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HIS MAJESTY CONFERS ORDER OF
ROYAL COMMENDATION, EXCELLENT
SERVICE ON SENIOR ROP OFFICERS

MUSCAT: His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin
Tarik, the Supreme Commander, yesterday
conferred the Order of Royal Commendation
and medals of Excellent Service and
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Murcat Media Grosge Competence on senior officers of the Royal
e Oman Police (ROP). The medals were pinned
o i D by HH Sayyid Shihab bin Tarik Al Said, Deputy
st Prime Minister for Defence Affairs. >A2
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Sayyid Shihab
presides over ROP
Day celebration

NIZWA: The Royal Oman Police
(ROP) yesterday celebrated its
annual day, which falls on 5 Janu-
ary every year. HH Sayyid Shihab
bin Tarik Al Said, Deputy Prime
Minister for Defence Affairs, pre-
sided over the ceremony, held at
the military parade grounds of the
Sultan Qaboos Academy of Police
Sciences in the Wilayat of Nizwa.
The ceremony saw the passing
out of the 46th batch of cadet of-
ficers - holders of Diploma in Law
and Police Sciences, the 43rd
batch of university cadet officers,
the 10th batch of service system
cadet officers and the 54th batch
of specialised cadet officers. The
batches included officers from
the Internal Security Service and
the Royal Court Affairs.
The celebration began with
a salute to HH Sayyid Shihab.
The commandant of the parade
requested HH Sayyid Shihab to
inspect the front row of the col-
umn. The graduates presented
a military show before the dais.
Then, the chief guest handed over
awards to top graduate officers.
This was followed by protocols
of handing over the “Banner of
Sultan Qaboos Academy for Po-
lice Sciences” from the 46th to
the 47th batch of cadet officers.
Then, the column of the pa-
rade chanted the ROP Anthem
and swore the Oath of Loyalty.
They chanted thrice “Long Live
His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin

Tarik, the Supreme Command-
er”, after which they saluted HH
Sayyid Shihab, marking the end
of'the parade.

A column of ROP Cavalry pa-
raded past the dais to the accom-
paniment of musical tunes by the
ROP Band.

The names of winners of ROP
Awards 2023 were announced
during the ceremony.

The ceremony was attended by
Royal Family members, minis-
ters and advisers, Camillus Wam-
bura, Inspector-General of Police
inthe Republic of Tanzania, com-
manders of the Sultan’s Armed
Forces (SAF), the ROP and se-
curity and military services, as
well as members of the State
Council and the Shura Council,
directors general at government
units, sheikhs and dignitaries of
Al Dakhiliyah Governorate. — ona

Bahrain King receives
HH Sayvyid Theyazin,
reviews hilateral ties

MANAMA: King Hamad bin
Isa Al Khalifa of Bahrain, re-
ceived HH Sayyid Theyazin bin
Haitham Al Said at Al Safriya
Palace in Manama.

During the audience, HH
Sayyid Theyazin conveyed the
greetings of His Majesty Sultan
Haitham bin Tarik to King Ham-
ad and His Majesty the Sultan’s
wishes of good health and hap-
piness to the Bahraini monarch,
along with His Majesty’s wishes
of further progress and prosper-
ity to the Bahraini people.

For his part, King Hamad
asked HH Sayyid Theyazin to
convey his greetings and sincere
wishes to His Majesty the Sultan.
He wished the people of Oman
further progress and prosperity.
The meeting reviewed bilateral
relations between the two coun-
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Over 1.6mn vehicles

Over 1.6mn vehicles were
registered in Oman by
November 2023 end. >A3

Nama Water Services

Nama Water Services
continues its commitment

to Omani society. >A4

Rafael Nadal injured

Rafael Nadal will miss the
Australian Openduetoa

hip injury. >A8

Efforts to save endangered owls in Oman

Times News Service

MUSCAT: Five endangered spe-
cies of owls were spotted in Al
Buraimi Governorate recently.

Specialists in the governorate’s
environmental management
teams are trying to protect wild-
life, preserve biodiversity, docu-
ment its details, and enhance cul-
ture about saving the endangered
species. These efforts have trans-
lated into monitoring and docu-
menting five species of owls in the
governorate.

Mohammed bin Salim Al Bal-
ushi, a specialist in the Environ-
ment Department in Al Buraimi
Governorate, said that after an
effort that lasted four years, he
could monitor five rare species
of owls in different places in the
governorate.

Al Balushi explained that the
species that were monitored in
the governorate were the Bubo
Ascalaphus, the short-eared owl,
the barn owl, the little owl, and
the barred tree owl, stressing that
this monitoring process enabled
him to know the characteristics
that distinguish them, in addition

to their way of living and the sea-
sons of their existence.

Al Balushi pointed out that the
Bubo Ascalaphus is widespread
in North Africa and the Arabian
Peninsula. Its size ranges from
50-70 centimetres, and its weight
reaches 1-3 kilograms. Its wing-
span is approximately two me-
tres. The yellow-orange colour of
its eyes distinguishes it besides
the presence of two short tufts of
feathers on its ears, and its face
resembles that of a cat.

The deaf owl, or the short-eared
owl, is found in many regions in

the Northern Hemisphere. It is
one of the birds that lives in open
areas such as swamps and often
hunts during the day and nests on
the ground.

Its medium size and golden col-
our distinguish it from the ware-
house owl. While dark spots dis-
tinguish the female, and her face
resembles the shape of a heart, in
addition to black eyes.

It lives in open, wooded areas
and farm and city environments
and builds its nests in large ware-
houses and the gaps of trees and
old buildings. >A2

tries and matters of common
concern.

In appreciation of the King of
Bahrain to HH Sayyid Theyazin
and, in a manifestation of the
deep-rooted Oman-Bahrain re-
lations, King Hamad conferred
the Order of Sheikh Isa bin Sal-
man Al Khalifa, First Class, on
HH Sayyid Theyazin. HH Sayyid
Theyazin expressed his appre-
ciation for King Hamad’s sincere
gesture, which, he said, reflects
the strength of Omani-Bahraini
relations.

The meeting was attended
by Prince Salman bin Hamad
Al Khalifa, Crown Prince and
Prime Minister of the Kingdom
of Bahrain, and Bahrain’s Royal
Family members, ministers
and senior officials in the King-
dom of Bahrain. -ona
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OVER 123,000 PEOPLE
BENEFIT FROM SOGIAL
SEGURITY SGHEMES

67,693 beneficiaries
of the social
security scheme
received a sum of
OMR72,350,109 by
the end of the first
half of 2023

Times News Service

MUSCAT: The Ministry of So-
cial Development has said that
the total number of individuals
benefiting from the social secu-
rity scheme stood at 123,491.

The ministry pointed out that
67,693 beneficiaries of the social
security scheme received a sum
of OMR72,350,109 by the end of
the first half of 2023.

The ministry explained that
44 Dbeneficiaries registered in
the social security scheme re-
ceived OMRR29,352 as disaster
assistance by the end of the first
half of 2023, while 140 “People
with Limited Income” received
OMRI158,132 as disaster as-
sistance during the first half of
2023.

During the same period, a total
number of 10,023 social security
scheme beneficiaries received

‘temporary’, ‘emergency’ and
‘special’ cash assistance to the
tune of OMR925,549.

Similarly, a total of 820,693
“People with Limited Income”
received OMR640,528 as ‘tem-
porary’, ‘emergency’ and ‘special’
cash assistance.

The Ministry stated that it
has adopted the Tamkeen pro-
gramme which targets individu-
als benefiting from the social

10,023

heneficiaries of the social
security scheme received
‘femporary’, ‘emergency’ and
‘special cash assistance

fo the fune of OMR925,549,
according fo the ministry

security scheme and those with
limited income to make them
self-dependent.

The ministry pointed out that
46 people including 27 males and
19 females joined its vocational
programmes.

Disaster-related cases
The ministry said that it has con-

ducted several social researches,
mainly related to social secu-
rity and disaster-related cases,
wherein the numbers reached
77140 during the first six months
of 2023.

The ministry reaffirmed that
it supervises civil and vocational
associations, Omani woman as-
sociations and the social commu-
nity clubs to ensure they comply
with the provisions of the law and
the decisions and regulations of
the Ministry of Social develop-
ment besides supervising on their
general meetings and following
up with their activities.

Omani woman associations
The ministry also stated that the
number of Omani woman as-
sociations and their branches in
the governorates amounted to 66
with 9,971 members. with oNA inputs
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HM confers Order of Royal Commendation,
excellent service on senior ROP officers

MUSCAT: His Majesty Sultan
Haitham bin Tarik, the Supreme
Commander, yesterday con-
ferred the Order of Royal Com-
mendation and medals of Excel-
lent Service and Competence on
senior officers of the Royal Oman
Police (ROP).

The medals were pinned by
HH Sayyid Shihab bin Tarik Al
Said, Deputy Prime Minister
for Defence Affairs. The cer-
emony took place at the Sultan
Qaboos Academy for Police
Sciences.

HH Sayyid Shihab congratu-
lated the officers on the Royal
felicitation which, he said, re-
flects appreciation for the con-
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tinuous efforts exerted by ROP
personnel under the wise lead-
ership of His Majesty Sultan
Haitham bin Tarik, the Supreme
Commander.

The ceremony was attended
by Lt. Gen. Hassan Mohsin Al
Shuraiqi, Inspector General
of Police and Customs, Maj.
Gen Abdullah Ali Al Harthy,
Assistant Inspector General
of Police and Customs for Op-
erations, Maj. Gen Khalifa Ali
Al Siyabi, Assistant Inspector
General of Police and Customs
for Administrative and Finan-
cial Affairs and several senior
ROP officers.
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Oman Police celebrates annual day

‘It took four years to track

<FROM Al Balushi explained
A1 that a round head and

long legs characterise

the little owl, and the

female’s colour is grey,
tending to brown. Its upper parts
are characterised by the presence
of white dots, in addition to its
yellow eyes and light yellow beak,
and its length ranges between
21-23 cm.

The striped tree owl is 21 cen-
timetres long, and its colour is
sandy grey, while its colour tends
to be grey from below, with sharp-
ly clear black lines.

