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 the manufacturer. The lawmaker said the letter 

clearly stated that the technical problem with the first 
two helicopters does not prevent the ministry from 
receiving the six new aircraft. 

Damkhi said that he told the ministry officials that 
more technical tests were needed before taking deliv-
ery of the new Caracals, otherwise any technical prob-
lem could pose a danger to Kuwaiti pilots. He said that 
it was reported that one of the pilots who tested one of 
the two Caracals died after returning to his hotel room, 
adding that the defense ministry said they were told he 
died of natural causes. He did not reveal his nationality. 
The lawmaker said the ministry promised to issue a 
detailed statement explaining its position today, adding 
that unless the ministry clarifies its position and makes 
certain that no delivery will be taken before additional 
technical examinations, he will file to grill the minister.  

MP Al-Humaidi Al-Subaei, who was among the first 
to speak about technical problems in the first two heli-
copters in December, said he will file to grill the 

defense minister if any technical problem is found in 
Caracal helicopters that Kuwait is scheduled to receive 
in early March. He said that he learned that Kuwaiti 
officers have been assigned to travel to France to 
receive some of the Caracals and will return in early 
March, adding that in case any technical problem is 
found, it will mean an immediate grilling of the defense 
minister. 

Meanwhile, HH the Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-
Khaled Al-Hamad Al-Sabah, during a visit to the 
Kuwait Anti-Corruption Authority (Nazaha) headquar-
ters, updated his financial disclosure statement, said an 
official yesterday. Nazaha chief Abdulrahman Al-
Nemash affirmed that Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled is keen 
on updating his financial records, adding that the prime 
minister is deeply interested in supporting the authority 
in its efforts to combat corruption.  

The step, taken by the top government official, 
encourages transparency within the domain of state 
entities. Moreover, it will nudge employees to fight 
against all forms of corruption, Nemash pointed out. 
Nemash called on the public, including all citizens and 
expatriates, to heed the prime minister’s calls to aid 
Nazaha in its anti-corruption quest, indicating that 
government and non-government officials and bodies 
were encouraged to cooperate with Nazaha to spread 
transparency and fairness. 

2 MPs threaten to 
grill defense...

DUBAI/BEIJING: The coronavirus crisis, which has 
already battered oil prices, threatens to further under-
cut Gulf economies battling a downturn and struggling 
to wean themselves from a decades-old energy addic-
tion. The six Gulf states - Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates - count 
China as their main trading partner and crude buyer, 
which soaks up about a fifth of their oil. But China’s 
energy demand has sagged as authorities lock down 
millions of people in several cities to prevent the 
spread of the disease, now named COVID-19, that has 
killed more than 1,100 people so far.  

The knock-on effects for a global economy that is 
dependent on a buoyant China - the powerhouse 
which accounts for one third of the growth in oil 
demand - have seen prices sink to a one-year low. 
Analysts believe the crisis, which the World Health 
Organization said this week spells a “very grave” glob-
al threat, will undercut the industry and dampen prices. 
“There is no question that the virus is having a signifi-
cant impact on Chinese oil demand,” Bill Farren-Price 
of Petroleum Policy Intelligence (PPI) told AFP. If the 
lockdowns continue into the year’s second quarter,” he 
said, “then it starts to look more serious and will have 
deeper impacts on the real economy”. 

Non-oil trade between Beijing and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) has grown from just sever-
al billion dollars two decades ago to nearly $200 bil-
lion last year. One industry that has taken an early hit is 
tourism. Over 1.6 million Chinese tourists visited the 
Gulf states in 2018, most of them heading to glitzy 
Dubai, and the number had been rising fast. In recent 
weeks, however, Chinese visitors have been rarely 
sighted even in Dubai as airlines have suspend routes 
following the outbreak, threatening the ambitious 
tourism targets. 

