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New COVID Omicron  
poses ‘very high’ risk 

Australia halts border reopening; WHO warns on new variant
GENEVA: The World Health Organization warned 
yesterday the new COVID-19 Omicron variant 
poses a “very high” risk globally, despite uncer-
tainties about the danger and contagion levels of 
the new strain. The UN health agency said the 
COVID strain first discovered in southern Africa 
was a “highly divergent variant with a high number 
of mutations... some of which are concerning and 
may be associated with immune escape potential 
and higher transmissibility.” 

“The likelihood of potential further spread of 
Omicron at the global level is high,” WHO cautioned 
in a technical note. Till date, no deaths connected 
with the Omicron variant have been reported, it 
added. But even if the new variant does not prove 
more dangerous or deadly than previous ones, if it 
spreads more easily it will spark more cases and 
more pressure on health systems, and thus more 
deaths, the organization said. 

“If another major surge of COVID-19 takes place 
driven by Omicron, consequences may be severe,” it 
said, concluding that “the overall global risk related 
to the new VOC (variant of concern) Omicron is 
assessed as very high.” WHO said countries should 

enhance their surveillance to try to get a clear 
overview of where and how fast it is spreading. It 
also urged accelerated vaccination against COVID, 
especially among vulnerable populations who have 
yet to receive any jabs. 

But it has cautioned against imposing travel bans, 
fearing that blocking travel from countries where 
new variants are first spotted could be unfair and 
dissuade surveillance. “With the Omicron variant 
now detected in several regions of the world, put-
ting in place travel bans that target Africa attacks 
global solidarity,” said WHO regional director 
Matshidiso Moeti. A growing list of countries have 
already imposed travel restrictions on southern 
Africa, including Britain, Indonesia, Kuwait, the 
Netherlands, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United States. 

Meanwhile, Australia yesterday halted a plan to 
relax border restrictions imposed last year to fight 
the COVID pandemic, as a new variant sweeping 
the world prompted the WHO to warn of potential 
“severe” consequences. Countries across the world 
have reacted to the Omicron strain, first identified in 
southern Africa, by slamming their borders shut 
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KUWAIT: Kuwaitis and expats arrive at the Kuwait International Airport in this file photo. Kuwait has 
banned commercial flights from nine African nations over the new COVID-19 variant Omicron. The coun-
tries are South Africa, where the new variant originated, in addition to Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique, Lesotho, Eswatini, Zambia and Malawi. — Photo by Yasser Al-Zayyat

KUWAIT: Hundreds of supporters including several current and former lawmakers 
received a leading opposition figure and former MP Faisal Al-Muslim at the Airport 
and at his Diwaniya in Kheitan yesterday. — Photos by Yasser Al-Zayyat

By B Izzak 
 
KUWAIT: Leading opposition figure 
and former MP Faisal Al-Muslim yester-
day returned to Kuwait after three and a 
half years in exile after an Amiri pardon 
was issued following sessions of a 
national dialogue. Hundreds of support-
ers including several current and former 
lawmakers received Muslim at the 
Airport and at his Diwaniya in Kheitan 
despite a four-hour delay in the Kuwait 
Airways flight due to a massive storm 
that hit Istanbul just before the sched-
uled takeoff. 

Muslim is the last former opposition 
MP to return from exile. In the past 10 
days, five other former opposition MPs 
and four activists returned to the coun-
try. Only one activist, Abdulaziz Al-
Jarallah, has not returned because he is 
involved in other court cases. HH the 
Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber 
Al-Sabah earlier this month pardoned 
the 11 opposition MPs and activists from 
years of jail terms passed by the top 
court after convicting them of storming 
the Assembly building following an anti-
corruption protest in November 2011. 
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VIENNA: Fresh talks on reviving the 2015 
nuclear deal between Iran and world powers 
restarted yesterday, with the EU chair saying he 
felt “extremely positive” while admitting that “dif-
ficult issues” have yet to be tackled. The talks in 
Vienna are the first since Iran paused them in 
June after the election of ultraconservative new 
President Ebrahim Raisi. Diplomats at the time 
had said they were “close” to an agreement.  

