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or imposing taxes or (reducing) salaries of Kuwaitis, 

and if you are incapable of avoiding these, you should 
resign”. He said that in the 2016/17 fiscal year, the pro-
jected deficit was the highest ever at KD 9.6 billion, but 
the minister said next year’s projected deficit of KD 9.2 
billion was a record high in order to scare the people, 
adding that it is still an estimate and not an actual deficit. 
He said the minister also failed to mention the returns on 
Kuwait’s massive investments. 

The lawmaker warned that any step by the minister to 
reconsider wages will force MPs to reconsider their posi-
tions toward her, saying that in the last budget, wages 
accounted for just KD 7.2 billion and not as mentioned. 
Babtain challenged Aqeel to make public the actual fig-
ures about Kuwait’s investments abroad and the value of 
the sovereign wealth fund. 

He said the minister claims there is a budget deficit, 

while KD 20 billion of profits are “seized” by a number of 
state establishments, and there is KD 1.3 billion in state 
debt that should be collected, adding that foreign aid was 
set at KD 100 million but ballooned to KD 600 million. 
Babtain said the cost of the Eurofighter jets and Caracal 
helicopters is KD 6 billion, and “if we add to them the 
scale of corruption at the interior ministry...and other 
embezzlements of public funds, the total will be KD 13.19 
billion, and this will be more than enough to meet the 
deficit”. 

MP Saleh Ashour said that the chapter for wages and 
others covers nine items and the item for wages is KD 5.5 
billion only, or just 25 percent of spending. MP Ali Al-
Deqbasi sent a series of questions to the finance minister 
asking why the minister had raised the issue of amending 
wages without previously consulting the National 
Assembly. 

Meanwhile, the Assembly will debate today a grilling 
against Minister of Social Affairs and Labor Ghadeer 
Aseeri over violating the constitution and undermining the 
status of MPs. The minister said she is ready to debate the 
grilling and will not ask for another delay. Assembly 
speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem said the Assembly is set for 
the debate and called for a high-level debate, adding that 
he will not allow anyone to disrupt the session.

Criticism of finance  
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 human-to-human transmission,” he said in an interview 

with CCTV. In Guangdong, two patients were infected by 
family members who visited Wuhan, Zhong explained. 

Fourteen medical personnel helping with coron-
avirus patients have also been infected, he said, though 
he added that more than 95 of the total cases were 
related to Wuhan. The World Health Organization said 
earlier an animal source seemed to be “the most likely 
primary source” with “some limited human-to-human 
transmission occurring between close contacts”. 

Wuhan has 11 million inhabitants and serves as a 
major transport hub, including during the annual Lunar 
New Year holiday which begins later this week and 
sees hundreds of millions of Chinese people travel 
across the country to visit family. Weighing in on the 
matter for the first time, President Xi Jinping said yes-
terday that safeguarding people’s lives should be given 
“top priority” and that the spread of the epidemic 
“should be resolutely contained”, according to CCTV. 

Xi said it was necessary to “release information on 
the epidemic in a timely manner and deepen interna-
tional cooperation,” and ensure people have a “stable 
and peaceful Spring Festival”, the broadcaster said. Five 
cases were reported in Beijing while in Shanghai a 56-
year-old woman who had come from Wuhan was hos-
pitalized and in stable condition, local health authorities 
said. South Korea yesterday also reported its first case 
- a 35-year-old woman who flew in from Wuhan. 
Thailand and Japan have previously confirmed a total of 
three cases - all of whom had visited the Chinese city. 

There are also six suspected cases in Shanghai and 

four provinces and regions in the east, south and south-
west of the country. The National Health Commission 
said Sunday that experts believe the epidemic “can still 
be controlled”. The virus did not slow down the annual 
holiday travel rush, though some travellers wore masks 
at crowded railway stations in Beijing and Shanghai. 
“Watching the news, I do feel a little worried. But I 
haven’t taken precautionary measures beyond wearing 
regular masks,” said Li Yang, a 28-year-old account 
manager who was heading home to the northern region 
of Inner Mongolia for the Lunar New Year. 

