high
just came rushing in, hit the tables, chairs, broken glass
and 20-30 people just... went right in front of me. I was
standing, my wife was sitting in front of me and all of a

sudden, she was gone. And I thought this was the end,”
Horgan said. But it all ended well for Ryan Flynn. “Here’s
my 83-year-old dad being airlifted from the
#vikingsky,” he said. “We are all off the ship safely!”

The ship was sailing south from Tromso to Stavanger
when engine trouble struck mid-afternoon on Saturday
in an area off More og Romsdal that has claimed many
vessels. “It is dangerous to encounter engine problems
in these waters, which hide numerous reefs,” said Tor
Andre Franck, the head of police operations. A recep-
tion center was set up in a gym on shore for the evac-
uees, many of whom were elderly and from the United
States and Britain.

The area where the ship got into problems, known
as Hustadvika, is notoriously difficult to navigate. The
shallow, 10 nautical mile section of coastline is dotted
with small islands and reefs. “Hustadvika is one of the
most notorious maritime areas that we have,” Odd Roar
Lange, a journalist specializing in tourism, told NRK. In
their time, the Vikings hesitated to venture into the
Hustadvika, preferring instead to transport their boats
by land from one fjord to another. Operated by the
Norwegian firm Viking Ocean Cruises, the Viking Sky
was launched in 2017 with a capacity of 930 passen-
gers plus crew. In addition to US and British nationals,
there were also passengers from 14 other countries on
board, Fjeld said. — AFP 
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recognized the disputed city of Jerusalem as Israel’s
capital, causing uproar in the Muslim world. He fol-
lowed up on Friday with a pledge to recognize Israel’s
annexation of the Golan Heights. 

Israel seized mainly Palestinian east Jerusalem, Syria’s
Golan and Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula in the 1967 Six-Day
War, when it also occupied the West Bank and Gaza. But
under the 1979 peace treaty, Israel returned the Sinai to
former enemy Egypt. Successive leaders in Cairo have
kept the treaty in place even after Egypt’s uprising and
the army’s 2013 overthrow of its first democratically-
elected president, Islamist leader Mohamed Morsi, who
himself did not move to scrap the accord. “In all cases,
the peace treaty has remained in place,” Shobaki said. 

Instability since 2011 has thrown into disarray the

North Sinai region along the border with Gaza and Israel
where a local affiliate of the Islamic State group has
spearheaded an insurgency. Political commentator
Abdel-Azim Hammad pointed to increased security
cooperation with Israel, which has agreed to Egypt’s mil-
itary presence in the Sinai being boosted to fight the mil-
itants. In an interview with US television network CBS,
Egypt’s President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi acknowledged
heightened cooperation with the Jewish state. “We have
a wide range of cooperation with the Israelis,” he said. 

Egypt and Israel have also developed strong eco-
nomic relations with the 2018 signing of a $15-billion
deal on Israeli gas imports.  In January, Israel’s
Energy Minister Yuval Steinitz made a rare visit to
Cairo to participate in an Eastern Mediterranean
Forum. Under the peace treaty, Egypt has received
more than $40 billion in military aid and $30 billion in
economic assistance from the United States since
1980. The aid was partially suspended between 2013
and 2015 following Morsi’s ouster, but it was quickly
restored. “For the United States, the Egyptian army is
a stabilizing element in a region bristling with ten-
sions,” Shobaki said. — AFP 

Egypt-Israel
pact lives on in...

A picture taken yesterday shows the demolition of the “Weisser Riese” (White Giant), a high-rise residential building from the 1970s in the Homberg-Hochheide district in Duisburg. According to a plan aiming at upgrading the district, the
block of flats was blown up with around 290 kg of explosives, enveloping neighboring houses with a huge cloud of dust. — AFP 

DUBAI/LONDON: Budget needs are forcing Saudi
Arabia to push for oil prices of at least $70 per barrel
this year, industry sources say, even though US shale oil
producers could benefit and Riyadh’s share of global
crude markets might be further eroded. Riyadh, OPEC’s
de facto leader, said it was steeply cutting exports to its
main customers in March and April despite refiners ask-
ing for more of its oil. The move defies US President
Donald Trump’s demands for OPEC to help reduce
prices while he toughens sanctions on oil producers Iran
and Venezuela.

The export cuts are designed to prop up prices,
sources close to Saudi oil policy say. Saudi officials say
the kingdom’s output policies are merely intended to
balance the world market and reduce high inventories.
“The Saudis want oil at $70 at least and are not worried
about too much shale oil,” said one industry source
familiar with Saudi oil policy. Another source said Saudi
Arabia wanted to “put a floor under oil prices” at $70 or
slightly lower, and added: “No one at OPEC can talk
about output increases now.”

Officially, Saudi Arabia, which plans to raise govern-
ment spending to boost economic growth, does not have
a price target. It says price levels are determined by the
market and that it is merely targeting a balance of global
supply and demand. Even a price of around $70 a barrel
would not balance Saudi Arabia’s books this year,
according to figures cited by Jihad Azour, director of the
International Monetary Fund’s Middle East and Central
Asia department in February. For that, he said, Riyadh
needs oil prices at $80-$85 a barrel. Saudi Arabia, the
world’s largest oil exporter, also wants to make sure it
avoids a repeat of the 2014-2016 oil price crash below
$30 per barrel, sources familiar with Saudi policy said.

