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$55/bbl thereafter,” it said. Beyond 2020, growth 

rates are forecast to accelerate to an average of 2.5 
percent over 2021-2023, basing this on expectation of 
OPEC+ oil production cuts ultimately being discon-
tinued and Kuwait’s planned expansion of oil output 
and refining capacity, including via the restart of pro-
duction within the Partitioned Neutral Zone (PNZ) 
between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.”  

We understand that the two countries have 
reached an agreement to resume production, follow-
ing years of PNZ inactivity. Oil production from the 
PNZ could amount to 0.5 mbpd once operational, 
although actual output will remain lower in the short 
term, partly because Kuwait will continue to comply 
with the new OPEC+ agreed cuts,” it noted. Despite 
somewhat stronger institutional arrangements, 
Kuwait’s structural reform efforts have generally 
lagged behind other regional economies’ in recent 
years. Unlike Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
and Bahrain, Kuwait still has not introduced value-
added tax.  

Without the debt law, the government is not able 
to issue new debt and thus continues to rely on large 
asset drawdowns to fund deficits at the central gov-
ernment level, it suggested. A significant escalation of 
regional tensions could have a detrimental impact on 
Kuwait’s economy if trade routes through the Strait of 
Hormuz are disrupted, it said. 

On flexibility and performance, it said strongest 
net general government asset position of all rated 
sovereigns Kuwait’s formidable government assets, as 
a percentage of GDP, remain a key ratings strength. 
These result from historical savings of oil profits and 
are accumulated in the Kuwait Investment Authority 
(KIA), the sovereign wealth fund. “Despite our fore-
cast of a reduction in the oil price to $55 in 2021 from 
an average price of $60 that we project for 2020, we 
still expect Kuwait will continue to post headline gen-
eral government surpluses averaging 8 percent of 

GDP over the medium term. This is primarily due to 
substantial investment returns generated through 
managing the existing stock of KIA assets. We do not 
expect any debt issuance for now because parliament 
has not yet passed the new debt law,” it  said. 
Consequently, the government will continue to rely on 
asset drawdowns from the GRF to finance deficits at 
the central government level.  

“Continued unchecked reliance on GRF assets to 
fund deficits at the central government level could 
ultimately lead to the GRF’s depletion, although we 
understand this is more a medium-term risk rather 
than an immediate one. Our baseline expectation is 
that parliament will finally pass the amended debt law 
within the next two to three years, authorizing the 
government to borrow. The Finance Ministry has 
recently amended this new draft debt law but is yet to 
submit it to parliament. The global rating agency 
expected Kuwait’s current account to remain in sur-
plus in 2020, largely mirroring its fiscal performance, 
turning to only modest deficits from 2021 onward. 
Although it expected oil prices to moderate over the 
medium term, Kuwait’s plans to expand production 
will support its external position. At the same time, 
growing domestic consumption at fixed exchange 
rates of the Kuwaiti dinar means imports will also 
rise, eroding current account surpluses. Kuwait’s 
exchange rate is pegged to an undisclosed basket of 
currencies. This basket is dominated by the US dollar, 
the currency in which the majority of Kuwaiti exports 
are priced and transacted.  

“In our view, Kuwait’s foreign exchange regime is 
somewhat more flexible than those in most other GCC 
countries that maintain a peg to the dollar alone. For 
example, the Central Bank of Kuwait (CBK) decided 
to cut the key interest rate only once in 2019 by 
25bps to 2.75 percent, while ignoring rate cuts by the 
Federal Reserve in July and September,” it said. It 
believed that some degree of monetary-policy diver-
gence between the Federal Reserve and the CBK is 
possible, in part due to the limited amount of portfo-
lio flows between Kuwait and the rest of the world. 
Despite the challenging operating environment, the 
Kuwaiti banking sector remains resilient with stable 
profitability and improved asset quality. In our view, 
concentration in the commercial real estate segment 
remains a key credit risk for banks. —KUNA

S&P affirms 
Kuwait’s credit...
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Both Haftar and Sarraj are also expected at the gather-

ing, the first of such scale on the conflict since 2018. After 
months of combat, which has killed more than 2,000 peo-
ple, a ceasefire took effect on January 12 backed by both 
Ankara and Moscow, which is accused of supporting Haftar. 

But yesterday’s blockade raised fears over the conflict. 
The disruption to oil exports is expected to more than 
halve the country’s daily crude production, to 500,000 
barrels from 1.3 million barrels, translating to losses of 
$55 million a day, warned Libya’s National Oil Company. 