 
Reforms needed 

The latest shock comes shortly after the 
International Monetary Fund warned that Gulf states 
must undertake much deeper reforms or risk seeing 
some $2.5 trillion in accumulated wealth drain away in 

15 years as global demand for oil slides. Oil income is 
highly sensitive to Gulf states as it contributes more 
than 70 percent of public revenues. Since Jan 30, a 
month after the disease was discovered, oil prices have 
dropped by around 20 percent, slashing tens of billions 
of dollars from GCC revenues. 

An oil price crash in mid-2014 had already seen 
public revenues dwindle and growth rates tumble, 
forcing borrowing and a drawdown on assets to plug 
budget deficits. Major energy-producing countries, 
which had already cut production in an effort to revive 
the market, now face a “double whammy” of slumping 
prices as well as more fundamental economic trauma, 
said Ellen Wald, author of the book “Saudi Inc”. “The 
declines, coming at a time of curtailed output, threaten 
economic shocks that, if long-lasting, could lead to the 
kind of political and regional instability that was avoid-
ed during the last steep drop,” she said in a Bloomberg 
news agency commentary. 

London-based research consultancy Capital 
Economics also warned that a prolonged impact from 
COVID-19 could trigger a major economic downturn. 
“Fears about the coronavirus outbreak have weighed 
on oil prices and clouded the near-term outlook for the 
Gulf countries,” it said in a report. “Lower oil prices 
and a possible deepening of oil production cuts will 
act as a headwind to growth in early 2020.” 

As a result of the sharp decline in oil prices, a tech-
nical committee for OPEC and its partners last week 
recommended additional production cuts of 600,000 
bpd to add it to the 1.7 million bpd of cuts already in 
place. Russia is reluctant to commit however, promis-
ing a decision soon. Mohammed Al-Sabban, a former 
senior Saudi energy ministry official, warned in an arti-
cle in Okaz newspaper on Tuesday that if the so-called 
OPEC+ group does not cut production quickly, Brent 
oil prices could slide to as low as $40 a barrel. 

Wald noted that previous price shocks had occurred 
in 2015 and 2016 because producers were pumping as 
much oil as they could - a far cry from the current sce-
nario. “In the feared coronavirus scenario, producers 
such as Saudi Arabia, Russia and the United Arab 

Emirates would face low prices in conjunction with low-
er production,” she said, hitting revenues and ability to 
deliver services. “If the situation lasted long enough, 
economic instability could have political consequences.” 

 
New cases drop 

Meanwhile, China’s leadership yesterday touted 
“positive results” from efforts to contain the new coro-
navirus epidemic, but warned it still faced a “large-
scale war” against the outbreak as the death toll 
climbed past 1,100. President Xi Jinping chaired a 
meeting of the ruling Politburo Standing Committee 
after figures showed that the number of new cases 
dropped for the second straight day, fuelling hopes the 
epidemic could peak later this month. 

Xi said there were “positive results” but warned 
that the country “must not relax” its epidemic control 
efforts, according to state media, as authorities have 
kept tens of millions of people under lockdown. China 
still faces a “large-scale war” and a “big test”, said 
state broadcaster CCTV in a readout of the gathering. 

Authorities said yesterday another 97 people had 
died in China, raising the national toll to 1,113, while 
more than 44,600 people had been infected by the 
COVID-19 virus. The number of people infected on a 
cruise ship off Japan, meanwhile, rose to 174 - the 
biggest cluster outside the Chinese mainland. The 
World Health Organization has called the epidemic a 
“very grave threat”. Most of the deaths and majority of 
cases have been in central Hubei province, whose capi-
tal, Wuhan, is the epicentre of the outbreak. Some 56 
million have been placed under virtual quarantine in 
the province. 

The epidemic has threatened to harm the world’s 
second-largest economy, with ANZ bank warning that 
China’s first-quarter GDP growth would slow to 3.2-
4.0 percent, down from a previous projection of 5.0 
percent. It is also disrupting sporting and cultural 
events in China, with motorsport governing body FIA 
announcing the suspension of the Formula One Grand 
Prix in Shanghai that had been scheduled for April 19 
due to the “continued spread” of the coronavirus.  

