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 pseudonym, said that despite the rapid social 

changes, double standards still existed, and that it was 
still considered a “scandal and disgrace” if women 
smoked. The only woman lighting up amid several 
tables of male smokers, she said she intended to “chal-
lenge society” and ignore the occasional dirty looks. 
“My rights will be fully respected when my family 
accepts me as a smoker,” she said, recalling that a 
friend was sent to an addiction clinic when her parents 
found out about her smoking. 

Najla started smoking while still a school student 
and, like her, up to 65 percent of female Saudi high 
schoolers light up secretly, according to a 2015 study 
by the medical faculty at King Abdulaziz University 
cited by Arab News. Despite the limitations, in a coun-
try where until just a few years ago religious police 
would chase and hit women for infractions like wearing 
nail polish or allowing a strand of hair to escape from 
their hijab, the changes have been head-spinning. 
“Most of our women clients order shisha. It’s some-

thing that was totally unimaginable just three months 
ago,” a Lebanese waiter told AFP at an up-market cafe 
in north Riyadh. 

Heba, a 36-year-old longtime smoker who sat at a 
table nearby, described growing up in a closed country 
where “everything was forbidden to women”. “I never 
imagined I would be able to smoke shisha in public next 
to men,” she told AFP. “Now, everything is allowed. 
Women venture out without hijab, without abaya and 
they even smoke publicly.” 

But even as the kingdom has introduced reforms, it 
has attracted condemnation for a heavy-handed 
crackdown on dissidents including intellectuals, cler-
ics and female activists. In 2018, authorities arrested 
at least a dozen women activists just before the his-
toric lifting of the decades-long ban on female 
motorists. Many of the detained have accused inter-
rogators of sexual harassment and torture. Saudi 
authorities reject the accusations. 

“There is no doubt that at the persona level there is 
more freedom,” said Walid Al-Hathloul, whose sister 
Loujain is on trial over allegations of having contacts 
with foreign media and diplomats. “But the reforms in 
favor of women are part of a public relations campaign 
to improve the kingdom’s human rights record,” he told 
AFP. “The arrest and demonization of women activists 
is proof of this - it’s designed so that the reforms will 
not be credited to the activists.” — AFP 

New era sees  
Saudi women...
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 and transfers abroad. “From Monday, Middle East 
(Airlines) and other airline companies operating in 
Lebanon will only accept payments in US dollars,” the offi-
cial National News Agency (NNA) reported yesterday. 

In the wake of the announcement, dozens of cus-
tomers crowded the MEA offices at Beirut airport - the 
only one open yesterday - in the hopes of paying for 
their tickets in Lebanese pounds, images broadcast on 
local TV showed. Middle East Airlines (MEA) is majori-
ty-owned by the Lebanese state and administrated by 
the country’s central bank. The Lebanese pound has 
been officially pegged at 1,507 pounds to the US dollar 
since 1997, and the two currencies are used inter-
changeably in the tiny Middle Eastern country. 

But in recent months, the pound has plunged against 
the greenback on the parallel exchange market. 
Informal currency controls imposed since late last year 
have sparked public outrage in the protest-hit country, 
where an anti-government popular movement launched 

on October 17 has grown increasingly angry at banking 
policies. Major banks in Lebanon began tightening 
banking controls this month, halving the amount of dol-
lars depositors are allowed to withdraw every month. 

It will still be possible to complete certain transac-
tions - such as modifying reservations and paying for 
excess baggage - in local currency at Beirut airport, the 
NNA said, adding that travellers can pay using check 
or card, provided the account is in foreign currency. 
MEA offices had so far continued to accept payments 
in pounds at the official rate and yesterday’s announce-
ment was met with an angry response on social media. 

“MEA: A national airline that does not accept pay-
ment in its own national currency. Logic redefined,” one 
Twitter user wrote. Another posted in response to the 
news: “Middle East (MEA) belongs to the Lebanese 
state, it’s a flagrant violation of the law. We’re not head-
ing for collapse, we’re in the middle of it.”  The central 
bank chief said in January that he agreed with money 
exchange houses capping the parallel rate at 2,000, but 
the price of dollars at some exchanges continues to rise. 

The decision also drew criticism including from the 
Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) whose leader, former 
foreign minister Gebran Bassil, called the move illegal. 
Writing on Twitter, MP Fouad Makhzoumi said the 
move put the Lebanese under effective “house arrest” 
and must be cancelled. — Agencies 

Lebanon national  
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ANKARA: Turkey’s foreign minister said 
yesterday he has told his Russian counter-
part that the Damascus regime’s attacks on 
the last rebel-held bastion in Syria must 
stop. Backed by Russian air power, Syrian 
President Bashar Al-Assad has been inten-
sifying his assault on the holdout north-
western province of Idlib. 

And tensions have been running high 
between Ankara and Moscow after 14 Turks 
were killed in shelling by Syrian govern-
ment forces in the region. “I stressed that 
the attacks in Idlib must stop and it was 
necessary to establish a lasting ceasefire 
that would not be violated,” Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu told journalists 
in Germany. 