“Our line at the UN is clear. Don’t play with petrol 
because it’s the livelihood of the Libyans,” warned Salame 
just hours before the blockade. “Don’t play with petrol, be 
it by turning it into a weapon of war or a way to cause 
divisions or as a bidding tool.” 

The oil-rich North African country has been torn by 
fighting between rival armed factions since a 2011 
NATO-backed uprising killed dictator Muammar Gaddafi 
and toppled his regime. More recently, Haftar’s forces 
launched an assault in April on Sarraj’s troops in Tripoli. 

Although Sarraj’s government is recognized by the UN, 
some powerful players have broken away to stand behind 
Haftar-turning a domestic conflict into what is essentially a 
proxy war with international powers jostling to secure 
their own interests from global influence to oil and migra-
tion. Alarm grew internationally when Ankara ordered in 
troops early January to help shore up Sarraj, while 
Moscow is suspected of providing weapons, financing and 
mercenaries to Haftar-something Russia has denied. 

“We must end this vicious cycle of Libyans calling 
for the help of foreign powers. Their intervention deep-

ens the divisions among the Libyans,” said Salame, not-
ing that the place of international players should be to 
“help Libyans develop themselves”.  The UN envoy said 
today’s meeting will also seek to “consolidate” the 
shaky ceasefire. 

“Today we only have a truce. We want to transform it 
into a real ceasefire with monitoring, separation (of rival 
camps), repositioning of heavy weapons” outside urban 
zones, he said. The UN had sought on multiple attempts 
to bid for peace, but talks have repeatedly collapsed. 

 
Erdogan issues warning  

On the eve of the Berlin talks, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan warned Europe to stand united behind 
Sarraj’s government, as Tripoli’s fall could leave “fertile 
ground” for jihadist groups like IS or Al-Qaeda “to get 
back on their feet”.  Erdogan said the EU’s failure to ade-
quately support the Government of National Accord 
(GNA) would be “a betrayal of its own core values, 
including democracy and human rights”. 

“Terrorist organizations such as ISIS and Al-Qaeda, 
which suffered a military defeat in Syria and Iraq, will find 
a fertile ground to get back on their feet.” A furious 
Erdogan has accused Haftar of fleeing Moscow and said 
he would “teach (him) a lesson” if he resumed fighting. 

Erdogan’s government backs Sarraj and the Turkish 
parliament earlier this month approved the deployment 
of troops to Libya after the signing of controversial 
security and maritime deals between Tripoli and Ankara. 
“To leave Libya at the mercy of a warlord would be a 
mistake of historic proportions,” he said, in a veiled ref-
erence to Haftar.  

France has denied it was backing Haftar. But a diplo-
matic source noted that the fact that the commander 
already controls 80 percent of Libya needed to be taken 
into account. The European Union is watching with 
growing alarm at the escalating strife on its doorstep as it 
counts on Libya as a gatekeeper deterring migrants from 
crossing the Mediterranean.  — AFP

Libya oil exports  
blocked; Berlin...
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“We ask peaceful protesters to keep away from the site 

of the rioting for their safety.” 
An AFP photographer saw young men uproot parking 

meters. He also saw around 10 people faint from the tear 
gas. A female protester named Maya, 23, said she was 
attending the protest because politicians still seemed to be 
ignoring demands for an overhaul of the old political class. 

“I’m here because after more than 90 days in the streets, 

they’re still squabbling over their shares in government... It’s 
as if they didn’t see our movement,” she said. “Popular anger 
is the solution,” the young protester said. Forming a new 
cabinet is often convoluted in Lebanon, where a complex 
system seeks to maintain balance between the country’s 
many political parties and religious confessions. 

But protesters say they want to scrap the old system, 
and demand only impartial technocrats staff a new govern-
ment to address their growing economic woes, including a 
severe liquidity crisis. 

The last government stepped down under pressure 
from the street on October 29, but has remained in a care-
taker capacity until a new cabinet takes shape. The World 
Bank has warned that the poverty rate in Lebanon could 
rise from a third to a half if the political crisis is not reme-
died fast. —AFP

Lebanon protesters  
lob traffic signs...

TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader said Friday that 
demonstrations at home over the accidental downing of 
a Ukrainian airliner were unrepresentative of the 
Iranian people and accused the country’s enemies of 
exploiting the disaster for propaganda purposes. 

Leading the main weekly Muslim prayers in Tehran 
for the first time since 2012, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
said the January 8 incident was a “bitter” tragedy but 
should not be allowed to overshadow the “sacrifice” of 
one of Iran’s most storied commanders, assassinated in 
a US drone strike. 