Al Balushi confirmed that the
reproduction process through
hatching has been monitored
for these species, except for the
short-eared owl, which is unsta-
ble and considered a migratory
bird.

Pointing out that taking pic-
tures of these different species

different species of owls’

in the governorate was not an
easy task, he said the process
took four years in different plac-
es in the governorate, and the
monitoring process contributes
to informing community mem-
bers, specialists and researchers
about wildlife and the impor-
tance of preserving them, espe-
cially those that are threatened

with extinction.

He pointed out that the next
stage is to preserve and pro-
tect them and follow up on their
whereabouts, explaining that not
disclosing their whereabouts is
one of the methods that contrib-
ute to preserving them and pre-
venting them from being subject-
ed to poaching. -with ona inputs
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Savouring the pleasures of idleness

SALEH AL-SHAIBANY

oing nothing is not
boredom but an art
that can take you to

the many paths of pleasures
that you did not have time
for them while you have been
busy.

Idleness is not usually asso-
ciated with a physical activity.
But this is where many people
are wrong. You do not need
to take a single step to get
into the world of adventures
and many delights. Mental
activities is better for our
well-being.

It is when the mind can take
us to the widest corners of the
world without moving an inch
from our favourite seats. It is
not lazing around like many
people would like us to think.

The activities of the mind

served well the Omani legend-
ary sailor Ahmad bin Majid in
1471 when he navigated in his
ship from Oman to India and
all the way to East and Central
Africa. They say he first
planned the whole epic trip in
his mind before sailing.

I can imagine him sitting
in his living room charting
the searoutes in his mind
for months before sailing the
rough waters. But we don’t
have to be legendary naviga-
tors to put our minds into top
gear. We see with our eyes
and move with our feet and
that is part of our physical
routine. However, when the
mind charts each careful step,
we move forward with a well
executed plan.

The Muslim mathemati-
cian Muhammad Al-Khwariz-
mi, who is credited to algebra,
abranch of mathematics,
went to formulate all the com-
plex steps in his mind while
he was sitting under the shade
of his verandah in Baghdad.
Both Bin Majid and Khwar-
izmi did not physically moved
around when they revolution-
ized our world in their own
respective fields.

This is in contrast with the
army generals and dictators,
where they have to send out
soldiers on the field to do all
the killings. Again, this also
the notable difference be-
tween the two. The dictators
use brutal physical force while

More than 1.6mn
vehicles registered
in Oman by
November 2023

MUSCAT: The total number of
vehicles registered in the Sultan-
ate of Oman reached 1,660,803
by the end of November 2023,
according to the data issued by
the National Centre for Statistics
and Information (NCSTI).

Private registration vehicles
constituted 79.5 percent of the
total vehicles registered in Oman,
to stand at 1,321,213.

Vehicles with a capacity of
1500-3000 cc constituted 54 per-
cent to stand at 898,060.

Most vehicles come in the col-
our ‘white’ (comprising 42.7 per-

cent) to stand at 709,525.

Further, vehicles with com-
mercial registration constituted
14.7 percent (243,834), while the
number of rental cars stood at
33,305 (2 percent).

Meanwhile, the number of taxi
vehicles reached 27,889 (com-
prising 1.7 percent).

As far as vehicles weights are
concerned, the number of vehi-
cles weighing less than 3 tonnes
stood 1,503,627, comprising 90.5
percentof the total registered ve-
hicles in the Sultanate of Oman.

— ONA

the ‘intellectuals’ use the crea-
tivity of their minds. I am not
trying to demean people who
do manual work. They have no
other alternative but to move
on with their limitations. But
they can defend themselves
that the rest of us have differ-
ent tasks in life.

When afriend sawmeina
coffee shop typing away my
work on alaptop, he said I
needed to do something more
‘useful’ than sitting around.

I smiled because I saw the
lighter side of'it. I did not take
his remarks as offensive but
well meant. To him, I am just
alazy person sitting on my
backside doing nothing while
he was moving around most
of'the day.

He could be right but later
that evening, while I was sit-
ting at the beach watching
the waves rolling to the sands,
I saw ants crawling on the
wall of the embankment that
separated the sea and the
pavement.

So, I dropped the crumbs
of the cake I was eating to
them. They started eating
the crumbs gratefully while I
watched them.

Then a mischievous
thought crossed my mind. I
told myself, next time, when
someone tells me if sitting
around doing nothingis a
waste of time, then I could tell
him that atleast I feed hungry
ants when I laze around.

Graduate Survey
2023 to meet needs
of labour market

The Higher Education
Graduates Survey
would serve policy
makers, higher
education institutions

and employers

MUSCAT: As many as 30,765 stu-
dents from all higher education
institutions in Oman and abroad
took part in 4th Graduate Survey
2023, which was conducted by the
Ministry of Higher Education, Re-
search and Innovation.

The survey received a response
rate of 43 percent out of the target
segments, which comprised stu-
dents who graduated in academic
years 2018/2019, 2019/2020 and
2020/2021.

Dr. Rahma Ibrahim Al Mahrou-
qi, Minister of Higher Education,

Research and Innovation, said that
the graduate survey constitutes
the first building block for aligning
higher education outcomes with
the needs of the labour market.
The minister pointed out that
the Higher Education Graduates
Survey would serve several par-

ties, including policy makers and
decision-makers, higher educa-
tion institutions, employers and
students expected to enrol in high-
er education institutions.

She explained that the number
of graduates of the target segment
in the survey stood at 72,000. -ona

Jordanian delegation visits MSC

MUSCAT: The delegation of the
Royal Jordanian Command and
Staff College (RJCSC) led by Brig-
adier Sami Mohammed Al Harbi,
today visited the Maritime Secu-
rity Centre (MSC).

Upon their arrival at the centre,
the guests were greeted by Com-
modore Adil Hamoud Al Busaidi,
Head of the MSC.

Members of the visiting delega-
tion were briefed on the roles and

tasks carried out by the centre
in maintaining the safety of the
maritime environment. They also

toured the centre’s facilities and
viewed its latest equipment and
technologies. -ona
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The company is

also working to
ensure operational
efficiency and service
sustainability to
ensure that water
meets Omani
specifications

and standards for

drinking water

ith a vision to become
a leading company in
water services that

contributes to achieving sustain-
ability, Nama Water Services con-
tinues its commitment to Omani
society by meetings all its needs.

The core values that the com-
pany works include care, respect,
empowerment, professionalism,
team work, transparency and
integrity. These values are com-
bined in the company’s mission of
commitment to serving the com-
munity by providing water and
sanitary services in a sustainable
manner and preserving water for
current and future generations.

Qais bin Saud Al Zakwani,
Chief Executive Officer of Nama
Water Services, said that the
company continues with its
commitment to working on the
main plan for the water sector.
The company works on develop-
ing strategic dimensions of the
company’s two segments of the
business - the potable water and
wastewater, wherein the compa-
ny works to ensure the sustain-
ability of potable water through
water transmission and distribu-
tion networks, tanker filling sta-
tions, or through ship transporta-
tion to marine areas.

This commitment includes all
activities necessary for sustaina-
bility, such as planning, construc-
tion, development, operation and
maintenance of the entire net-
work. It also includes adherence
to all relevant health and quality
standards to ensure the safe sup-
ply of drinking water to its valued
customers.

Speaking on the sanitary field,
he said that the company is work-
ing to collect wastewater from
buildings through a sewerage
network or tanks for treatment
or disposal in an environmentally
friendly manner. Wastewater is
treated and treated water, muddy
sediments and other by-products
are disposed of. Water transmis-
sion of treated water is carried

out in accordance with the ap-
proved systems and agreements,
he added.

Strategic programmes
Speaking on the company’s stra-
tegic programmes, he said that
the company works in accordance
with six strategic programmes
including setting and execu-
tion of the assets management
programme, water control pro-
gramme, data quality programme,
merger of information through
the systems and the contracts and
procurement programme.

He said that the company has
set its first strategic plan 2023-
2027 which was established on
development of the company’s
values, mission and vision along
with the company’s objectives,
plans and strategic initiatives. He
said that the company has been
keen for the participation of the
largest number of employees in
the review of the strategic plan to
ensure that it is consistent with
Oman Vision 2040 document.

Customers service
Al Zakwani said that the company
pays due care and attention for

boosting the quality of service
and achievement of the custom-
ers satisfaction, where the pre-
paid meters would be launched in
2024, which would facilitate pay-
ment of dues and charges.

The company is also working
on development of a database of
the customers to understand the
patterns of their usage of water
and then to establish multiple
channels for serving customers.
The company also accords due
attention and care in the fields of
health, safety and environment to
ensure achievement of zero-acci-
dent level where the company had
succeeded in executing its opera-
tions without lost time injury in
2023.

Operational efficiency

Al Zakwani added that the com-
pany is working to ensure opera-
tional efficiency and service sus-
tainability to ensure that water
meets the Omani specifications
and standards for drinking water
through testing samples at differ-
ent sites according to a specific
time schedule and to timely re-
spond to the inquiries and calls of
customers on the quality of water.

NAMA GONTINUES TO
PROVIDE AGGESS T0 SAFE,
GLEAN WATER IN OMAN

The company has also accorded,
since the launch of its operations,
optimal significance to detection
of any waste or leakage of water
and has used the monitoring sys-
tem through the use of drones,
where such cameras of drones
manage to detect any waste or
leakage of water, he said. The com-
pany has qualified, trained and a
specialised team to detect the wa-
ter leakage through monitoring by
drones, he added.

Abdullah bin Salim Al Rasbi,
Chief Executive Officer of the
company’s projects said that
Nama Water Services continues
with its works in the execution of
several strategic projects of wa-
ter transmission lines between
the Governorates of the Sultan-
ate and initiation of integrated
systems for water transmission
within the efforts for achieve-
ment of the main plan of the wa-
ter sector to cover 98 percent
of the Sultanate’s population in
terms of the direct water net-
works service by 2040.

The total investments in the
transmission lines amounted to
over OMR500,000 for a length of
over 800 kilometres, he added.

