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MP Ali Al-Deqbasi hinted during the Assembly ses-

sion yesterday that expatriate spies may have been 

responsible for the hacking last month of Kuwait News 
Agency’s Twitter account. He said that the hacking was 
not the first one and was the result of the administration’s 
failure to employ more Kuwaitis in KUNA and depend-
ence on expatriates. He said that the hacking could have 
been done by spies. He said that it is no longer accept-
able that expatriates continue to work in the political 
news section at KUNA, adding that many spies are nor-
mally planted in the media and other sensitive places.

Assembly ratifies 
neutral zone...

Chief Executive Officer of Amazon Jeff Bezos poses for a picture during his visit at the Taj Mahal in Agra on Tuesday. — AFP 
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 The 42-year-old head of state had seen his visit to 

St Anne as a symbolic stop underscoring Paris’ histori-
cal influence in the region. Before heading to the 
church, Macron walked through the Old City, speaking 
to shopkeepers and stopping by the Church of the Holy 

Sepulcher. He later visited the Noble Sanctuary in 
Jerusalem that houses the Al-Aqsa Mosque.  

Macron will today attend a ceremony to commem-
orate the liberation 75 years ago of Nazi Germany’s 
Auschwitz death camp in what was then occupied 
Poland. Yesterday’s tense scenes recalled a 1996 
Jerusalem visit by late former president Chirac dur-
ing which he also lost his cool with Israeli security 
agents who were pressing him to move on. Chirac 
heatedly told them their actions were a “provoca-
tion” and angrily asked: “What do you want? Me to 
go back to my plane and go back to France, is that 
what you want?” — Agencies 

Macron loses  
cool with Israeli...
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 its blessing to Diab’s designation last month. 

Western sanctions on the Iranian-backed organization 
are stacking up and economists have argued the new 
government might struggle to secure the aid it so badly 
needs. But French President Emmanuel Macron, one of 
the first leaders to react to the formation of the new 
government, said he would “do everything, during this 
deep crisis that they are going through, to help”. 

Hezbollah and its allies dominated the talks that pro-
duced the new line-up, from which Hariri and some of 
his allies were absent. The millionaire was one of the 
symbols of the kind of hereditary and sectarian-driven 
politics that protesters who have been in the streets 
since mid-October want to end. He and his government 
resigned less than two weeks into the non-sectarian 
protests demanding the complete overhaul of the politi-
cal system and celebrating the emergence of a new 
national civic identity. 

Protesters from across Lebanon’s geographical 
and confessional divides had demanded a cabinet of 
independent technocrats as a first step to root out 
endemic government corruption and incompetence. 
Diab is a career academic from the prestigious 
American University of Beirut and he insisted 
Tuesday in his first comments that the government 
just unveiled was a technocratic one. “This is a gov-
ernment that represents the aspirations of the 
demonstrators who have been mobilized nationwide 
for more than three months,” he said. 

Yet the horsetrading between traditional political 
factions during lengthy government formation talks was 
all too familiar to many Lebanese who met the break-

through with distrust at best. “Instead of the corrupt 
politicians, we got the corrupt politicians’ friends,” said 
Ahmad Zaid, a 21-year-old student who joined a few 
hundred protesters in central Beirut after the 
announcement. Clusters of demonstrators burned tyres 
and briefly blocked roads to express their displeasure 
at the new line-up late Tuesday and they started gath-
ering in front of parliament again by mid-afternoon 
yesterday. 

The new cabinet is mostly made up of new faces, 
many of them academics and former ministry advisers. 
It comprises 20 ministers and among its six women is 
Zeina Akar, Lebanon’s first-ever female defense minis-
ter. To downsize the cabinet, some portfolios were 
merged, resulting in at times baffling combinations such 
as a single ministry for culture and agriculture. Anger at 
what protesters see as a kleptocratic oligarchy was ini-
tially fuelled by youth unemployment that stands at 
more than 30 percent and the abysmal delivery of pub-
lic services such as water and electricity. 