But in a positive development, the number of new 
cases has fallen in Hubei for two straight days with 
some 1,600 reported, according to figures from the 
National Health Commission. Outside the province, the 
number of new patients has declined every day for the 
past week. “In general, the number of new cases is now 
slowly decreasing,” Zhong Nanshan, a renowned scien-
tist at China’s National Health Commission, said in a 
video conference with medical staff in Wuhan on 
Tuesday. “When does the turning point occur? I can’t 
say. But I think it’s at its peak in mid- to late-February,” 
he said. 

 
Cruise ship infections rise  

In addition to locking down Hubei, authorities have 
restricted movements in several other cities far from 
the epicentre in its unprecedented effort to contain the 
virus. Authorities have found a cluster in the northern 
port city of Tianjin, where 39 people were infected in 
one department store, according to the official Xinhua 
news agency. The first case was a salesperson who was 
diagnosed on Jan 31. 

Several countries have banned arrivals from China, 
while major airlines have halted flights to and from the 
country, as hundreds of people have now been infected 
in some two-dozen countries. The biggest cluster of cas-
es outside China is on a cruise ship quarantined off 
Japan’s coast. An additional 39 people on board the 
Diamond Princess have tested positive for COVID-19, 
raising the total number of cases to 174, while thousands 
of passengers and crew face a second week in quaran-
tine. 

Given China’s economic heft and position at the nexus 
of global supply chains, the virus is affecting companies 
far and wide and across multiple sectors across the 
world. International conferences are also being affected, 
with this week’s Singapore Air Show - Asia’s biggest - 
badly hit by exhibitors withdrawing and low attendance. 
US chip giant Intel, Facebook, Chinese phone maker 
Vivo, and Cisco, meanwhile, have all withdrawn from the 
Mobile World Congress in Barcelona over coronavirus 
fears. — Agencies 

Coronavirus crisis threatens  
to hobble Gulf economies

China says faces ‘war’ against COVID-19 as death toll tops 1,100 
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 groups are mounting an attack on the Syrian army 

from Idlib and are acting aggressively towards Russian 
military installations,” he added.  

Russian foreign ministry spokeswoman Maria 
Zakharova dismissed Erdogan’s claims of attacks on 
civilians, telling journalists: “We have differing interpre-
tations from Turkey.” Under the bilateral agreements, 
radical groups were required to withdraw from a demili-
tarized zone in the Idlib region held by an array of 
rebels. The Russian defense ministry also blamed the 
crisis in Idlib on “Turkish colleagues’ failure to fulfill 
their obligations on separating fighters from the moder-
ate opposition from terrorists.” 

Russian President Vladimir Putin and Erdogan spoke 
by phone yesterday, with the Kremlin urging Ankara to 
implement the Sochi deal. The Turkish presidency con-
firmed the call but did not provide details. Erdogan’s 

threats also prompted an angry response from the 
Syrian government, accusing the Turkish leader of being 
“disconnected from reality”. “The head of the Turkish 
regime comes with empty... statements only issued by a 
person disconnected from reality,” state news agency 
SANA quoted a source at the foreign ministry as saying. 

A Russian delegation including military and intelli-
gence officials held two rounds of talks in Ankara this 
week, but no concrete agreement emerged. Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said a Turkish delegation 
would now go to Moscow “in the next few days”. 
“Continuing to work with Russia, we are working to 
secure a lasting ceasefire. But even if nothing results 
from this, our determination is clear and we will do what 
is necessary,” he said. 