Water Transmission Line
from the desalination plant
in Sohar to the wilayats of
Al Dhahirah Governorate
This project is considered one
of the most important strategic
projects for water transmission
and for the first time, the work
has been carried out for execu-
tion of the new tanks in this pro-
ject, which was opened in 2023.
The cost of the project exceeded
OMR150 million where the pro-
jectincluded a water transmission
line from the desalination plant in
Sohar to Al Dhahirah Governorate
at alength of 230 kilometres along
with construction of 15 tanks with
storage capacity of 451,000 cubic
metres.

Boosting the water trans-
mission system to Al Dakh-
ilivah Governorate

The completion percentage of the
project amounted to 91 percent
and the project will be inaugu-
rated this year (2024). The pro-
ject aims to strengthen the cur-
rent water transmission system
to meet the growing demand for
water, whether domestic or for
industrial establishments, as well

as the growing demand for water
by tourist facilities, government
and other development aspects
until 2040. The total cost of the
project exceeds OMR128 million.
The project includes a new wa-
ter transmission line for a length
of 173 kilometres from the main
pumping station in Al Khoudh,
Wilayat of Seeb to the wilayats of
Al Dakhiliyah Governorate. The
project also includes the design
works and execution of a strategic
tank with the capacity of 350,000
cubic metres between the Wilayat
of Sumail and the Wilayat of Izki.
The project also includes the de-
sign and execution of five balanc-
ing tanks at the pumping stations
with the capacity of 12500 cubic
metres along with the design of
five new pumping stations.

Strategic line project for
governorates of South and
North Al Shargiyah

Work is going on for execution of
the strategic project for strength-
ening the water transmission line
between the Governorate of South
Al Sharqiyah and the Governorate
of North Al Sharaqiyah at a cost of
OMR125 million. The project be-
gins from the new water desali-
nation plant with the capacity of
80,000 cubic metres a day at Asila
area in the Wilayat of Jalan bani
Bu Ali in South Al Shargiyah Gov-
ernorate and ends in the Wilayat
of Al Mudhaibi, where the project
feeds the wilayats of the two Gov-
ernorates. The project is nearly 85
percent complete and is expected
to open in 2024. The project in-
cludes water pipelines for alength
of 312 kilometres and construc-
tion of four new pumping stations
besides three existing pumping
stations and construction of 17
water tanks with a total capacity
0f 265,000 cubic metres.

Strengthening the water
system between the
desalination plants of
Barka and Sohar

Work on the strategic project for
strengthening the water transmis-
sion system between the wilayats
of Barka and Sohar is progressing
well and the project has reached
98 percent completion. The cost of
the project is OMR86 million and
is expected to open in 2024. The
project provides water to all the
wilayats of the two governorates
and to enhance the interchange
link between the water desalina-
tion plants in Quriyat, Al Ghubra,
Barka and Sohar. The project in-
cludes installation of water pipe-
lines for alength of 140 kilometres
and construction of three pumping
station to strengthen the pumping
and with operational capacity of
238,000 cubic metres a day from
the new water pumping station in
Barka towards the main tanks at
Oman Logistics and the tanks of
the wilayats of Barka, Al Suwaiq,
Al Musana, Al Rustaq and Saham.

Strengthening
the water

system between

the South and
North Batinah
Governorates

The project will be
opened in 2024

Project to
strengthen the
water
transmission
line for Al
Dakhilivah
Governorate

The project will be
opened in 2024

. A project to

enhance the
water
transportation

system between

the South and

North Sharqgivah

governorates

The project will be
opened in 2024

January

Water supply project from the
desalination plant in Sohar to
Al Dhahirah Governorate

at a cost exceeding

150

million Omani riyals

Strategilc projects
for the water

transportation system
140

kilometres
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Honouring the resilience of Arabic culture

RIYADH: The timeless bond be-
tween Arabs and camels weaves
a tale of companionship and reli-
ance in the vast desert landscape.

Bedouins, the desert dwellers,
found consolation and great help
in these majestic creatures as they
traversed the arid terrain in search
of sustenance. With their humps
and resilient backs, camels bore
the weight of countless journeys,
their significance immortalised in
the grand gestures of gifting them
to noble leaders.

Chairman of the Saudi Society
for Camel Studies Dr. Mohammed
Al-Otaibi sheds light on the pro-
found connection between Arabs
and camels, tracing its roots back
to ancient times.

The earliest mention of Arabs
in history, he said, was linked to
camels.

Among the notable camels of
history, Al-Otaibi highlighted the

renowned she-camel Al-Qaswa,
ridden by the Prophet Moham-
med, peace be upon him. This
camel, considered the second most
famous in history after the she-
camel of the Prophet Saleh, etched
its mark in the collective memory
of Arabs and Muslims.

The sacred texts also mention
the significance of camels. The

Quran makes multiple references
to these magnificent creatures,
emphasizing their role as a sign
of Allah’s munificence. Various
Hadiths shed further light on the
revered status of camels in Arab
society.

Deep-seated attachment

The Arabs’ deep-seated attach-
ment to camels is palpable. In an-
cient times, Arabs used the words
wealth and camels interchange-
ably in their vernacular. Dr. Hind
Al-Mutairi, a faculty member at
King Saud University, explains
that camels, often referred to as
the “ships of the desert”, symbol-
ize the continuity of movement,
work and survival in the barren
and harsh environment. These
resilient creatures serve as a
lifeline, protecting their owners
from the perils of the unforgiv-
ing desert. The Arabs, therefore,

developed an intimate bond with
camels, carefully observing their
well-being, strength, and unique
characteristics.

According to Al-Mutairi, the
Arabs bestowed a myriad names
on camels, capturing their di-
verse characteristics. Hundreds of
names were assigned to describe
adult camels, herds, females,
males, offspring, and camels dis-
tinguished by weight, blindness,
milk production, or swiftness.
Even camels carrying warriors or
plagued by thirst were granted dis-
tinct names.

This rich lexicon of camel-relat-
ed terms enriched the Arabic lan-
guage and found expression in an-
cient poetry. In fact, Arabic boasts
a staggering 10,046 words related
to camels, as documented in the
book “Camels in the Ancient Near
East and the Arabian Peninsula”.

— SPA
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Counting

DHAKA: The counting of votes
has begun in Bangladesh as poll-
ing for the 12th Parliamentary
elections in the country ended
on Sunday, with 27 per cent votes
cast till 3pm (local time), accord-
ing to media report.

The voting began at 8am at
261,912 polling stations in 42,024
voting centres and continued un-
til4 pm.

Amid calls for a boycott from
the Opposition, including the
Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP), the country voted to elect
members for 299 parliamentary
seats.

However, polls were postponed
in one seat due to the death of a
candidate.

Overall, 27 per cent votes were
cast in the first seven hours, from
8 am to 3 pm (local time), Md.
Jahangir Alam, secretary of the
Election Commission (EC), said
during a news conference at the
Agargaon Election Commission
(EC) headquarters, according to
Dhaka Tribune.

Bangladesh’s 119.6 million
citizens were supposed to vote in
the 12th national parliamentary
election.

Some 800,000 security per-
sonnel were kept on election duty
to maintain the electoral atmos-
phere by checking for violations

begins as
national polls end
in Bangladesh

of codes of conduct throughout
the country.

They include 38,154 Army per-
sonnel, 2,827 Navy personnel (19
districts), 45,185 (1,158 platoons)
BGB personnel, 2520 (75 pla-
toons) Coast Guard personnel,
600 RAB teams and 95 RAB re-
serve teams, 184,959 police per-
sonnel, and 558,500 Ansar men.
Furthermore, 653 judicial judges
and 2,076 executive magistrates
were deployed in the field to pe-
nalise violations of the election
code of conduct, the Dhaka Trib-
une reported.

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasi-
na is expected to win a fourth
straight term in the absence of
the main opposition BNP, which
on Saturday began a 48-hour na-
tionwide strike against the ‘ille-
gal government’ amidst violence
and a crackdown on protesters,
according to Al Jazeera.

The Supreme Court on De-
cember 27 provided clearance
for the Election Commission
(EC) to proceed with the general
elections.

The poll panel made thorough
arrangements ahead of the 12th
national elections. As many as
127 foreign observers will track
the election process to assess the
election’s fairness.

A contemporary economic sector flourishing in the UAE

DUBALI: The UAE has taken sig-
nificant steps towards supporting
the digital content production sec-
tor and investing in its capabilities
to increase its contribution to the
country’s economy.

This initiative is a key focus of
the UAE’s National Strategy for
Cultural and Creative Industries
and complements a series of ini-
tiatives to attract professionals in
the creative industries and inno-
vative content creators.

Over the past decade, there has
been a concerted effort to develop
the creative industries and creator
economy ecosystem, aiming to in-
crease its contribution to 5 percent
of'the total GDP by 2031.

Examining the achievements of
the UAE in this context reveals its
competitive position in providing
an ideal and supportive environ-
ment for creative industries and
digital content production. The
emirate of Dubai, in particular, se-
cured the top global ranking in at-
tracting foreign direct investment
projects in cultural and creative
industries in 2022.

The global creator economy
is currently valued at around
US$250 billion and is projected to
reach approximately half a trillion
dollars by 2027, according to Gold-
man Sachs.

This significant contribution
underscores the fierce competi-
tion among nations to lead and
invest in current and future op-
portunities. This is evident as the
UAE hosts the largest gathering
of content creators and influenc-
ers globally through the “1 Billion

Followers

organised
by the New Media Academy on
10th and 11th January 2024, at
the Emirates Towers and the Mu-
seum of the Future in Dubai, with
a regional impact highlighted in

Summit,”

the “Entertainment and Media
Outlook in the Middle East and
North Africa 2020-2024” report
by Strategy. The report predicts
that digital content will constitute
46 percent of the expected US$22
billion spending on media in the
Middle East and North Africa in
2024, marking a notable increase
from 37 percent in 2019.

These figures indicate the emer-
gence of a new economic sector
on the horizon, necessitating the
Arab world to pave the way for its
growth. This involves continued
establishment of platforms, spe-
cialised academies, infrastructure

support, and the development of
laws and regulations ensuring
the constructive progress of this
industry. Simultaneously, atten-
tion must be given to the unique
aspects of creative work. Strate-
gic thinking by decision-makers
is crucial to investing in and
nurturing talent while fostering
partnerships between individu-
als and relevant institutions and
organisations.