The long-brewing discontent was compounded by 
fears of a total economic collapse in recent weeks, 
with a liquidity crunch leading banks to impose crip-
pling capital controls. Lebanon has one of the world’s 
highest debt-to-GDP ratios and economists have 
argued it is hard to see how the near-bankrupt coun-
try could repay its foreign debt. “Regarding the eco-
nomic situation, I repeat that this is one of our priori-
ties,” Diab said on Tuesday night. “We need to be giv-
en a little time,” he added. 

A looming default on Lebanon’s debt, which has 
been steadily downgraded deeper into junk status by 
rating agencies, has sent the dollar soaring on the par-
allel exchange market. In a country where many trans-
actions are carried out in dollars and most goods are 
imported, consumers and businesses alike have been hit 
hard by the national currency’s free fall. Every morning, 
queues of people hoping to withdraw their weekly cap 
of $100 or $200 form outside banks. — AFP 

New PM says  
Lebanon faces...
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declare a rare global public health emergency over 

the disease, which has now been detected in the United 
States, Taiwan, Thailand, Japan, South Korea and Macau. 
The Chinese government has classified the outbreak in 
the same category as the SARS epidemic, meaning com-
pulsory isolation for those diagnosed with the illness and 
the potential to implement quarantine measures. 

But they still have not been able to confirm the exact 
source of the virus. “We will step up research efforts to 
identify the source and transmission of the disease,” Li said, 
adding that “the cases are mostly linked to Wuhan”. 
Countries have intensified efforts to stop the spread of the 
pathogen - known by its technical name 2019 Novel 
Coronavirus (2019-nCoV). Passengers are facing screening 
measures at five US airports and a host of transport hubs 
across Asia. Britain and Italy yesterday also announced 
enhanced monitoring of passengers from Wuhan. 

A prominent expert from China’s National Health 
Commission confirmed this week that the virus can be 
passed between people. However, animals are suspected 

to be the primary source of the outbreak. A Wuhan market 
is believed to be the epicenter of the outbreak. A price list 
circulating online in China for a business there lists a 
menagerie of animals or animal-based products including 
live foxes, crocodiles, wolf puppies and rats. It also offered 
civets, the animal linked to SARS. 

“We already know that the disease originated from a 
market which conducted illegal transaction of wild ani-
mals,” said Gao Fu, director of the Chinese center for dis-
ease control and prevention. He said it was clear “this virus 
is adapting and mutating”. Hong Kong and British scien-
tists have estimated that between 1,300 and 1,700 people 
in Wuhan may have been infected.  

Health authorities are urging people to wash their 
hands regularly, avoid crowded places, get plenty of fresh 
air and wear a mask if they have a cough. Anyone with a 
cough or fever was urged to go to hospital. In Wuhan, city 
authorities made it mandatory to wear a mask in public 
places yesterday, according to state-run People’s Daily. 

In response to skyrocketing demand for masks - 
which were starting to sell out at pharmacies and on 
some popular websites - China’s industry and informa-
tion technology ministry said it would “spare no effort in 
increasing supply”, state media reported. “These days, I 
wear masks even in places that are not too crowded, 
although I wouldn’t have done so in the past,” said Wang 
Suping, 50, who works at a Beijing arts school. At the 
capital’s main international airport, the majority of people 
were wearing masks.  —AFP 

China virus toll 
hits 17; call to...

GENEVA: Electronic cigarettes are harmful both to 
users and bystanders exposed to the fumes, the 
World Health Organization says in a report warning 
they can damage growing fetuses and impact 
teenagers’ brains. So-called electronic nicotine deliv-
ery systems, or ENDS, have been pushed by produc-
ers as well as some governments as a safer alternative 
to smoking, and as a path to kicking the habit. 

But in a strongly-worded series of questions and 
answers about such e-cigarettes, the UN health 
agency said there was not enough evidence to say 
they help smokers quit, but that there was clear evi-
dence they are dangerous. “There is no doubt that 
they are harmful to health and are not safe,” WHO 
said in one answer, stressing though that “it is too 
early to provide a clear answer on the long-term 
impact of using them or being exposed to them.” 