US special envoy for Syria James Jeffrey held closed-
door talks with Turkish officials in Ankara including with 
Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim Kalin. Both officials said 
the attacks on Turkish army posts in Idlib by Syrian 
forces were “unacceptable”, the Turkish presidency 
said. Turkey, which already hosts some 3.7 million 
refugees from Syria, fears a fresh influx if Idlib falls to 
the government and has kept its border closed to newly 
displaced people.  — AFP 

Erdogan threatens  
Syria, slams Russia...
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Human Rights Watch’s deputy advocacy chief Bruno 

Stagno celebrated the publication of the database. This 
“should put all companies on notice: to do business 
with illegal settlements is to aid in the commission of 
war crimes,” he said. Yesterday’s report meanwhile 
stressed that companies were not doomed to remain on 
the database forever. “Where there are reasonable 

grounds to believe that... the business enterprise is 
ceasing or no longer involved in the relevant activity, 
the business enterprise would be removed from the 
database,” it said. 

The report recommended that the database be 
updated annually, and urged the Human Rights 
Council to appoint a group of independent experts to 
handle this task. Israeli settlements established in 
occupied Palestinian territory are considered to vio-
late international law, and have long been seen as a 
major obstacle to peace, since they are built on land 
the Palestinians see as part of their future state. More 
than 600,000 Jewish settlers live in the West Bank 
and east Jerusalem among three million Palestinians, 
with tensions often high. — AFP 

UN identifies 112  
firms linked to...

MANCHESTER, New Hampshire: Bernie Sanders 
and Pete Buttigieg emerged yesterday as the solid fron-
trunners in the race to take on President Donald Trump 
in November after finishing first and second in the New 
Hampshire primary. The 78-year-old leftist senator 
from neighboring Vermont and the young former mayor 
of South Bend, Indiana took 26 and 24 percent of the 
votes in Tuesday’s voting. Last week in Iowa’s caucuses, 
Buttigieg narrowly beat Sanders. 

Meanwhile, Joe Biden’s sagging campaign took 
another awful hit on Tuesday night as he finished fifth, 
behind Elizabeth Warren, the Massachusetts senator 
whose star also has dimmed. The nine candidates left in 
the race will now turn their attention to primaries in 
Nevada on Feb 22 and South Carolina on the 29th. 
Looming is the big prize of so-called Super Tuesday on 
March 3, when 14 states hold their primaries. 

“This victory here is the beginning of the end for 
Donald Trump,” Sanders said in a victory speech 
Tuesday night to a raucous crowd of supporters. Still, 
Sanders’ margin of victory was thinner than polls had 
predicted. In the 2016 campaign he took a whopping 
60 percent of the votes in New Hampshire, finishing far 
ahead of Hillary Clinton. The race for the nomination is 
long and unpredictable, but for now Sanders is a source 
of worry for those in the party who fear that, with his 
sweeping and expensive healthcare reform proposals, 
he is too far to the left to beat Trump. 

The race to represent the centrist wing of the party 
is up for grabs among Buttigieg, Senator Amy 
Klobuchar, who finished a respectable third in New 
Hampshire, and former New York mayor Michael 
Bloomberg, who entered the race late and is paying for 
his campaign with his vast personal fortune. Then there 
is Biden, the onetime frontrunner in the race banking on 
his instant name recognition as Barack Obama’s vice 
president and his 50 years of public service. He got 
only eight percent of the votes. 

A new Quinnipiac University poll said this week 
Biden has skidded nationally from 26 to 17 percent 
support since the end of January. Biden insisted 
Tuesday night - from South Carolina, after all but giv-
ing up on New Hampshire - the primaries are just get-
ting started and he is stronger than his rivals among 
Latinos and blacks. “Now, where I come from, that’s the 
opening bell - not the closing bell,” he said.  

Buttigieg is languishing at 10 percent in the latest 
national polls and has negligible support among 
African-Americans in upcoming states with more 
diverse populations. Asked about this yesterday morn-
ing on CNN, he said: “Well, certainly there is another 
hill to climb each time, and we’ve got more work to do 
to demonstrate the breadth of our support.”  