In this context, Alia Al Hamma-
di, CEO of New Media Academy,
said, “The UAE confidently strides
towards a knowledge-based, in-
novative, and creative economy,
where human ideas and talents
are the primary resources. This is
evident in various industries, with
content creation at the forefront,
emphasising talent excellence,
impactful ideas, and exceptional

use of available technologies to
achieve a positive influence among
audiences.

Al Hamadi added, “In line with
this vision, the UAE is working to
foster the growth of the creator
economy through programs and
initiatives focused on develop-
ing the self-capabilities of human
resources, providing support, and
offering opportunities for their
qualification. This is reflected
in the harmony and alignment
among all institutions and entities
competing to support and develop
the creator economy, with the ‘1
Billion Followers Summit’ being a
prominent example. All these ef-
forts converge into one vision: the
UAE as the land of talents and the
preferred choice for those seek-
ing to fulfil their dreams in this
context.”

Efforts to support the compo-
nents of the creator economy eco-
system have become more special-
ised than ever. This is exemplified
by the provision of a dedicated
platform to support content crea-
tors, numbering over 300 million,
according to a global study by Ado-
be in 2022. This support is mani-
fested through the “1 Billion Fol-
lowers Summit,” the world’s first
and biggest specialised summit
and interactive creative event that
brings together digital content cre-
ators from around the world. They
are followed by a community of
over one billion users across vari-
ous social media platforms.

The summit embodies the stra-
tegic vision of the UAE to be a nur-
turing ground for global creators
and a pioneer in the region, estab-
lishing the foundations of a mod-
ern economic sector within its
economic system and engines. The
summit aims to attract the world’s
leading content creators and rep-
resentatives of major social me-
dia platforms in one platform.
Simultaneously, it transforms the
experiences of participants into
lessons and skills shared with
emerging content creators.

Hussein Al Atouli, Director of
the New Media Academy, shed
light on the burgeoning growth of
the digital content industry as a
key contributor to global econo-
mies and an influential player in
achieving comprehensive and
sustainable development goals.
He said, “The digital content pro-
duction industry has emerged as
one of the industries contribut-

ing to the economies of regional
and global countries over the past
decade. It has introduced dozens
of job types and professions, si-
multaneously benefiting from the
growing numbers of internet users
and social media platform users
worldwide.”

Al Atouli continued, “Today,
there are over 300 million con-
tent creators worldwide, while
users spend more than double the
time on the internet compared
to watching television. The ad-
vancements in artificial intelli-
gence technologies promise rapid
and unprecedented growth in this
sector in the coming years. Every-
thing achieved and attained by this
industry is expected to multiply
rapidly in a short period with the
artificial intelligence revolution
and the evolution of its tools.”

He added, “The significance of
this industry is not only economic
but also social and developmental.
Content creators and influencers
on social media platforms today
address a wide audience of follow-
ers, allowing them the opportunity
to be part of the developmental
scene and supporters of the cul-
tural and social context of each
country. Therefore, at the New
Media Academy, we have been
keen on supporting the National
Strategy for Cultural and Creative
Industries for the UAE and work-
ingto make the UAE a hub for glob-
al creators. This is being realised
today in the world’s largest event
bringing together digital content
creators, the ‘1 Billion Followers
Summit’” — wam
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Flights cancelled as US
grounds Boeing 737 Max 9s

The US aviation
regulator said 171
Boeing 737 Max 9s
must be grounded
for checks after part
of an Alaska Airlines
plane’s fuselage fell
off last Friday

NEW YORK: Thousands of pas-
sengers face flight cancellations
after major US airlines grounded
dozens of Boeing jets after a mid-
flight blowout over Oregon.

The US aviation regulator said
171 Boeing 737 Max 9s must be
grounded for checks after part of
an Alaska Airlines plane’s fuselage
fell offlast Friday.

Alaska said flight disruptions
are expected to last into next week.
United Airlines has grounded 79
planes.

Disruptions are likely to primar-
ily affect flights in the US, BBC
news reported.

It follows regulator the Federal
Aviation Administration (FAA)
ordering “immediate inspections”
of 737 Max 9s worldwide.

Required inspections would
take around four to eight hours per
aircraft, it said.

The European Union Aviation
Safety Agency (EASA) is follow-
ing the FAA approach, but flight
disruptions on the continent are
expected to be minimal.

EASA said it believes no Euro-
pean airlines operate Max 9s with

the configuration covered by the
FAA order. One of the world’s larg-
est intercontinental airports, Lon-
don Heathrow, said there was no
impact on flights.

The bulk of the affected planes

are owned by US airlines. United

Airlines has grounded all 79 of its
Max 9 planes.

Alaska said it cancelled 160
flights last Saturday,
about 23,000 passengers.

Other airlines which also fly
the planes have temporarily taken

them out of service.
Boeing said it welcomed the
FAA’s decision, adding its teams

affecting

were in close contact with the
regulator.

During Friday’s incident, Alaska
Airlines flight 1282 from Portland,
Oregon, to Ontario, California,
reached 16,000ft (4,876m) when
it began an emergency descent, ac-
cording to flight tracking data.

Passengers on board said a large
section of the plane’s outer shell
fell to the ground shortly after
take-off.

The plane, carrying 177 passen-
gers and crew, landed safely back
in Portland. Alaska said several
passengers were injured, but not
seriously. — ona

Alexander the
Great monument
reopens in Greece

ATHENS: The site of one of the
most important monuments in
classical antiquity - the palace
where Alexander the Great was
crowned king - has reopened af-
ter a 16-year restoration.

The Palace of Aigai, near
Greece’s northern port city of
Thessaloniki, was built more
than 2,300 years ago.

It was later destroyed by the
Romans and unearthed through
excavations beginning in the 19th
Century. Greek Prime Minister
Kyriakos Mitsotakis, who attend-
ed a ceremony for the site’s reo-
pening, described it as a “monu-
ment of global importance”. “The

significance of such monuments
becomes the heritage of the en-
tire world,” he said. Among the
restored sections are some of
the palace’s massive colonnades,
BBC news reported.

The site reopened to the pub-
lic on Sunday. The palace was
built by Philip II, Alexander the
Great’s father, who ruled over the
powerful kingdom of Macedonia.

Aigai, near what today is the
town of Vergina, was its capital.

The palace was the largest build-
ing in classical Greece — covering
an area of 15000sqm — and fea-
tured large banquet halls, places of
worship and courtyards. — ona

Death toll hits 126 in Japan’s devastating earthquake

TOKYO: The death toll has surged
to 126 in the central Japanese pre-
fecture of Ishikawa after a series of
earthquakes of up to 7.6 magnitude
struck the prefecture and its vicin-
ity, amid fears of secondary haz-
ards and escalating casualties de-
spite intensified rescue and search
efforts on day six of the quake on
Saturday.

The figure as of 1 p.m. local
time marked the first time since
the 2016 Kumamoto earthquake,
which claimed 276 lives, that Ja-
pan has witnessed over 100 casu-
alties due to an earthquake, includ-
ing related fatalities, according to
the weather agency.

Meanwhile, 516 people in Ishi-
kawa suffered injuries due to the
quakes, with 210 residents in the
prefecture still unaccounted for
as of 2 p.m. local time, according to
local authorities.

The strongest temblor, officially
named the 2024 Noto Peninsula
Earthquake, is classified as a re-
verse fault earthquake with a pre-
liminary magnitude of 7.6 by a gov-
ernment panel, and intermittent
aftershocks are hampering recov-

ery support to the affected areas.

Striking at a shallow depth cen-
tered around 30 km east-northeast
of Wajima, the devastating quake
on New Year’s Day registered a
maximum intensity of 7, with
tremors felt in large metropolises
such as Tokyo and Osaka.

The combination of frequent
aftershocks and severe weather
conditions poses a dual threat to
the affected region, hampering
rescue and relief operations and
heightening the risk of secondary
hazards.

In the latest update from the
Japan Meteorological Agency
(JMA), a 54-magnitude earth-
quake hit the Noto region at 5:25
a.m. local time on Saturday at a
depth of 10 km, measuring upper 5
on the country’s seismic intensity
scale of 7.

Citing an unprecedented surge
in seismic activity in the Noto re-
gion following the earthquake, the
JMA said over 1,045 earthquakes
registering intensity 1 or higher
have been observed as of 8 am.
on Saturday, over twice the total
number of similar-intensity tem-

blors recorded in the area over the

past three years.
Officials warned that roads, al-

ready cracked from the dozens
of earthquakes that continue to
shake the area, could collapse

completely.
Rain and snow expected over-

Mammoth tusk buried for
thousands of years unearthed

NORTH DAKOTA: The first
person to spot it was a shovel
operator working the overnight
shift, eyeing a glint of white as he
scooped up a giant mound of dirt
and dropped it into a dump truck.

Later, after the truck driver
dumped the load, a dozer driver
was ready to flatten the dirt but
stopped for a closer look when he,
too, spotted that bit of white.

Only then did the miners real-
ise they had unearthed something
special: a 7-foot-long mammoth
tusk that had been buried for
thousands of years.

The miners unearthed the tusk
from an old streambed, about 40
feet deep, at the Freedom Mine
near Beulah, North Dakota.

After spotting the tusk, the

crews stopped digging in the area
and called in experts, who esti-
mated it to be 10,000 to 100,000
years old.

Jeff Person, a paleontologist
with the North Dakota Geologic
Survey, was among those to re-
spond. He expressed surprise that
the mammoth tusk hadn’t suf-
fered more damage, considering

the massive equipment used at
the site.

Mammoths once roamed
across parts of Africa, Asia, Eu-
rope and North America. Speci-
mens have been found through-
out the United States and Canada,
said Paul Ullmann, a University
of North Dakota vertebrate pale-
ontologist. — ona

night and Sunday for the region
might further complicate the
disaster-relief work, and the JMA
also warned local residents to stay
alert for possible mudslides and
other possible secondary hazards.
On day six of the earthquake, the
most-hit coastal city of Wajima

confirmed 59 deaths, facing about
100 reports about people being
buried and trapped under collaps-
es of buildings.