Iran ignored appeals from Western countries 
to restart the talks for several months, all the 
while strengthening the capabilities of its nuclear 
program. In August, Raisi said Iran was again 
open to talks. Yesterday’s meeting started just 
after 3 pm (1400 GMT) in the Palais Coburg hotel 
where the 2015 agreement - known as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) - was 
clinched, and lasted a little more than two hours.  

Along with Iran, diplomats from Britain, China, 
France, Germany and Russia are attending. 
Enrique Mora, the EU official chairing the talks, 
said there was “a sense of urgency in bringing the 
JCPOA back to life” and added that he felt 
“extremely positive”. However, he admitted that 
“there are still difficult issues ahead”. The United 
States is taking part in the talks indirectly and has 
said that Iran’s recent actions do not “augur well” 
for the prospects of reviving the deal.  

Iran’s foreign ministry said in a statement that 
yesterday’s meeting had taken place in a “profes-
sional and serious atmosphere”. The head of 
Iran’s delegation Ali Bagheri had “underlined the 
necessity to make sanctions lifting an absolute 
priority for the talks”, it said. 

The JCPOA offered a lifting of some of the 
array of economic sanctions Iran had been under 
in return for strict curbs on its nuclear program. 
But the deal started to unravel in 2018 when 
then-US president Donald Trump pulled out and 
began reinstating sanctions on Iran. Ordinary 
Iranians are hoping the talks may lead to some of 
those crippling sanctions being lifted. 
Unemployed Tehran resident Davoud Lotfinia 
told AFP: “The sanctions probably haven’t affect-
ed the authorities, but the purchasing power of 
ordinary people is diminishing every day.” 
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Iran nuclear  
talks restart 

DUBAI: A traditional band performs next to a monument at Dubai Expo 2020 - cel-
ebrating the upcoming United Arab Emirates’ 50th anniversary which falls on 
December 2.— AFP 

LAUSANNE: The FIFA Club World 
Cup, initially set to be held in Japan in 
December, will now be held in the 
United Arab Emirates in February, 
world football’s governing body 
announced today. The Club World 
Cup will run from February 3-12, fea-
turing eight matches between the 
champions of the six continental con-
federations along with the top team in 
the host nation. 

The competition draw will be held in 
Zurich later today. Teams include 
Champions League winners Chelsea, 

Copa Libertadores champions 
Palmeiras of Brazil, Mexican club 
Monterrey and Al-Ahly of Egypt. Al 
Hilal of Saudi Arabia, Emirati club Al 
Jazira and Auckland complete the line 
up. Japan pulled out as host because of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Club World Cup is usually 
played in December, but this is the sec-
ond successive year in which it has 
been delayed - the 2020 edition in 
Qatar was played in February this year. 
Bayern Munich won the most recent 
edition of the Club World Cup, which 
has been held in the UAE on four previ-
ous occasions, most recently in 2018 
when Real Madrid were the winners.  A 
lucrative, revamped 24-team Club 
World Cup, including eight sides from 
Europe, was due to be played in China 
this year before the pandemic put that 
project on hold. — AFP  

Club WCup to  
be held in UAE  
in February

ISTANBUL: Fierce winds in Turkey killed four peo-
ple in Istanbul in storms which closed the busy and 

strategically important Bosphorus strait to all shipping 
yesterday. Turkey’s directorate general of coastal safe-
ty tweeted that the strait - the only maritime connec-
tion between the Mediterranean and Black seas - was 
closed to ships from both directions from 1130 GMT. 

Winds reaching 129 kilometers per hour killed 
four people including a foreign national, and injured 
19 people in Istanbul, the provincial authorities said 

in a statement. One of the victims was a woman who 
died after a roof fell on her as she was walking in 
Esenyurt district on the European side of Istanbul, 
the private DHA news agency reported. Planes land-
ing in Istanbul were redirected to alternative air-
ports in Turkey. The wild weather also damaged 
buildings and infrastructure in Istanbul and the sur-
rounding area. — AFP  

Wild winds kill  
four in Turkey

Former MP Muslim returns 
from exile to a big reception