Saudi Arabia plans to reduce March and April oil pro-
duction to under 10 million barrels per day - below its
official OPEC output target of 10.3 million bpd. A Saudi
official told Reuters this month that despite strong
demand from customers, state oil giant Saudi Aramco
had cut its allocations for April by 635,000 bpd below
nominations - requests made by refiners and clients for
crude. Saudi Energy Minister Khalid Al-Falih said such
swings were not unusual because last year the kingdom
had raised output and exports above targets to avoid
imminent shortages. Saudi Arabia has also been advocat-
ing an extension of OPEC-led supply cuts beyond June

until the end of 2019.
Russia, which is not an OPEC member but is cutting

output in tandem with OPEC, can balance its budget at
oil prices of $55 per barrel and has not made clear yet
whether it is prepared to extend them when OPEC next
meets in June. “With budget needs at above $85 per bar-
rel, the Saudis desperately need prices at above $70 per
barrel,” said Gary Ross, CEO of Black Gold Investors
and a veteran OPEC watcher. “They also need to con-
vince Russia that the strategy of output cuts makes
sense despite the loss of market share to the United
States,” he said.

The United States and Russia produce 12 million and
11 million bpd respectively. Unlike Russia, the United
States pumps at will via its commercial energy sector,
led by shale. The International Energy Agency forecasts
its output will soar by another 4 million bpd in the next
five years. Those increases would be likely to outpace
the growth of global demand and give Washington an
even bigger share of the global market, making it a big-
ger exporter than Saudi Arabia.

Riyadh has long been a close ally of the United States
and the two countries have coordinated oil policy more
closely since Trump became president than under his
predecessor, Barack Obama. Trump has supported Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman despite a global
outcry over the killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, a
critic of the Saudi government, and has made clear he
expects OPEC to help lower global oil prices.

Last year, Saudi Arabia raised output steeply under
pressure from Washington. But it later heard that the
United States had granted Iranian oil customers unex-
pectedly generous waivers and the price of oil subse-
quently fell to $50 per barrel. On Monday, OPEC and its
allies, led by Russia, scrapped a planned meeting in April
and will decide instead whether to extend output cuts in
June, once the market has assessed the impact of new
US sanctions on Iran due in May over its non-compli-
ance with a deal to curb its nuclear program.

“We have to wait and see what the Americans will
do first,” a second OPEC source said. There is, howev-
er, no guarantee Saudi policy will remain unchanged if
Washington puts pressure on Riyadh to raise supply.
“They (the Saudis) do care about Trump, but they
can’t do whatever he says every time,” an OPEC
source said. — Reuters 

More shale, who cares? Saudi 
Arabia pushes at least $70 oil

WASHINGTON: Powerful has long been the word
used to describe America’s pro-Israel lobby AIPAC,
which for decades has helped assure nearly universal
support in Washington for the Jewish state. But as the
American Israel Public Affairs Committee met for its
annual conference starting yesterday, it is seeing rare
partisan cracks with none of the Democratic presidential
candidates confirmed to attend. The shift comes under
the cloud of politics in Israel, whose right-wing prime
minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, is flying to Washington
for AIPAC weeks before he faces elections.

President Donald Trump, who will warmly welcome
Netanyahu, seized on the Democrats’ non-attendance,
telling reporters Friday: “They are totally anti-Israel.
Frankly, I think they’re anti-Jewish.” Democratic candi-
dates have cited scheduling or given no reason, although
an aide to Senator Bernie Sanders, who is Jewish, said
the socialist was concerned that AIPAC was giving a
platform to “leaders who have expressed bigotry and
oppose a two-state solution.”

Trump has rallied in full force behind Netanyahu,
backing his hard line on Iran and taking once taboo

steps such as recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital
and, just Thursday, accepting Israeli sovereignty over
the Golan Heights, which the Jewish state captured from
Syria in 1967. But American Jews lean left and only 24
percent approved of Trump’s job performance in a
recent survey by the Pew Research Center. “AIPAC is in
a difficult position because it is supposed to be the
voice of the pro-Israel community, but in reality the
Jewish community as a whole is opposed to the govern-
ment of Israel as well as the government of the United
States,” said Jeremy Ben-Ami, president of the liberal
Jewish advocacy group J Street.

AIPAC has hardly lost the Democrats. While candi-
dates will stay away, its top brass in Congress will speak
at AIPAC including House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and
Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer. And AIPAC’s
legislative goals face little serious pushback. Israel is the
largest recipient of US aid, receiving more than $3 bil-
lion in military financing in the 2018 fiscal year. 

“I think it’s an established fact that on Capitol Hill
there is overwhelming, bipartisan support and that
support is just as deep in the Democratic Party as in
the Republican Party,” said Jason Isaacson, who heads
the Washington office of the American Jewish
Committee. “I think it’s not surprising that people in
their visceral, passionate resistance to the US presi-
dent associate him with the prime minister of Israel
and from that draw the conclusion that to oppose the
president you must oppose people who share common
strategic concerns,” he said. — AFP
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