Japan has deployed its Self-
Defense Forces to strengthen
their presence from about 5,000 to
5,400 personnel, in collaboration
with local police and fire depart-
ments to intensify search and res-
cue efforts.

At a meeting of the emergency
disaster response headquarters on
Saturday, Japanese Prime Minis-
ter Fumio Kishida urged relevant
departments to “spare no efforts
in conducting search and rescue
work,” noting that “fatigue and
stress are accumulating” for those
taking shelters due to prolonged
evacuation life.

With the full extent of wreck-
age still unknown, infrastructure
has suffered severe damage in
Ishikawa, with around 24,000
households facing power outages
and 66,000 households left with-
out water in 14 cities and towns
as of 8 a.m. local time on Saturday,
the national news agency Kyodo
reported.

While some 31,400 people were
staying at evacuation centers in
Ishikawa, issues related to sanita-
tion and hygiene were emerging,
with some reports of COVID-19
infections and flu coming in, local
media reports showed.

The prefecture was planning to
initiate the installation of tempo-
rary housing in the cities of Waji-
ma and Suzu starting next Friday
to secure living accommodations
for the affected residents.

More damage reports were com-
ing in even outside Ishikawa, with
liquefaction caused by continuous
aftershocks being a major reason.
As of Saturday, the New Year’s
Day quake has wrecked more than
2,000 homes in the city of Niigata
alone, with over 150 buildings
damaged.

The earthquake’s direct eco-
nomic impact, based on the cur-
rent damage reports, could sur-
pass 800 billion yen (about $5.5
billion), which amounts to about
0.15 percent of Japan’s nominal
gross domestic product, according
to Japanese economist Takahide
K1uch1 — Xinhua

Royal Oman Police

ANNOUNCEMENT

On the occasion of ROP Annual Day, Royal Oman Police - Directorate of
Public Relations and Security Information - announces to all citizens and
residents that Wednesday 10/01/2024 shall be observed as an official holiday for
ROP formations that follow the official-working-hours system.

As for police stations, they will be practicing their reqular duties and providing all
services entrusted to them around the clock.

Best wishes for all
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Rafael Nadal
withdraws from
Australian Open

Nadal stated that

a minor rupture

in his muscle was
sustained during his
cquarter-final defeat
at the Brishane
International

SYDNEY: The 22-time Grand
Slam champion Rafael Nadal has
pulled out of the Australian Open
2024 due to a muscle injury, the
Spaniard said in a post on social
media on Sunday.

Nadal stated that a minor rup-
ture in his muscle was sustained
during his quarter-final defeat at
the Brisbane International. How-
ever, Nadal said the “good news” is
that it was not a recurrence of his
hip issue and he is preparing to re-
turn to Spain for rest and recovery.

“Hi all, during my last match in
Brisbane I had a small problem
with a muscle that as you know
made me worried. Once I got to
Melbourne I have had the chance
to make an MRI and I have amicro
tear on a muscle, not in the same
part where I had the injury and
that’s good news. Right now I am
not ready to compete at the maxi-
mum level of exigence in 5 sets of
matches. I'm flying back to Spain
to see my doctor, get some treat-
ment and rest,” Nadal posted on X.

Nadal remained hopeful about
the 2024 season, saying the newest
injury was not “very bad news” and
that he withdrew from the Aus-

tralian Open knowing he would
not be at his best.

“I have worked very hard during
the year for this comeback and as I
always mentioned my goal is to be
at my best level in 3 months. With-
inthe sad news for me for notbeing
able to play in front of the amaz-
ing Melbourne crowds, this is not
very bad news and we all remain
positive with the evolution for the
season. I really wanted to play here
in Australia and I have had the

chance to play a few matches that
made me very happy and positive.
Thanks all for the support and see
you soon! Rafa,” it further read.
Nadal missed the rest of the
2023 season due to injury after
losing in the second round of last
year’s Australian Open. The lefty
returned this week to Brisbane,
where he beat Dominic Thiem and
Jason Kubler in straight sets be-
fore losing to Jordan Thompson.
-ANI

Indian test team is one of the
best travelling sides: Ashwin

NEW DELHI: Indian spinner
Ravichandran Ashwin hit back at
former England skipper Michael
Vaughan’s remark that India are
‘underachievers’ and stated that
the team has been one of the best
travelling sides in Test cricket.

Recently, Vaughan termed
the Indian men’s cricket team
“one of the most underachieving
teams in the world” for not being
able to win big despite a massive
amount of resources and talent.
Vaughan made this point on the
FOX Cricket panel during the
Australia-Pakistan second Test
at the Melbourne Cricket Ground
(MCQG).

“Here’s a question for you: In-
dia, in terms of cricket, are they
one of the most underachiev-
ing sports teams in the world?”
Vaughan said.

“With all the talent that they
have, I think they are, yeah. Well,
they do not win anything. When
was the last time they won some-
thing? With all the talent they
have, all the skillsets... they won
here (Australia) twice, magnifi-
cent but the last few World Cups,
been nowhere, T20 World Cups,
nowhere. You go to South Africa,
who are, you know, useful in Test
match cricket and to produce a
performance like that... I mean,
with all the talent they have, and
the resources they have, I do
not think they win anything,” he
added.

To this, Ashwin hit back, say-
ing on his YouTube channel that
though India has failed to capture
ICC trophies, its Test team is one
of the best travelling sides.

“Michael Vaughan made a
statement after the first Test that
India is an underachieving team.
Yes, we haven’t won ICC trophies
for years. We call ourselves the
powerhouses of the game. But the
Test team has been one of the best
travelling teams in the vicinity.
‘We have seen many great results,”
he said.

“After he said that, so many
experts from our own country

started questioning if India is an
underachieving team. Frankly, it
made me laugh,” he added.

Ashwin also said that Indian
cricket critics nitpick too much,
causing them to overlook a lot of
team’s success.

“So, both cricket and Test
cricket are differentiated by fine
margins. In a country like India,
where we talk cricket in every
nook and cranny and consider
the sport a religion, I feel we criti-
cise and nitpick too much and get
into unnecessary details. I think
these are blinding us,” Ashwin
concluded.

Over the years, India has seen
some big success in Test crick-
et. They beat Australia at their
home territory twice in a row, in
2018-19 and later 2020-21, with
the second one being extremely
special as the team battled the
absence of key players like Virat
Kohli, injuries and inexperience.
It also managed to draw the Test
series 2-2 during the tour of Eng-
land, having a 2-1 lead under Vi-
rat’s captaincy before COVID-19
postponed the final Test. Besides
this, Team India also recorded big
Test wins in South Africa, most
notably in Cape Town within just

two days.

India has also been invincible
at home, recording wins over Sri
Lanka, West Indies, New Zealand,
South Africa, England, Australia,
Bangladesh etc at home in Tests.
This has helped India reach two
ICC World Test Championship
finals.

But, India last won a major ICC
tournament back in 2013, the ICC
Champions Trophy. Since then,
India has reached the final of the
2014 ICC T20 World Cup, the
semis of the 2016 and 2022 T20
World Cup, the semifinals of the
2015 and 2019 ICC Cricket World
Cup, the final of the ICC Cricket
World Cup at home this year
and the finals of the 2019-21 and
2021-23 ICC World Test Cham-
pionship, but has failed to win any
of these tournaments despite put-
ting in incredible performances
in each of these tournaments and
sending teams filled with some
of the biggest superstars of the
sport.

The most painful of these loss-
es was the one in the final to Aus-
tralia in the Cricket World Cup
at home, following a dominant
10-match winning streak in the
tournament. -ant
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B SECTION

GLIMPSES OF BUDGET

The recently released Oman’s Budget
- 2024, encompassing the financial
programme of the country reveals the

objectives, priorities, strategies and the
resources, paving the way for all-round

improvement in the socio- economic
structure of the country. > B2
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MSX INDEX ENDS HIGHER

Muscat Stock Exchange (MSX) general
index (30) gained 18 points, comprising
arise by 0.39 per cent to close at 4594.94
points, compared to the last session,
which stood at 4576.98 points. > B2

Concession agreement inked for
oil and gas exploration in Dhofar

The company will
conduct geological
and geophysical
studies and seismic
SUrveys necessary
for oil and gas
prospecting in the
designated zone

MUSCAT: The Ministry of En-
ergy and Minerals signed a con-
cession agreement for oil and gas
exploration in concession areas
No. 38 and 74 with CC Energy De-
velopment Oman company.

The company will conduct geo-
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logical and geophysical studies
and seismic surveys necessary for
oil and gas prospecting in the des-
ignated zone.

Located in the southwestern
part of the Dhofar Governorate,
concession Area No. 38 extends
approximately 17,425 square kilo-
metres, while Concession Area
No. 74, in the south-eastern part of
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ahli Islamic signs
MoU with AAOIFT

Times News Service

MUSCAT: As part of its ongo-
ing efforts to support the Islamic
banking industry, ahli Islamic,
recently signed a Memorandum
of Understanding (MoU) with
the Accounting and Auditing Or-
ganisation for Islamic Financial
Institutions (AAOIFT).

The primary goal is to reinforce
collaboration in capacity building
within ahli Islamic and foster the
growth of the Islamic finance sec-
tor in the Sultanate of Oman. The
signing ceremony occurred con-
currently with the AAOIFI-IsDB
18th Annual Islamic Banking and
Finance Conference.

The signing occurred on the
second day of the conference, at-
tended by Sheikh Ebrahim bin
Khalifa Al Khalifa, Chairman
of AAOIFT’s Board of Trustees,
alongside members of ahli Is-
lamic’s Sharia Supervisory Board.
Yousuf Al Rawahi, DGM - Head
of ahli Islamic, signed the MoU,
solidifying the commitment to ad-
vancing Islamic banking in Oman.

This unique MoU aims to
synergise the expertise of ahli
Islamic and AAOIFI, by way of
collaboration that involves a se-
ries of technical and professional
activities intended to fortify the
development of Islamic banking
and subsequently, the economy.