His sermon came after a traumatic month for Iran in 
which it approached the brink of war with the United 
States and mistakenly shot down the Ukrainian jet, 
killing all 176 people on board. “The plane crash was a 
bitter accident, it burned through our heart,” Khamenei 
said in an address punctuated by cries of “Death to 
America” from the congregation. 

“But some tried to... portray it in a way to forget the 
great martyrdom and sacrifice” of Major General 
Qasem Soleimani, the head of the foreign operations 
arm of Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guards who was 
assassinated in Baghdad on January 3. Khamenei said 
Iran’s enemies had tried to use the plane tragedy to 
undermine the Islamic republic. “Our enemies were as 
happy about the plane crash as we were sad,” he said. 

“The spokesmen of the vicious American government 
keep repeating that we stand with the people of Iran. 
You’re lying,” Khamenei said. He also slammed Britain, 
France and Germany, which on Tuesday decided to trig-
ger a dispute mechanism in the 2015 nuclear deal with 
Iran, following US threats to impose tariffs on European 
cars. “It has been proven now, after about a year, that 
they are, in the true sense of the word, America’s lack-
eys,” he said. President Donald Trump reacted by 
tweeting that Khamenei should watch his words. 

“The so-called ‘Supreme Leader’ of Iran, who has 
not been so Supreme lately, had some nasty things to 
say about the United States and Europe,” Trump tweet-
ed. “Their economy is crashing, and their people are 

suffering. He should be very careful with his words!” 
The air disaster triggered scattered protests in 

Tehran and other cities, but they appeared smaller than 
nationwide demonstrations in November in which 
Amnesty International said at least 300 people died. 
On Friday, anti-riot police staged a massive deployment 
in Tehran, an AFP correspondent said. 

Khamenei said the protesters were unrepresentative 
of the Iranian people, who had turned out in their hun-
dreds of thousands in what he called a “million-strong 
crowd” for Soleimani’s funeral. 

Praising the slain general, Khamenei said his actions 
beyond Iran’s borders were in the service of the “securi-
ty” of the nation and that the people support “resistance” 
against its enemies. It was people like Soleimani, not the 
protesters, who had devoted their lives to Iran, Khamenei 
told thousands of worshippers who crammed into the 
mosque and spilled into the snowy streets outside. 

 
‘Divine help’  

Khamenei’s sermon came at a tumultuous moment 
for Iran, which had seemed headed for conflict earlier in 
January after Soleimani was killed on January 3 outside 
Baghdad airport, prompting retaliatory strikes against 
Iraqi bases housing US troops. Khamenei hailed the 
strikes as a “sign of divine help”. “It was a strike to their 
reputation, to America’s might. This cannot be compen-
sated by anything ... sanctions cannot return the lost 
prestige of America,” he said. The animosity between 
Washington and Tehran has soared since US President 
Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from a landmark 
nuclear deal in 2018 and reimposed biting sanctions. 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov on Friday 
urged a “de-escalation” of the tensions and an end to 
the “constant threats”. The plane tragedy “is a very 
serious red flag and signal to start working on de-esca-
lation and not on constant threats and combat aviation 
flights in this region”, Lavrov said. 

Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif said 
Friday he had met his Canadian counterpart Francois-

Philippe Champagne in Oman to discuss cooperation 
among nations affected by the disaster. 

The Boeing 737 was carrying 63 Canadians among 
other nationalities when it was shot down. 
“Politicization of this tragedy must be rejected. Focus 
on victims’ families,” Zarif tweeted. 

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau urged Iran 
to hand the plane’s black boxes to France, saying it 
has one of the few laboratories capable of properly 

examining them. In June 2019, Iran and the United 
States had also appeared to be on the brink of direct 
military confrontation after Tehran shot down a US 
drone it said had violated its airspace. Trump said he 
called off retaliatory strikes at the last minute.  
President Hassan Rouhani said on Thursday that Iran 
was “working daily to prevent military confrontation 
or war”, and maintained that a dialogue with the world 
was still “possible”. — AFP 

Iran downplays protests, says 
foes exploiting plane tragedy

TEHRAN: A handout picture provided by the office of Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei on Friday shows 
a general view of crowds of worshippers as Khamenei leads Friday prayers during a ceremony at the capital 
Tehran’s Grand Mosallah (mosque). — AFP 

PALM BEACH, Fla:  US President Donald Trump gave 
a minute-to-minute account of the US drone strikes that 
killed Iranian military commander Qassem Soleimani in 
remarks to a Republican fund-raising dinner on Friday 
night, according to audio obtained by CNN. With his 
typical dramatic flourish, Trump recounted the scene as 
he monitored the strikes from the White House Situation 
Room when Soleimani was killed. 