The WHO said the new cases in China were the 
result of “increased searching and testing for (the virus) 
among people sick with respiratory illness”. Scientists 
with the MRC Centre for Global Infectious Disease 
Analysis at Imperial College in London warned in a 
paper published Friday that the number of cases in 
Wuhan was likely to be closer to 1,700, much higher 
than the official figure. Wuhan authorities said they 
have installed infrared thermometers at airports and 
railway and coach stations across the city. Passengers 
with fever were being registered, given masks and tak-
en to medical institutions. 

State TV footage showed medical staff working 
inside an isolation ward at a Wuhan hospital in hazmat 
suits. In Hong Kong, health officials said they were 
expanding enhanced checks on arrivals to include any-
one coming in from Hubei province, not just its capital 
Wuhan. More than 100 people are being monitored in 
the city. Passengers are also being screened at some 
airports in Thailand and the United States. 

In Wuhan, 170 people are still being treated at hos-
pital, including nine in critical condition, the city’s 
health commission said. Chinese state media moved to 
calm the mood as discussion about the coronavirus 
spreading to other Chinese cities swelled on social 
media. Nationalist tabloid Global Times called for bet-
ter handling of the new virus than that of the 2003 
SARS outbreak. — AFP 

China confirms 
new SARS-like...

BAGHDAD: Three Iraqi protesters were killed in the cap-
ital as thousands of anti-government demonstrators 
sought to shut streets across the country yesterday, their 
deadline for authorities to implement long-awaited 
reforms. Rallies have rocked Iraq since October but fear-
ing they would lose momentum amid spiralling regional 
tensions protesters last Monday told the government it 
had one week to meet their demands or they would esca-
late their demonstrations.  

Protesters sought to ramp up pressure on the govern-
ment yesterday with pop-up rallies away from their main 
gathering place in Baghdad’s iconic Tahrir (Liberation) 
Square. Hundreds descended on nearby Tayaran Square, 
where they clashed with security forces who fired tear gas 
and live rounds to disperse them, an AFP journalist said. 
Three protesters were killed, medics told AFP, two of them 
by live rounds and the third by a tear gas canister that 
pierced his neck. More than 50 other people were 
wounded, the medics said. 

Young men wearing helmets and gas masks in an 
attempt to protect themselves from flying gas canisters 
erected barricades to try to push riot police back. 
Protesters have called for early elections under a new vot-
ing law, an independent prime minister to replace outgo-
ing premier Adel Abdel Mahdi and for all corrupt officials 
to be held accountable. 

Late Sunday young protesters began sealing off high-
ways and bridges across the capital Baghdad and Iraq’s 
south, torching tyres and setting up makeshift barricades. 
They tried to do the same early yesterday in the capital 
but security forces acted fast, with the military saying it 
had reopened a major Baghdad thoroughfare and arrested 
nine young men who had attempted to seal it off. 

Fearing widespread rallies, provincial authorities across 
southern Iraq announced an official holiday yesterday. But 
young people hit the streets in the southern cities of Kut, 
Nasiriyah, Baqubah, Amara and the holy city of Najaf, set-
ting tyres on fire. In the protest hotspot of Diwaniyah, they 
shut key roads both inside and leading out of the city. “The 
procrastination of the government and the political class 
for more than three months now has prompted us to take 
escalatory steps to pressure them to meet our demands,” 
Mohammad Faeq, a 28-year-old protester, told AFP. 

Since October, around 460 people have lost their lives 
to protest-related violence and another 25,000 have been 
wounded, according to an AFP count. Authorities do not 
provide updated casualty figures. Demonstrators have 
feared their movement would be eclipsed by the geopolit-
ical storm brewing between neighboring Iran and the 
United States, both close partners of Iraq.  