Commenting on the signing of
the MoU, Dr Mohammed Taher
Al Ibrahim, Chairman of Sha-
ria Supervisory Board at ahli Is-
lamic, said, “The Islamic finance
industry greatly values the role of
AAOIFTI in developing and pro-
gressing the standards of global
Islamic finance. It acknowledges
the contributions made towards
the professional development of
Islamic finance. This MoU re-
flects ahli Islamic’s commitment
to collaborate with AAOIFI with-
in their respective domains for
the mutual benefit of both insti-
tutions and their stakeholders.”

Yousuf Al Rawahi, AGM - Head
of ahli Islamic, views the MoU
signing as a significant milestone
for the bank. He said, “We are de-
lighted to enter this noteworthy
partnership with AAOIFI. The
advancement of professional ca-

The Islamic finance
industry greatly
values the role of
AADIFI in developing
and progressing the
standards of global
Islamic finance. This
Mol reflects ahli
Islamic’s commitment
fo collaborate with
AAOIFI within their
respective domains
for the mutual benefit
of both institutions
and their stakeholders

Mohammed Al Ibrahim
Chairman of Sharia Supervisory Board
at ahli Islamic

pabilities and the expansion of
Islamic banking in Oman are cru-
cial in our current landscape. We
are confident that our collabora-
tion will make a positive impact
on the Islamic banking sector in
the Sultanate.”

It is important to note that the
MoU encompasses collaboration
in various areas such as research,
events, and ongoing advance-
ments. It facilitates a meaning-
ful exchange of information and
discussions addressing pertinent
issues within the Islamic finance
industry in Oman.

the governorate, covers an area of
3,064 square kilometres.

The agreement was signed by
Eng Salim Nasser Al Aufi, Minister
of Energy and Minerals, and Mar-
wan Shafiq Salloum, Director of CC
Energy Development Company.

Commitment
Al Aufi said that the agreement re-

flects the ministry’s commitment
to expand exploration and pros-
pecting for oil and gas resources in
the Sultanate of Oman. The agree-
ment also underscores the confi-
dence of local and international
investors in Oman. He pointed out
that the deal will consolidate the
productive capacity of the oil and
gas sector. -ona

Moody’s upgrades Bank Nizwa’s foreign and local
currency deposit ratings with stable outlook

Times News Service

MUSCAT: In a significant devel-
opment that lauds its strategic
growth and resilience, Bank Nizwa,
the Sultanate of Oman’s leading
Islamic bank, has been recognised
for its exceptional performance
as Moody’s Investors Service
(Moody’s) upgraded its long-term
foreign and local currency deposit
ratings to Bal from BaZ2.

Furthermore, Moody’s recent
rating action included upgrading
Bank Nizwa’s Base Credit Assess-
ment (BCA) and Adjusted BCA
ratings from b1 to ba3. This signifi-
cant achievement highlights the
bank’s outstanding financial prow-
ess and underscores the success of
its strategic initiatives.

‘While the upgraded deposit rat-
ing is influenced by government
support, the BCA rating serves as
a testament to Bank Nizwa’s stan-
dalone creditworthiness. With
these upgrades, Bank Nizwa now
stands on par with major banks,
marking a significant milestone
in its journey of excellence in the
finance sector.

Commenting on the develop-
ment, Khaled Al Kayed, Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer at Bank Nizwa said,
“The recent upgrades by Moody’s
are a resounding acknowledgment
of Bank Nizwa’s resilience and sta-
bility. Our robust capitalisation,
coupled with the consistent tra-
jectory of improving profitability,
has been underscored by these up-
grades, further solidifying our po-
sition in the financial landscape.”

Headded saying, “The upgraded
credibility bestowed by Moody’s
upon Bank Nizwa resonates pow-
erfully with both investors and
depositors. It signals not only a

validation of our financial sound-
ness but also instils confidence in
our capacity to navigate economic
uncertainties and financial chal-
lenges efficiently. Furthermore,
these upgrades represent a reit-
eration of the core value proposi-
tion we extend to our esteemed
customers. It emphasises our
commitment to delivering fully
Sharia-compliant financial solu-
tions that align with their diverse
needs and aspirations.”

Bank Nizwa has made strategic
advancements, fostering cautious
growth and fortifying Risk Man-
agement systems. This concerted
effort is distinctly reflected in
the bank’s financial performance
metrics and its robust capital posi-
tion. The stable outlook for Bank
Nizwa’s long-term deposit ratings

mirrors the stable outlook as-
signed to the Sovereign Ratings of
the Government of Oman. Within
this framework, Moody’s foresees
the bank’s resilient solvency buff-
ers playing a pivotal role in balanc-
ing factors such as asset risk, con-
centrated funding, and restricted
liquid resources.

The upgraded BCA to ba3 from
b1 demonstrates Bank Nizwa’s un-
wavering commitment to robust
risk management, epitomised by
the establishment of an in-house
internal risk model and the adop-
tion of the IFRS9/FAS30 account-
ing standard. This upgradeisalsoa
directresult of the bank’s judicious
approach to growth, prioritising
sustainability in its practices. Fur-
thermore, the elevation of Bank
Nizwa’s long-term deposit ratings,
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aligned with the upgraded BCA, re-
affirms the enduring collaborative
partnership between the bank and
the government.

Looking forward to the next 9-18
months, Bank Nizwa envisions a
positive trajectory, expressing op-
timism about Oman’s anticipated
elevation to Investment Grade
status. In parallel, Bank Nizwa is
poised to emulate this achieve-
ment, further cementing its posi-
tion among esteemed financial
institutions in the region.

As the most-trusted Islamic
bank in the country, Bank Nizwa
continues to navigate the evolv-
ing financial terrain, and remains
rooted in its dedication to provid-
ing unparalleled service and value
to customers, investors, and the
broader financial community.

Oman 01l inaugurates 5 new service stations in KSA

Times News Service

MUSCAT: Oman Oil Marketing
Company (OOMCO) has contin-
ued the acceleration of its expan-
sion programme in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia (KSA) with the in-
auguration of five new service sta-
tions during December 2023.

The new locations in Jeddah,
Mecca and Dammam take the
number of fully operational ser-
vice stations in KSA to 30 stations
asofend 0f 2023.

Based on OOMCO’s experience
in the fuel retail sector that extends
for more than 20-years, the com-
pany is committed in developing
integrated service stations for its
customers that extends beyond fuel
which are in line with the competi-
tive standards of the market. Each
convenient one-stop-shop service
station takes into consideration
other needs of customers such as a
convenience store, ATMs, fast food

cafes and specialty coffee shops, in
addition to essential automotive
services including a car service
centre and car wash.

The recent opening of these sta-
tions in KSA is in line with OOM-
CO’s regional and international
expansion strategy to enhance the
company’s presence.

Jaber Al Wahaibi, General Man-
ager, Global Markets, Strategic
Planning and Business Develop-
ment at OOMCO, said, “The pro-

gress we have made towards our
regional expansion goals reflects
our commitment to connecting
with customers across our entire
network and is a result of our cu-
mulative experience in the sector,
which undoubtedly contributed to
the development of cutting-edge,
convenient, and competitive ser-
vice stations. OOMCO looks to
support growing trade relations
between Saudi Arabia and Oman
in pursuit of the objectives of both

Oman Vision 2040 and Saudi Vi-
sion 2030.”

“We are pleased to announce the
opening of these additional service
stations to our network of sta-
tions in the Kingdom of Saudi Ara-
bia, and we look forward to more
achievements by launching new
stations during 2024 and the com-
ing years which aims to strengthen
our presence,” added Nasser Al
Maawali, Regional Director of
OOMCO’s Branch in KSA.

With its forward-thinking strat-
egy, OOMCO strives to become
one of the top five fuel marketers
in the GCC by 2027. As it contin-
ues to grow, OOMCO’s service
stations now serve a variety of
customer segments and due to its
non-fuel growth and retail trans-
formation strategy have become
becoming a destination of choice
for premium fuel, food, beverages,
and other convenient items and
quality automotive services.
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MSX index ends
marginally higher

The trading

value stood at
OMR2,227,994,
comprising a drop
by 46.1 per cent,
compared to the last

session

MUSCAT: Muscat Stock Ex-
change (MSX) general index (30)
gained (18) points, comprising
a rise by 0.39 per cent to close
at 4594.94 points, compared to
the last session, which stood at
4576.98 points.

The trading value stood at
OMR2,227,994, comprising a
drop by 46.1 per cent, compared

to the last session, which stood at
OMR4,133,835.

The report released by MSX
pointed out that the market value
went up by 0.104 per cent to reach
about OMR23.84 billion.

The report added that the value
of shares bought by non-Omani in-

vestors reached OMR56,000, com-
prising 2.53 per cent.

The value of shares sold by
non-Omani investors reached
OMR108,000, comprising 4.86 per
cent. The net non-Omani invest-
ment decreased by 2.34 per cent to
OMR52,000. — ona

US employers add surprisingly strong 216,000 jobs

WASHINGTON: The nation’s
employers added arobust 216,000
jobs last month, the latest sign
that the American labour market
remains resilient even in the face
of sharply higher interest rates.

Friday’s government report
showed that December’s job gain
exceeded the 173,000 that were
added in November. The unem-
ployment rate was unchanged
at 3.7 per cent the 23rd straight
month that joblessness has come
in below 4 per cent.

Some details of the report,
though, may disappoint the infla-
tion fighters at the Federal Re-
serve, who might now be inclined
to delay any cuts in their bench-
mark interest rate. Average hourly
wages rose 4.1 per cent from ayear
earlier, up from a 4 per cent gain
in November, which could make it
harder for the Fed to slow inflation
back to its 2 per cent target.

Still, taken as a whole, the De-
cember jobs report reflected a
healthy economy, with steady job
growth, rising wages and cool-
ing inflation. It provided the lat-
est evidence that the Fed may
be able to achieve a notoriously
difficult “soft landing,” in which
the central bank would conquer
inflation without causing a steep

recession. Yet despite the low un-
employment and easing inflation,
polls show that many Americans
are dissatisfied with the economy.
That disconnect, which will likely
be an issue in the 2024 elections,
has puzzled economists and po-
litical analysts.