Cavusoglu met Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov on Saturday during the 
Munich Security Conference. Turkey has 12 
observation posts in Idlib as part of a 2018 
deal reached between Ankara and Moscow 
in the Russian resort of Sochi to prevent a 
regime offensive. 

But despite the agreement, Syrian 
regime forces, backed by Russian air 
strikes, have pressed ahead with an assault 
to retake the province, killing hundreds of 
people. Four of the Turkish posts are 
believed to be encircled by Syrian forces, 
and Ankara has threatened to attack 
Damascus if they do not retreat by the end 
of February. 

A Turkish delegation will head to 
Moscow today, after Russian officials visit-
ed Ankara last weekend but no concrete 
agreement emerged. Rebel supporter 
Turkey and Damascus ally Russia have 
worked closely on Syria in recent years 
despite being on opposing sides of the 
nine-year conflict. 

Meanwhile, Cavusoglu said China should 
not label all Muslim ethnic Uighurs as ter-
rorists, following talks with his Chinese 
counterpart in Germany. UN experts 
believe China is holding a million Muslims in 
camps in the western Xinjiang region where 

most of the country’s ethnic Uighur, the 
largest Muslim minority, live. 

The region has long suffered from vio-
lent unrest, which China claims is orches-
trated by an organized “terrorist” move-
ment seeking independence. “Whether 
Turk, Uighur Turk, Han Chinese, Buddhist or 
Christian... it is not right to call all Uighur 
Turks terrorists just because one or two 
terrorists came from a certain ethnic 
group,” Cavusoglu told reporters. 

Cavusoglu held talks with Chinese 

Foreign Minister Wang Yi on Saturday dur-
ing the Munich Security Conference. The 
minister said he had brought up the Uighur 
issue with Wang. “Uighur Turks are Chinese 
citizens so our wish is that Uighur Turks 
exercise all their rights as first class citizens. 
These are our expectations,” he said in tel-
evised comments. 

The Turkish minister criticized skeptical 
statements from Beijing over links between 
Turks and Uighurs, insisting they had “eth-
nic, religious, cultural and historical ties”. 

But Cavusoglu said Ankara did not want to 
use the issue as a “political tool” against 
Beijing like other countries, which he did 
not name. 

The Turkish minister’s comments were 
cautious, especially compared with the for-
eign ministry spokesman’s remarks last 
February which described China’s treatment 
of Uighurs as “a great embarrassment for 
humanity”. Last year Beijing invited Turkey 
to send a delegation to Xinjiang, a meeting 
which Cavusoglu said could take place 

depending on the programme’s details. “It is 
not possible to send a delegation only for 
official meetings,” Cavusoglu added. 

The majority of mainly Muslim countries 
have opted to steer clear of public state-
ments on the issue, for fear of angering 
China which is an important trading partner. 
Footballer Mesut Ozil, an Arsenal midfielder 
and former German international of Turkish 
origin, encountered much fury from Beijing 
in December after he condemned China’s 
crackdown. —AFP 

Turkey tells Russia: Regime  
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AMMAN: Rival parties in the Yemen conflict have 
reached an agreement on the first large-scale prisoner 
exchange since the start of the five-year conflict, the 
UN said yesterday. The announcement came after a 
seven-day meeting in the Jordanian capital Amman. A 
joint statement from the UN and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross called the deal “a step 
towards the fulfillment of the parties’ commitment to 
the phased release of all conflict-related detainees 
according to the Stockholm Agreement”. The number 
of prisoners to be released was not specified and nei-
ther was the timing. 

The conflict in Yemen pits Iran-backed Houthi rebels 
against government forces supported by a Saudi-led 
military coalition. The warring parties agreed to 
exchange some 15,000 detainees as part of a UN-

mediated deal brokered in Sweden in 2018. “This is a 
purely humanitarian measure that must be implemented 
without delay, according to what was agreed in 
Jordan,” the Yemeni foreign ministry said on Twitter. 
Houthi spokesman Mohammed Abdel Salam tweeted 
that “1,400 prisoners, including Saudis and Sudanese, 
will be freed”. 

The UN special envoy for Yemen, Martin Griffiths, 
urged the warring parties “to move forward with the 
exchange they agreed on today (Sunday) with the 
utmost sense of urgency. “Progress has been too slow 
on this front,” he said. The committee overseeing the 
Sweden prisoner swap plans to meet again in late March 
“to discuss further exchanges”, the statement added. 

Both sides have released hundreds of prisoners 
over the past months as part of sporadic swaps. 
“Despite ongoing clashes, we saw that the parties 
have found common humanitarian ground that will 
allow many detainees to return to their loved ones,” 
said Franz Rauchenstein, the ICRC’s head of mission 
in Sanaa. The Yemen conflict has killed tens of thou-
sands of people, most of them civilians, and sparked 
what the United Nations calls the world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis. —  AFP 
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KUALA LUMPUR: A small factory in Malaysia’s capital 
is preparing thousands of ready-to-eat halal meals, from 
fried rice to chicken biryani, to be shipped off to Japan for 
2020’s biggest sporting event. Food firms from Muslim-
majority Malaysia, are expected to be big winners from a 
rush of Muslim travellers to Japan for the Olympics and 
Paralympic Games, from late July to September. “It’s a 
huge platform and opportunity for us,” said Ahmad 
Husaini Hassan, boss of the MyChef company making the 
meals in Kuala Lumpur. “Our intention is not to go in and 
out. We’ve to go in and stay for the long term.” 

