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Kuwait real estate sector to  
flourish in 2020: Experts

Greece elects first woman  
president for a ‘new era’ 

Trump re-launches trade battle  
with Europe with threat to cars

Serena, Federer into third round  
as Osaka sets up Coco crunch281165

Assembly ratifies neutral zone  
agreement with Saudi Arabia

Aqeel: Citizens’ pockets won’t be touched • MP blames ‘expat spies’ for KUNA hacking 

News in brief

By B Izzak 
 

KUWAIT: MPs yesterday overwhelmingly 
ratified the neutral zone agreement with 
Saudi Arabia signed last month, paving the 
way for the resumption of oil production in 
the area after almost five years of stoppage. 
Fifty-five members, including all Cabinet min-
isters, voted for the pact, while seven mem-
bers opposed it. Head of the foreign relations 
committee MP Abdulkarim Al-Kandari said 
the agreement has given Kuwait a permanent 
border with Saudi Arabia in the neutral zone, 
where oil production is shared equally 
between the two countries. 

He said the agreement also gives Kuwait 
total control of its territory in its half and in 
nearby areas against paying compensation to 
Saudi Chevron for buildings it will vacate as 
per the pact. He insisted that Kuwait made no 
territorial or financial concessions under the 
agreement, which came to reconfirm agree-

ments signed in 1965 and 2000 to demarcate 
land and maritime borders respectively. 

Kandari said under the agreement, Kuwait 
will be able to access its Al-Zour port, adding 
that the signing of the agreement came after a 
row erupted when Saudi Arabia renewed its 
agreement with Chevron without consulting 
Kuwait. The row had led to halting production 
in the area.  MP Adnan Abdulsamad however 
said some oil experts say that Kuwait has lost 
some of its oil wealth as a result of the deal, 
adding that the foreign relations committee 
should have invited them to its meeting. 
Kandari however denied the claims and said 
the committee invited many personalities to 
its meeting. A large number of lawmakers 
insisted that the agreement is a major gain for 
Kuwait and also Saudi Arabia, and urged their 
colleagues to vote for it.  

Meanwhile, Minister of Finance Mariam Al-
Aqeel said yesterday that the “pockets of citi-
zens” will not be touched under any scenario 

for economic reforms, adding that the position 
of the Kuwait sovereign fund is very strong. 
The minister was speaking after Assembly 
Speaker Marzouq Al-Ghanem asked her to 
clarify statements she made while releasing 
the new budget about the need to press for 
reforms and reconsider wages. Ghanem said 
that the fiscal strength of the country does not 
mean that there are no distortions in the econ-
omy, which should be treated but not at the 
cost of people. 

Minister of Social Affairs and Labor 
Ghadeer Aseeri denied that she intended to 
quit after 10 MPs filed a no-confidence 
motion against her following a grilling on 
Tuesday. The minister’s denial comes amid 
reports that the number of lawmakers sup-
porting the motion may have topped 20 
already - her opponents need just 25 votes to 
oust her - just a few weeks after she was 
appointed to the Cabinet. 
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US mulls travel ban on more countries  
 
DAVOS: US President Donald Trump said his 
administration was preparing to add a “couple of 
countries” to the controversial list of states whose 
citizens are subject to travel bans or severe restric-
tions on entry to the United States. “We are adding 
a couple of countries to it. We have to be safe. Our 
country has to be safe,” he said at the World 
Economic Forum in Davos, adding that the names 
of the new countries would be announced “very 
shortly”. The Wall Street Journal reported earlier 
that the administration planned to add seven coun-
tries - Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country, 
Belarus, Eritrea, Kyrgyzstan, Myanmar, Sudan and 
Tanzania. — AFP  

Saudi dismisses link to Bezos hacking 
 

WASHINGTON: The Saudi embassy in 
Washington on Tuesday dismissed suggestions the 
kingdom hacked the phone of Washington Post 
owner Jeff Bezos, as media reports linked the secu-
rity breach to a WhatsApp message. “Recent 
media reports that suggest the Kingdom is behind 
a hacking of Mr Jeff Bezos’ phone are absurd,” the 
Saudi Arabian embassy said on its Twitter account. 
“We call for an investigation on these claims so 
that we can have all the facts out.”  —  AFP 

Maduro welcomes Maradona 
 
CARACAS: Former Argentine footballer Diego 
Maradona met Tuesday in Caracas with 
Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro as the 
leader was set to begin three days of meetings at 
the leftist Sao Paulo Forum. “How lovely to see 
Maradona again in our beloved homeland! 
Venezuela is your home, friend and soul brother. 
Welcome!” Maduro tweeted, attaching a video of 
the two men hugging. — AFP 

CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro (right) 
greets Argentina’s former football player  Maradona. 