A key factor is the public’s exas-
peration with higher prices. Though
inflation has been falling more or
less steadily for ayear and a half, the
lingering financial and psychologi-
cal effects of the worst bout of in-
flation in four decades have soured
many Americans on the economy.
Prices are still 17% higher than they
were before the inflation surge be-
gan and are still rising.

Pollsters and economists say
there has never been as wide a gap
between the underlying health
of the economy and public per-
ception. A poll conducted in No-

vember by The Associated Press-
NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research, about three-quarters of
respondents described the econo-
my as poor. Two-thirds said their
expenses had risen.

Asked why many Americans
remain dissatisfied by the econo-
my, Acting Labor Secretary Julie
Su said Friday that “part of the
unfortunate reality is we live in
polarised times.”

Despite their stated discon-
tent with the economy, Ameri-
cans have kept spending. Aver-
age hourly pay has outpaced
inflation over the past year, leav-
ing consumers with more money
to spend. Indeed, as they did for
much of 2023, consumers, a huge
engine for US economic growth,
hit the stores in November,
shopped online, went out to res-
taurants or travelled. - sna

Budget paves way for all-round improvement in socio-economic structure

MUSCAT: The recently re-
leased Oman’s Budget — 2024,
encompassing the financial pro-
gramme of the country reveals
the objectives, priorities, strate-
gies and the resources, paving
the way for all-round improve-
ment in the socio- economic
structure of the country.

The Financial Plan has been
crafted against the backdrop
of numerous global challenges,
as indicated by IMF (Interna-
tional Monetary Fund), such as
geo-political tensions, weaken-
ing economic growth, oil price
volatility, increasing interest
rates, climate change and natu-
ral disaster, which all had arole
in denting the global financial
stability and the individual
countries as well.

The Budget 2024 lays down
the guide-posts for accelerat-
ing the growth and creating a
conducive business environ-
ment. Achievement of fiscal
sustainability, stimulating
national economy, accelerat-
ing non-oil revenue, improving
spending efficiency, attracting
foreign investments, control-
ling deficit, lowering of public
debt, stabilising the inflation
rate, sustaining employment
creation, implementation of
high-priority projects, fulfilling
basic needs, continuing welfare

subsidies and harnessing human

resources are all the chosen
areas for priority.

Itis heartening to note that
the proactive steps taken in
the earlier years towards the
management of the economy
under the broad frame-work of
the Tenth Five Year Plan (2021
- 2025) have yielded positive
results during 2021 to 2023.
Overall reduction in Fiscal
Deficitin 2021 by OMR1,233
million, achievement of Fiscal
Surplus by OMR1,146 million
in 2022 and OMR931 million in
2023 have therefore added new
dimensions to the V year Plan of
the Country.

Going by the strategies being
followed towards management
of'the fiscal figures, it is likely
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that the year 2024 will again

end with a decent amount of
fiscal surplus, though the Budget
2024 projects a Fiscal Deficit of
OMRG640 million. Any upward
swing in oil price from $60 per
barrel, being taken in Budget
2024 against the Global price of
$80 projected by IMF for 2024,
will augur well for this optimism
and favourable shift in the fiscal
position.

In terms of Real GDP Growth,
the main indicator for assessing
the efficiency of the economy,
Oman will achieve 2.3 per cent
in 2023 and 2.4 per cent in 2024.
However, the biggest impetus
being given towards acceleration
of investments in projects in the
country will pave the way for en-
hancing the income stream and
contributing to the growth of the
economy in the future.

Reduction in public debt by
OMR2.4 billion in 2023 i.e from
OMR17.6 billion in 2022 to
OMR15.2 billion in 2023 is a no-
table achievement. The surplus
generated from Oil Revenue has
been substantially deployed to
reduce the borrowings and con-
sequently the debt service costs.

The expected Fiscal Deficit
of OMR640 million is proposed
to be funded by External Bor-
rowings by OMR240 million,

(In 2020, it was OMR2 billion),
substantially reduced from the

earlier years and OMR400 mil-
lion from Sovereign Reserves, as
in earlier years.

Despite the heightened
financial shocks faced globally
in 2023, inflation was minimal
at 1.03 per cent in 2023 in Oman,
thanks to the measures taken
towards curbing inflation in the
area of subsidies on food and
fuel.

It is heartening to note that
the above salient measures
such as strengthening of public
finance, reduction in public
debt and rebound in oil prices
have resulted in enhancing the
Credit Rating from the various
agencies such as Moody’s, S&P
and Fitch and the outlook for the
country, which will set the trend
for generating higher inflow of
Capital into the country by way
of investments.

‘While analysing the Income
stream, the proportion between
Hydro Carbon (Oil & Gas) and
Non-Hydro Carbon which was
72:281in 2023 is expected to
become 68:32 in 2024, which is
indeed a good development. The
5.7 per cent increase in Non-Hy-
dro Carbon revenue by OMR190
million (From OMR3,330
million in 2023 to OMR3,520
million in 2024) has made a shift
in this ratio, which is a welcome
feature.

Gross revenue is estimated

to grow by 9.5 per cent over
Budget 2023 in 2024 to touch
OMR11,010 million (Hydro
Carbon Revenue OMR7,490
million and Non-Hydro Carbon
Revenue and taxes aggregating
to OMRS3,520 million). Gross
spending is likely to go up by
2.6 per cent over 2023 Budget
in 2024 to OMR11,650 million,
(OMRS3,070 million for Defense
& Security, OMR4,453 million
for Civil Ministries Expendi-
ture, OMR1,050 for Public
Debt Service, OMR900 million
for development of projects in
education, health, sports, hous-
ing, transport and agriculture
sectors and OMR2,177 towards
social protection contributions,
subsidies and other expenditure.

As the spending is more than
the income generation, the
Budget 2024 carries a Fiscal
Deficit of OMR640 million,
working out to 6 per cent of the
total revenue and 1.5 per cent of
the GDP of'the nation.

Oman’s Investment and De-
velopment landscape includes
proposed spending of OMR3.9
Million in 2024 through gov-
ernment’s investment arms
namely OMR1.25 billion by
Oman Investment Authority

sides, Oman Future Fund, Oman
Development Bank, Public
Private Partnership Programme
shall continue to enhance the
investment climate in Oman.

The government’s initiative
in setting up a National Pro-
gramme for Fiscal Sustainability
and Development Financial
Sector (ESTIDAMAH) isa
major step in National Building
Process. It aims to empower
financial sector’s twin pillars
namely banking and capital
market to achieve economic and
investment goals as set forth in
Vision 2040. SME financing,
supporting target sectors, green
and sustainable finance, boost-
ing domestic capital, foreign
investment flow and insurance
have been identified as the focus
areas. Fintech, Laws and legisla-
tion, Financial Literacy and Hu-
man Competency Development
Programme are determined to
be the programme enablers in
this process.

Overall, Budget - 2024 isa
well-crafted blue-print of action,
comprehensively covering dif-
ferent facets of the economy and
balancing between the challeng-
es on hand and the objectives set
for achievement in future.

(OIA), OMR1.5 billion by Energy
Development Oman (EDO) and
OMR1.14 billion through devel-
opment budget allocations. Be-

The writer, A. V. Manohar is the
Chief Executive Officer of Wisdom
Business and Training Services.

Will paradigm shift help Cuba’s economic crisis?

HAVANA: Cuban Prime Min-
ister Manuel Marrero Cruz had
only just presented his govern-
ment’s macroeconomic stabilisa-
tion plan when President Miguel
Diaz-Canel had to calm things
down again. The measures are not
the implementation of a “neolib-
eral package against the people,”
he assured lawmakers in the last
parliamentary session of the year,
but they do contain “complex deci-
sions, as complex as the situation”
in which Cuba finds itself.

The Caribbean island has been
in the midst of a severe economic
and supply crisis for the last three
years, with rampant inflation, fuel
and medicine shortages. Frequent
power cuts have dominated daily
life, sparking an unprecedented
wave of emigration.

In response, the Cuban govern-
ment has announced one of the
biggest macroeconomic adjust-
ment plans of recent decades for
2024.Increasing energy prices and
ending general subsidies for basic
provisions, the announcement by
Marrero came as a surprise when
he presented it to the National As-
sembly of People’s Power, Cuba’s
congress, in late December.

Deficits at every level
“We are very dissatisfied that we
have not made the necessary pro-
gress and mitigated the effects of
external phenomena,” Marrero told
members of parliament, referring
to the US blockade on the country.
“We could have done more.
There are still shortcomings and
subjective problems that affect the

capacity of programmes and eco-
nomic forecasts.”

Marrero’s assessment was dev-
astating. Cuba hasn’t achieved
its planned export revenues, and
there is still a huge foreign ex-
change deficit. Goods and servic-
es aren’t diversifying, and there
hasn’t been a sustainable produc-
tion increase, particularly with
regard to food. Meanwhile, foreign
investment in economic develop-
ment is insufficient.

Marrero’s plan aims to reduce
government spending by raising
the prices previously capped by
the state. At the same time, public
spending on subsidies will be re-
duced by providing financial sup-
port to socially vulnerable groups
instead of subsidizing products —
a paradigm shift in policy.

“It’s not fair that those who have
alotreceive the same as those who
have very little,” he said. “Today
we subsidise an old pensioner just
as much as the owner of a large
private company who has a lot of
money.”

Subsidising people instead
of products
Marrero was referring to the “li-

breta” ration booklet, through
which basic foodstuffs such as
rice, beans, cooking oil, chicken
and other goods are distributed
evenly to all Cubans at heav-
ily subsidized prices. According
to Economy Minister Alejandro
Gil Fernandez, this amounts to an
annual expenditure of $1.6 billion
(€144 billion) for Cuba.

The aim is to create “a fairer and
more efficient system” and “leave
no one in the lurch,” said Marrero,
tacitly acknowledging the increase
in social and economic inequali-
ties. President Diaz-Canel later
countered fears that the libreta
could be abolished altogether.