A US drone strike near Baghdad’s airport on January 3 
killed top Iranian commander Qasem Soleimani, prompt-

ing Iranian rocket strikes on an Iraqi base housing US 
troops and triggering fears of a wider conflict. Iraqi politi-
cal figures have since ramped up their calls for foreign 
forces -including some 5,200 US troops - to leave the 
country. Yesterday, the United Nations’ top official in Iraq 
Jeanine Hennis-Plasschaert said ignoring the demands of 
protesters would only fuel “anger and distrust”. “Any steps 
taken so far to address the people’s concerns will remain 
hollow, if they are not completed,” she said in a statement. 

“Domestic unity, cohesion and determination are urgently 
necessary to build resilience against narrow partisan 
interests, foreign interference and/or criminal elements 
which actively seek to hinder Iraq’s stability,” she added. 

Protesters also worry that a mass rally to be organized 
Friday by firebrand Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr to demand 
the ouster of US troops could drown them out. Last week, 
Sadr urged Iraqis to hold “a million-strong, peaceful, uni-
fied demonstration to condemn the American presence 

and its violations”. While protesters have criticized the US, 
they have directly accused Iran of hindering Iraq political-
ly and economically. 

Tehran holds major sway in Iraq, building up close ties 
with a variety of political and military players over 
decades. Protesters say Iran’s overreach has contributed 
to rampant corruption and poor services. The World Bank 
says one in five people lives below the poverty line in Iraq, 
which is OPEC’s second-biggest crude producer.  — AFP 

3 Iraq protesters killed as anger  
boils over govt ‘procrastination’

NAJAF: An anti-government protester waves a national flag as he stands before flaming tyres at a makeshift roadblock during a demonstration in this central Iraqi holy shrine city 
yesterday. — AFP 

DAVOS, Switzerland: The number of billionaires has 
doubled in the past decade and the world’s 22 richest 
men now have more wealth than all the women in 
Africa, Oxfam said yesterday in an appeal to the Davos 
elite to get serious about inequality. “Our broken 
economies are lining the pockets of billionaires and big 
business at the expense of ordinary men and women. 
No wonder people are starting to question whether bil-
lionaires should even exist,” Oxfam’s India head 
Amitabh Behar said. 

“Women and girls are among those who benefit least 
from today’s economic system,” Behar said ahead of the 
annual World Economic Forum in Davos, where he will 
represent Oxfam. There will be at least 119 billionaires 
worth about $500 billion attending Davos this year, 
Bloomberg reported, with the highest contingents com-
ing from the United States, India and Russia. 

“The very top of the economic pyramid sees trillions 
of dollars of wealth in the hands of a very small group 
of people, predominantly men,” the Oxfam report said. 
“Their wealth is already extreme, and our broken econ-
omy concentrates more and more wealth into these few 

hands,” it said. The report said women and girls put in 
12.5 billion hours of unpaid care work each and every 
day, estimated to be worth at least $10.8 trillion a year. 
Oxfam’s annual report on global inequality is tradition-
ally released just before the forum opens today in the 
Swiss Alpine resort. 

It had some astonishing statistics. If the world’s rich-
est one percent paid just 0.5 percent extra tax on their 
wealth for 10 years, it would equal the investment need-
ed to create 117 million new jobs in elderly and child 
care, education and health, Oxfam said. Oxfam’s figures 
are based on data from Forbes magazine and Swiss 
bank Credit Suisse, but they are disputed by some 
economists. The numbers show that 2,153 billionaires 
now have more wealth than the 4.6 billion poorest peo-
ple on the planet. 

Women and girls are burdened in particular because 
they are most often care givers that keep “the wheels of 
our economies, businesses and societies moving,” 
Behar said. They “often have little time to get an educa-
tion, earn a decent living or have a say in how our soci-
eties are run,” and “are therefore trapped at the bottom 
of the economy,” he added. “Across the globe, 42 per-
cent of women cannot get jobs because they are 
responsible for all the caregiving, compared to just six 
percent of men,” Oxfam figures showed. The report 
called on world governments to “build a human econo-
my that is feminist and values what truly matters to 
society, rather than fuelling an endless pursuit of profit 
and wealth”.  — AFP  

World’s 22 richest  
men have more than  
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TOULOUSE, France: Glaciers nestled in the lofty crags 
of the Pyrenees mountains separating France and Spain 
could disappear within 30 years as temperatures rise, 
upending ecosystems while putting local economies at 
risk, scientists say. “We can’t set a precise date but the 
Pyrenees glaciers are doomed,” Pierre Rene, a glaciolo-
gist with the region’s Moraine glacier study association, 
told AFP. He estimates the end will come by 2050, based 
on the group’s measurements of nine of the 15 glaciers 
on the French side over the past 18 years. 