Iowa and New Hampshire are predominantly white 
and contribute just a handful of delegates to the 
nominating convention this summer. But it is not just 
a numbers game: Early primaries are al l  about 
momentum, and a win draws media coverage and 
stimulates fundraising. A string of defeats and you 
are probably out. 

Liberal Elizabeth Warren finished in fourth place at 
about nine percent. Her presidential bid looks wounded. 
Trump is sitting back and watching it all and attacking 
the Democrats in often nasty Trumpian style. “Elizabeth 
Warren, sometimes referred to as Pocahontas, is having 
a really bad night,” Trump tweeted with around half the 
count completed. “I think she is sending signals that she 
wants out.” Trump also tweeted: “Bootedgeedge 
(Buttigieg) is doing pretty well tonight. Giving Crazy 
Bernie a run for his money. Very interesting!” 

Two Democrats dropped out of the race after the 
New Hampshire primary: Tech businessman Andrew 
Yang and Senator Michael Bennet. “You know I am the 
math guy, and it is clear tonight from the numbers that 
we are not going to win this race,” Yang said. 
Significantly, the Quinnipiac University poll showed bil-
lionaire Bloomberg vaulting into third place on 15 per-
cent nationwide - suggesting a possible upset when 
New York’s former mayor, who is skipping the first four 
nominating contests, throws himself fully into the race. 
Competing for the support defecting from Biden, 
Bloomberg is focusing on Super Tuesday on March 3, 
spending a record $260 million of his personal fortune 
on his campaign.  —AFP 

Sanders, Buttigieg 
frontrunners after 
Biden crashes, burns

SAN FRANCISCO: The Facebook-owned messaging 
service WhatsApp said yesterday it now has more than 
two billion users around the world as it reaffirmed its 
commitment to strong encryption to protect privacy. 
WhatsApp, acquired by Facebook in 2014, has grown 
into one of the most widely used services in the 
Facebook “family” of apps, offering free messaging 
along with voice and video calls. “Private conversations 
that once were only possible face-to-face can now take 
place across great distances through instant chats and 
video calling,” a WhatsApp blog post said. “There are 
so many significant and special moments that take place 
over WhatsApp and we are humbled and honored to 
reach this milestone.” 

The statement said WhatsApp remained committed 
to its “strong encryption” that enables users to connect 
privately even amid calls by law enforcement in the 
United States and elsewhere to provide more access. 
“Strong encryption is a necessity in modern life. We will 
not compromise on security because that would make 
people less safe,” WhatsApp said. “For even more pro-
tection, we work with top security experts, employ 
industry leading technology to stop misuse as well as 

provide controls and ways to report issues - without 
sacrificing privacy.” 

Last week, child protection organizations called on 
Facebook to halt plans for strong encryption of all its 
platforms, saying that would allow predators to operate 
freely. WhatsApp employs “end to end encryption” 
which can in many cases prevent law enforcement from 
accessing user data even with a court order. The social 
network is working to extend end-to-end encryption 
across its messaging applications, including Facebook 
Messenger and Instagram. 

Back door dilemma  
Child protection groups have expressed fears that 

stronger encryption of online exchanges would facili-
tate the sharing of child pornography. Backers of strong 
encryption argue that any special access or “back-
doors” allowed for law enforcement would weaken 
security and could be exploited by criminals, hackers 
and authoritarian governments. Officials from the US, 
Britain and Australia late last year called on Facebook to 
allow authorities to circumvent encryption to better 
fight extremism, child pornography and other crimes. 

The heads of Facebook’s WhatsApp and Messenger, 
Will Cathcart and Stan Chudnovsky, responded in a letter 
to officials from the three countries that allowing this kind 
of “backdoor” access “would be a gift to criminals, hack-
ers and repressive regimes” while leaving users vulnera-
ble. Facebook’s stance on encryption has been backed by 
more than 100 activist organizations, security experts and 
industry groups who warned against efforts to force tech 
companies to weaken encryption. — AFP 

WhatsApp defends 
encryption as it  
tops 2 billion users