The president spoke in a ballroom at his Mar-a-
Lago club in Palm Beach, Florida, at a Republican event 
that raised $10 million for Trump’s 2020 re-election 
campaign and for the Republican National Committee. 
Reporters were not allowed in for the event. CNN said 
it obtained an audio recording of Trump’s remarks. The 
White House did not immediately respond to a request 
for comment. 

The Jan 3 killing of Soleimani at Baghdad airport 

prompted Iran to retaliate with missile strikes against 
US forces in Iraq days later and almost triggered a 
broad war between the two countries. 

“They’re together sir,” Trump said military officials 
told him. “Sir, they have two minutes and 11 seconds. 
No emotion. ‘Two minutes and 11 seconds to live, sir. 
They’re in the car, they’re in an armored vehicle. Sir, 
they have approximately one minute to live, sir. Thirty 
seconds. Ten, 9, 8 ...’ “ 

“Then all of a sudden, boom,” he said. “‘They’re 
gone, sir. Cutting off.’” 

“I said, where is this guy?” Trump continued. “That 
was the last I heard from him.” 

It was the most detailed account that Trump has giv-
en of the drone strike, which has drawn criticism from 
some US lawmakers because neither the president nor 
his advisers have provided public information to back 
up their statements that Soleimani presented an “immi-
nent” threat to Americans in the region. CNN said that 
in the audio, Trump did not repeat that Soleimani was an 
imminent threat. Trump said Soleimani was “saying bad 
things about our country” before the strike, which led to 
his decision to authorize his killing. “How much of this 
shit do we have to listen to?” Trump asked in the audio. 
“How much are we going to listen to?”  — Reuters

DUBAI: Iran said yesterday it  was sending to 
Ukraine the black boxes from a Ukrainian passenger 
plane that the Iranian military shot down this month, 
an accident that sparked unrest at home and added to 
pressure on Tehran from abroad. Iran’s Tasnim news 
agency also reported the authorities were prepared 
for experts from France, Canada and the United 
States to examine information from the data and 
voice recorders of the Ukraine International Airlines 
plane that came down on Jan. 8. 

The plane disaster, in which all 176 aboard were 
killed, has added to international pressure on Iran as 
it grapples with a long running row with the United 
States over its nuclear program that briefly erupted 
into open conflict this month. The plane was shot 
down in error at a time when Iran was on high alert 
for a US attack. But the military took days to admit 
they had brought it down, a delay that sparked 
protests. Hassan Rezaifar, a director in charge of 
accident investigations at Iran’s Civi l  Aviation 
Organization, said the aim was to read the informa-
tion on the recorders “with the use of the expertise of 
the countries of France, Canada and America”. “If this 
effort is unsuccessful then the black box will be sent 
to France,” he said, according to Tasnim, adding that 

black boxes were being sent to Kiev at the request of 
Ukrainian experts in Tehran and that they would not 
be inspected in Iran. 

The US-built Boeing 737-800 was en route from 
Tehran to the Ukrainian capital. Most of those on 
board were Iranians or dual nationals. Canada had 57 
citizens on board. Canadian Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau, who has been pressing for a full investiga-
tion into the plane downing, said on Friday Iran 
should send the black boxes to France. 

France was one of the few countries with the abili-
ty to read the flight and cockpit data recorders from 
the jet, he told a news conference, adding they were 
badly damaged. Canada’s Foreign Ministry and the 
prime minister’s office had no immediate comment on 
the move to send the black boxes to Ukraine. The 
French Foreign Ministry had no immediate comment 
and a spokesman for the France’s air accident agency, 
BEA, said it was awaiting an official request for assis-
tance. Ukraine has previously said it expected Iran to 
hand over the black boxes to Ukraine. The foreign 
minister also expects Iranian representatives to travel 
to Kiev next week. Canada, alongside Ukraine, 
Sweden, Afghanistan and Britain, which also had citi-
zens on the flight, have called for a thorough investi-
gation and compensation for the families.  

The plane was brought down in the tense hours 
after Iran launched missiles at US targets in Iraq in 
response to the US killing of an Iranian commander in 
a drone strike on Jan. 3 in Baghdad. Iran’s foreign min-
istry urged those involved in the crash to avoid mak-
ing it an “excuse for political gestures”. — Reuters 

Iran to send black  
boxes of downed  
plane to Ukraine

Trump gives vivid 
account of Soleimani’s  
last minutes