KUWAIT: Foreign Minister Sheikh Ahmad Nasser Al-Sabah (right) speaks with HH the 
Prime Minister Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Sabah during a National Assembly session 
yesterday. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat 

JERUSALEM: French President Emmanuel Macron yesterday visits the Al-Aqsa com-
pound, Islam’s third-holiest site. — AFP  

BAABDA, Lebanon: Lebanese President Michel Aoun (left) meets new Prime Minister 
Hassan Diab at the presidential palace yesterday. — AFP 

JERUSALEM: When French President 
Emmanuel Macron visited Jerusalem’s 
Old City yesterday, he also trod in the 
footsteps of one of his predecessors, 
Jacques Chirac, by engaging in a heated 
argument with Israeli security. The alter-
cation broke out when Israeli security 
forces pushed past the French detail and 
were first to enter the Church of Saint 
Anne, which is French state property. 

“Everybody knows the rules. I don’t 
like what you did in front of me,” an ani-
mated Macron loudly told the Israeli 
personnel, speaking in English, in the 

crush to enter the building, which 
remains French territory under interna-
tional treaties. “Go out - outside please!” 
he added in a raised voice in scenes cap-
tured in video footage that quickly 
spread on social media. 

The Roman Catholic church, located at 
the start of Via Dolorosa in the Old City’s 
Muslim Quarter, has been part of France’s 
territories in the Holy Land since the 
1850s. The rules that have been in place 
“for centuries”, Macron told the Israeli 
officers, “will not change with me, I can 
tell you, OK? So everybody, respect the 
rules. Nobody has to provoke nobody.” 

French diplomats had cautioned that 
they want to leave little room for 
mishaps on Macron’s trip. Earlier yester-
day, a separate squabble ensued when 
Israeli police tried to enter St Anne 
ahead of Macron’s visit. 
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Macron loses  
cool with Israeli  
security forces

BEIRUT: Lebanon faces a “catastro-
phe”, Prime Minister Hassan Diab said 
yesterday after his newly unveiled cabi-
net held its first meeting to tackle the 
twin challenges of a tenacious protest 
movement and a nosediving economy. 
Diab, who replaced Saad Hariri as prime 
minister, vowed to meet the demands 
from the street but demonstrators were 

unconvinced and scuffled with police 
overnight. 

The 61-year-old academic was 
thrown in at the deep end for his first 
experience on the political big stage and 
admitted that the situation he inherited 
was desperate. “Today we are in a finan-
cial, economic and social dead end,” he 
said in remarks read by a government 
official after the new cabinet’s inaugural 
meeting in Beirut. “We are facing a 
catastrophe,” he said. 

“Government of last resort,” was the 
headline on the front page of Al-Akhbar, 
a daily newspaper close to the powerful 
Hezbollah movement that gave 
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New PM says  
Lebanon faces  
‘catastrophe’ 

BEIJING: The death toll from a new SARS-like virus 
that has infected hundreds in China rose to 17 yester-
day, as authorities urged people to steer clear of the 
city at the center of the outbreak. The coronavirus 
has caused alarm because of its similarity to SARS 
(Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome), which killed 
nearly 650 people across mainland China and Hong 
Kong in 2002-2003. With hundreds of millions of 
people travelling across China this week for the Lunar 

New Year holiday, the National Health Commission 
announced measures to contain the disease - includ-
ing sterilization and ventilation at airports and bus 
stations, as well as inside planes and trains. 

In Wuhan, the epicenter of the epidemic, large 
public events were cancelled and international foot-
ball matches were moved to a new location. Visitors 
were urged to stay away, while residents were 
advised to not to leave the central city, which is home 
to 11 million people. “If it’s not necessary we suggest 
that people don’t come to Wuhan,” Wuhan Mayor 
Zhou Xianwang told state broadcaster CCTV. The ill-
ness is mainly transmitted via the respiratory tract 
and there “is the possibility of viral mutation and fur-

ther spread of the disease”, health commission vice 
minister Li Bin told a news conference in Beijing. 

More than 500 cases have now been reported, 
with the majority in Wuhan, capital of Hubei province. 
The virus has now infected at least 444 people in 
Hubei province alone, said provincial officials at a 
press conference, adding that the death toll had risen 
from nine to 17. Major cities, including Beijing, 
Shanghai, and Chongqing have also reported cases, as 
well as provinces in northeastern, central, and south-
ern China. 

The World Health Organization started an emer-
gency meeting yesterday to decide whether or not to  

Continued on Page 24 

China virus toll hits 17; 
call to avoid Wuhan