The battery-powered devices that enable users to 
inhale addictive nicotine liquids and exhale vapor 
“are particularly risky when used by adolescents,” 
WHO said, strengthening initial warnings it made in 
2019. “Nicotine is highly addictive and young peo-
ple’s brains develop up to their mid-twenties,” it said 
in a document published Tuesday, stressing that 
“exposure to nicotine can have long-lasting, damag-
ing effects.” 

This is of high concern amid skyrocketing popu-
larity of vaping among young people in many coun-
tries. At the same time, there is little indication that 
using e-cigarettes is keeping teens away from more 
harmful products, with the WHO pointing out that 

those using ENDS are more likely to smoke conven-
tional cigarettes. And it said that “for pregnant 
women, ENDS pose significant risks as they can 
damage the growing fetus.” Amid growing fears over 
serious health consequences linked to e-cigarette 
use, WHO warned that so-called vaping increases the 
risk of heart disease and lung disorders. The United 
States especially has seen a major health crisis tied to 
vaping: An acute lung illness epidemic that has killed 
more than 50 people and sickened more than 2,500 
in the United States.  

The illness was later linked to a substance called 
vitamin E acetate, which is used as a thickening agent 
for vaping products containing the main psychoactive 
substance of cannabis - THC - that are often sold on 
the black market. At least five other countries have 
initiated investigations to identify cases of lung 
injuries related to e-cigarette use, WHO said. 

The UN health agency also said second-hand 
exposure to e-cigarette fumes was harmful, pointing 
out that the aerosols “typically contain toxic sub-
stances, including glycol which is used to make 
antifreeze”. “ENDS pose risks to users and non-
users,” it said, demanding tight regulation of the 
products, including bans on marketing to young peo-
ple and on use in indoor workplaces and public 
spaces. 

The WHO document drew ire from some experts, 
with Peter Hajek, the head of the Tobacco 
Dependence Research Unit at Queen Mary 
University of London, accusing it of “anti-vaping 
activism”. In a comment re-tweeted by Philip Morris, 
he charged that the document was filled with errors 
and that the authors “should take responsibility for 
using blatant misinformation to prevent smokers from 
switching to a much less risky alternative”.  — AFP 

‘No doubt’ e-cigs  
harmful: WHO 

MUMBAI: Residents of Mumbai will be able to shop 
and dine out until dawn from late this month as the 
Indian city plans to lift restrictions on retail trading 
hours in order to boost the local economy. With India’s 
economy growing at its slowest pace in 11 years, the 
government of Maharashtra state believes the move will 
boost spending and create jobs. 

Malls, shops and eateries in commercial districts of 
Mumbai such as Bandra Kurla Complex and Nariman Point 
will be able to remain open 24 hours, seven days a week 
from Jan 27 if they choose to, Anil Deshmukh, home minis-
ter in the Maharashtra state government, told reporters 
yesterday after the state cabinet approved the plan. 

Currently, all stores are required to shut by 10 pm, 
while restaurants have to shut by 1:30 am, at the latest. 

The new law will exclude pubs and bars, which will still 
be required to shut down at 1.30 am, the state govern-
ment said. “We are hopeful that this move will provide 
jobs and revenue to our youth,” Aaditya Thackeray, 
tourism and environment minister in the state govern-
ment, told reporters after the cabinet meeting. 

The city is home to 20 million people and attracts 
millions of visitors each year. Whether shops take up 
the option and extra cost involved in staying open 
through the night remains to be seen, although local 
media quoted the National Restaurant Association of 
India as saying malls and restaurant owners had 
expressed interest in operating 24 hours a day. 

Thackeray dismissed concerns that the plan would 
lead to a law and order problem in the city. Some small-
er Indian cities have scrapped retail trading hour limits 
but Mumbai will be the first major city to allow 24-hour 
trading. India officially forecasts 5 percent economic 
growth for the current financial year, the slowest pace 
since 2008/09, and analysts expect the government to 
announce tax concessions in its annual budget next 
month that will leave many individuals with more mon-
ey in their pockets. — Reuters 

Mumbai bets on  
night shopping  
to lift economy