Malaysia wants to use the Games as a springboard to 
boost halal exports, which include food and cosmetics, by 
about a fifth to $12 billion this year. It exported halal 
goods worth $604 million to Japan in 2018, 90 percent of 
it food and food ingredients. Malaysia is the only country 
to have reached a halal cooperation deal with Tokyo for 
the Games. MyChef aims to triple its revenue to 4.5 mil-
lion ringgit ($1 million) this year. It is in talks with 
Japanese retailer Aeon to jointly develop a line of ready-
to-eat halal meals and snacks, Ahmad Husaini said. 

Malaysia’s halal trade has lagged behind non-Muslim 
nations such as the United States, China and Brazil. The 
value of the global halal market is projected to reach $2.6 
trillion by 2023, nearly double 2017 levels, according to 
Dublin-based data firm Research and Markets. Malaysia’s 
government has set an ambitious target of selling as much 
as $300 million worth of halal food and products to 
Muslims and non-Muslims around the Games. 

It has secured space on the sidelines to host a 
“Malaysia Street 2020” promotion, which will offer 
opportunities to sell food and for firms to meet Japanese 
buyers and distributors. “We have a lot to learn from 
Malaysian authorities and in return, Malaysian companies 

have more chances to expand their business,” said Hideto 
Nakajima, economic counsellor at the Japanese embassy 
in Malaysia. The number of tourists to Japan from 
Southeast Asia, the region with the world’s biggest 
Muslim population, has jumped in recent years thanks to 
relaxed visa rules. 

As Japan looks to draw a record 40 million tourists 
this year, Malaysia estimates 8 million of them will be 
Muslim. For HQC Commerce, among four firms chosen 
to lead Malaysia’s halal push in Japan, the Olympics is a 
“stepping stone” for bigger things. “We know that dur-
ing the Olympics the demand will be highest, so this is 
the time for us to promote Malaysian products,” said 
CEO Khairul Shahril Hamzah.  

The latest major international sporting event in Asia 
hosted by a Muslim-minority country was the Olympics 
in South Korea. In accordance with the halal food stan-
dards set by the Department of Islamic Development 
Malaysia (JAKIM), it provided halal meals for athletes 
and personnel.  

The “halal food zone” located within the Athletes 
Dining Hall was certified halal by the Korea Muslim 
Federation and operated by Shinsegae Food. The lat-
ter also collaborated with a popular Malaysian chef 
and a Malaysian food manufacturer, Mamee Double 
Decker Sdn Bhd. 

These business partnerships whose capabilities align 
with halal standards, while offering both local and inter-
national cuisine, represented a significant milestone for 
the halal industry in South Korea. To pull off a large-
scale catering stint for a wave of international athletes 
while keeping to a JAKIM-approved halal standard 
might suggest that South Korea is in a good position to 
support foreign tourists with halal dietary needs. 

With food increasingly regarded as a key part of a 
traveller’s itinerary and an authentic experience of 
other cultures, halal-certified businesses could look 
towards catering to tourists beyond the local demo-
graphic. Japan is well-positioned for this direction 
given that it is among the top 10 countries with the 
largest number of arrivals from major Muslim-popu-
lous markets. — Agencies   

With biryani and rice  
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for halal Olympic gold

BAB AL-HAWA, Syria: A picture taken yesterday shows a Turkish army convoy stuck in traffic after entering Syrian territory through the Kafr Lusin border crossing in Idlib’s northern 
countryside. — AFP  
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Washington, which in 2018 decided to pull out of an 

international nuclear deal with Iran and re-impose 
sanctions on it, is leading a naval mission to protect oil 
tankers and cargo ships that includes Britain. France 
leads a separate European mission, and Japan, Russia, 
South Korea and China have also sent naval assets to 
the region. There have been periodic confrontations 

between the Iranian Guards and the U.S. military in the 
Gulf in recent years. US officials have said closing the 
Strait would be crossing a “red line” and America 
would take action to reopen it. 

“The only thing for Kuwait, Bahrain and Qatar is the 
Strait of Hormuz and if it is blocked we will all be in 
trouble so that’s why it is important to maintain the 
safeguard of maritime navigation,” Kuwait’s foreign 
minister Sheikh Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohammad Al-
Sabah told the same conference. Yesterday, Sheikh 
Ahmad met his Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad 
Zarif on the sidelines of the Munich conference. The 
two officials focused, during their meeting, on bolster-
ing ties, issues of mutual interests and recent regional 
and international developments. — Agencies  

Oman sees biggest 
Gulf clash risk...