The United Nations has said the past decade has 
been the hottest on record and warned that persistent 
greenhouse gas emissions were expected to push aver-
age global temperatures even higher, leading to retreat-
ing ice cover, rising sea levels and increasingly extreme 
weather. It also confirmed that 2019 was the second 
hottest year on record, after 2016. Surveys, core samples 
and GPS tracking of the Pyrenees glaciers all point to 
the same conclusions already noted at glaciers in the 
Alps and elsewhere: Warmer and drier winters appear to 
be inexorably shrinking and thinning the ice fields. 

The total surface area of the nine glaciers tracked by 
Moraine now stands at 79 hectares compared with 140 
hectares just 17 years ago, Rene said. That is just a small 
fraction of the 450 hectares they covered in the middle 
of the 19th century - and the pace of decline is acceler-
ating. Since 2002, the nine glaciers have lost 3.6 hectares 
every year, the equivalent of five soccer pitches, Moraine 
says in its report on the 2019 season. Last year was no 
exception, with the bottom edge of five glaciers tracked 
by Moraine retreating by 8.1 m on average last summer, 
up from 7.9 m recorded in previous years, it said. 

Scientists also warn of the hit to high-altitude ecosys-
tems and biodiversity, with consequences that will ripple 
well beyond the mountainous zones. Glaciers and the 
cold rivers they feed harbor bacteria and fungi that have 

adapted to the harsh conditions, including the near-
absence of light, said Sophie Cauvy-Fraunie, a 
researcher at the INRAE agricultural and environmental 
institute. Microscopic algae also provides a first link in 
the food chain of glacier environments, sustaining glacial 
fleas and other insects. 

As temperatures rise and more ground is exposed as 
the glaciers retreat, the landscape will become vulnera-
ble to colonisation from plants and animals that currently 
can survive only at lower altitudes. “If native species in 
the Pyrenees depend on glacial influences, you can 
imagine that they are going to be wiped off the map,” 
Cauvy-Fraunie said. 

The regional OPCC climate observatory estimated in 
a 2018 report that average maximum temperatures 
across the Pyrenees could rise by 1.4 to 3.3 degrees 
Celsius (2.5 to 4 Fahrenheit) by the middle of this centu-
ry. The increase has been even more dramatic at higher 
altitudes, where shrinking glaciers are seen as a harbin-
ger of dire consequences across the range. On the 
2,870-m Midi de Bigorre peak above the La Mongie ski 
resort - favored by French President Emmanuel Macron 
-the average temperature has risen by 1.7 degrees since 
1880, compared with a global average of 0.85 degrees, 
Moraine says. 

That could spell disaster for the roughly three dozen 
ski resorts on both the French and Spanish sides, as well 
as the popular stations in Andorra. Already this year, 
around half of French resorts had to push back their 
scheduled openings before the Christmas holidays 
because of warm winds sweeping up from the south. 
That came after a 2018-2019 season that saw the lowest 
snowfalls since regular measurements began 22 years 
earlier, according to the Meteo France weather service. 

It took a heavy toll on tourism as lift ticket sales and 
hotel reservations plunged, with many skiers heading to  
higher slopes in the French Alps. Already several glaciers 
have been reduced to little more than year-round snow 
packs, which will also impact the summer tourist season. 
Rene said climbers will lose their “stepladders” for 
ascents to the highest peaks, “making their routes to the 
top more difficult”. And for hikers at lower elevations, the 
retreat will destabilize the newly exposed slopes, height-
ening the risk of rock falls or even avalanches. — AFP 
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