Marrero also announced tariff

increases, declaring that the state
could not continue the “wasteful-
ness” of subsidies for water, elec-
tricity, liquid gas and fuel. Other
measures will include future
sales of petrol and diesel to tour-
ists in exchange for foreign cur-

rency, more expensive local public
transport and increased salaries in
the education and health sectors,
which have been particularly af-
fected by staff shortages.

The government will also ad-
just the official exchange rate of
the Cuban peso (CUP) to the US
dollar, Marrero said, based on rec-
ommendations from the central
bank. The official exchange rate
is currently 24 CUP per US dollar
for legal entities and 120 CUP for
private individuals. On the infor-
mal market, the US dollar has now
risento 265 CUP.

Numbers underscore crisis
The Cuban government re-
cently published several macro-
economic figures underlining the
economy’s downward trend. The
government estimates that gross
domestic product will shrink by
1 per cent to 2 per cent for 2023,
after forecasting growth of 3 per
cent at the beginning of 2023. In-
flation on the formal market was
around 30 per cent at the end of
the year, though informal infla-
tion is much higher.

Tourism also fell far short of ex-
pectations in 2023, with just under
245 million travellers to the coun-
try. Further measures in the mac-
roeconomic stabilisation plan are
therefore aimed at reviving the sec-
tor. Other efforts to boost the econ-
omy will include promoting the
production of exportable products
such as nickel, tobacco and rum, as
well as the import of raw materials
and intermediate products to boost
domestic production. -ow
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ne in five con-
tact lens wear-
ers find lenses
to be less com-
fortable by the
end of the day.
If that de-
scribes  you,
you may already know that cold air,
wind, and indoor heating, especially
during winter, can bring additional
challenges.

The good news? It doesn’t have to
be that way. From your morning coffee
to post-work happy hour (or gym ses-
sion), you can help your lenses go the
distance in cool weather with these
comfort hacks:

1. Control indoor air:

Indoor heating reduces humidity,
which can result in a drying effect on
the lenses. You can help ease the re-
sulting discomfort by turning down
the thermostat a bit and by using a
humidifier. These days, there are port-
able mini humidifier models, so it is
easy to run one in most rooms or even
to bring one to the workplace.

2. Protect winter eyes:

‘Whether you're building a snowman
with the kids or enjoying a frosty win-
ter walk in the neighborhood, cold
air and wind can dry out the surface
of your contact lenses. Add a layer
of protection from the elements by
wearing UV-blocking sunglasses be-
fore stepping outdoors.

3. Follow directions:

‘Whether you gave a huge presenta-
tion at work or stayed out a bit too
late with friends, it’s tempting to fast-
track your bedtime routine at the end
of a long day, especially as the winter
days get shorter and darker. When it
comes to contact lens care though,
shortcuts like reducing rubbing and
rinsing times, or topping off solution
mean your lenses aren’t getting prop-
er care. Follow the instructions care-
fully, no matter how exhausted you
are, and always remove your lenses
before falling asleep.

4. Clean and moisturize:
Contact lens wearers who wear con-
tacts that are replaced weekly, bi-
weekly, or monthly may attribute
various challenges to wearing their
lenses during the winter season, in-
cluding dryness and irritation. How-
ever, using a contact lens solution that
conditions and hydrates lenses can
help with all-day comfort. Choose a
multi-purpose solution recommend-
ed by board-certified optometrists
that’s uniquely formulated for dry,
uncomfortable contact lenses, such
as Biotrue Hydration Plus Multi-Pur-
pose Solution. Offering exceptional
cleaning and disinfection, and dis-
solving protein build-up, it’s formulat-
ed with your eyes’ biology in mind to
promote all-day hydration. In fact, it
keeps more moisture on your contacts
(for 12 hours compared to the origi-
nal Biotrue Multi-Purpose Solution,
based on a laboratory study) as well
as provides up to 20 hours of mois-
ture (based on alaboratory study). For
more information and complete use
instructions, visit biotrue.com.

5. Pack right for holiday

and winter travel:

Long flights and dry cabin air can
leave contact lenses feeling dry. Bi-
otrue Hydration Plus Multi-Purpose
Solution also comes in a convenient
travel-sized bottle and meets TSA
regulations as a medically necessary
liquid, so it can be easily tossed into
your carry-on to equip your contacts
for comfort. And to provide instant
moisture and comfort to lenses, try
using Biotrue Hydration Boost Con-
tact Lens Drops, a preservative-free
hydrating formula enhanced with bio-
inspired ingredients.

6. Take inventory
of your habhits:
Are you enjoying increased screen
time as you spend more time indoors?
Be sure to practice self-care and take
regular screen breaks. Every 20 min-
utes, look 20 feet away for 20 seconds.
By employing these lens-related
comfort hacks, you can help con-
tacts feel comfortable this winter,
and beyond. -statepoint
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Real Madrid through on day

of no surprises in Spanish Cup

Real Madrid made
heavy work of the first
half and went in 0-0
at the break, despite
having over 80% of

ball possession

MADRID: Copa del Rey holders
Real Madrid qualified for the last
16 of the tournament thanks to a
3-1 win away to fourth tier Aran-
dina on Saturday night.

Playing against a rival three lev-
els below them, a much-changed
Madrid side made heavy work of
the first half and went in 0-0 at the
break, despite having over 80 per-
cent of the ball against a rival that
didn’t manage a shot on goal.

They took the lead in the 54th
minute from a Joselu penalty after
the referee deemed that Brahim
Diaz had been fouled inside the
area, and Brahim doubled Ma-
drid’s lead a minute later to virtu-
ally seal the tie.

Rodrigo added a third in the clos-
ing minutes, but Arandina got a late
consolation when Nacho put the
ball into his own net in injury time.

The other good news for Real
Madrid was that Arda Guler was
finally able to make his debut after
a series of injuries in the first half
of the season.

Emtraiﬂ
FLF BET

The other good news for
Real Madrid was that Arda
Guler was finally able to
make his debut after a
series of injuries in the first
half of the season

Tennis world No.1 Iga Swiatek wins
Polish Sportsperson of the Year award

WARSAW: Tennis world No.l
Iga Swiatek won the award of Po-
land’s Sportsperson of the Year for
2023 on Saturday evening.

The Sportsperson of the Year is
considered to be one of the most
prestigious sport prizes in Poland.

Swiatek’s victory was widely
expected as the 22-year-old won
six titles in 2023. The Pole de-
fended her crown at Roland Gar-
ros and she also took the highest
podium in Warsaw (WTA 250),
Stuttgart and Doha (WTA 500)
and WTA 1000 China Open in
Beijing. Then she ended her
season in a perfect way by win-
ning the WTA Finals in Cancun,
Mexico.

“I regret that I cannot be at the
gala, but as you know, I'm at the
United Cup tournament. Every
vote means a lot to me. It showed
me how much support I have from
my fans. That reward gives me ad-
ditional motivation,” Swiatek said
in arecorded video.

Her father, Tomasz Swiatek,

who appeared on the scene to
collect the reward, emphasized
that “Iga wouldn’t be so success-
ful without the hard work of her
whole team.”

Swiatek was followed by speed-
way rider Bartosz Zmarzlik in the
second place while volleyball
player Aleksander Sliwka came
third in the vote. FC Barcelona

striker Robert Lewandowski, who
won the La Liga top scorer title in
2023, didn’t enter the top ten list,
which was seen as a huge surprise
in Poland.

Two chapters closed, one to go: Warner thanks
everyone following retirement from Tests, ODIs

SYDNEY: After completing his
final Test on a winning note,
Australian opener David Warner
thanked everyone who played
with him and supported him
throughout his career.

Warner concluded his Test ca-
reer on a winning note, securing
an eight-wicket win over Paki-
stan in the third Test at his home
arena of Sydney Cricket Ground
(SCG@). He hit scores of 34 and 57
in his final appearances in Test
whites for Aussies.

Notably, Warner also an-
nounced his ODI retirement
ahead of the final Test match,
though he stated that he would
be available if he is needed for
the ICC Champions Trophy to be
held in 2025 in Pakistan.

“Two chapters closed and one
to go. I've got nothing but a big
Thank you to everyone. I love
you all #grateful #cricket,” said
Warner’s Instagram post caption.

Warner has retired from two
of cricket’s older formats as a
legend, with an ICC World Test
Championship, two ICC Cricket

S = © | ﬁﬁ

World Cups and multiple Ashes
wins under his belt. In his last
ODI for Aussies, he won the
Cricket World Cup with Aus-
sies, defeating India in the final
at Ahmedabad’s Narendra Modi
Stadium to capture his country’s

sixth 50-over WC title.

In 112 Test matches, Warner
scored 8,786 runs at an average
of 44.59, with 26 centuries and
37 fifties in 205 innings. His best
score is 335%. He is the fifth-high-
est scorer for Australia in Tests.

In 161 ODIs, Warner has
scored 6,932 runs at an average
of 45.30, with 22 centuries and
33 fifties in 159 appearances, He
is Australia’s sixth-highest run-
scorer in ODIs. His best ODI
scoreis 179.

Warner will continue to play
T20Is, with the ICC T20 World
Cup set to take place from June
1 in West Indies/USA. He has
played 99 T20Is, scoring 2,894
runs at an average of 32.88, with
a century and 24 fifties in 99 in-
nings. His best score is 100*. He
is Australia’s second-highest
run-scorer in T20Is.

Overall, in 372 international
matches, Warner has scored
18.612 runs at an average of
42.49, with 49 centuries and 94
fifties in 463 innings. His best
score is 335*. He is Australia’s
second-highest run-getter in in-
ternational cricket. These stats
have established him as one of
the greatest openers for Australia
and overall international cricket,
both in this generation and per-
haps all time. -am

Girona also qualified for the
last-16 with a 2-0 win away Elche,
on a day which saw no surprises in
the Cup.

Daley Blind and Yan Couto re-
warded Girona’s greater efficiency
in front of goal against a rival that
had 22 shots, but failed to score.

Memphis Depay netted twice as
Atletico Madrid won 3-1 away to
RFEF I (third tier) Lugo, with An-
gel Correa putting Diego Simeone’s

side ahead in the second minute of
the game.

Deportivo Alaves won the only
all-top flight tie thanks to Carlos
Benavidez’s slide-rule finish in
the 56th minute against 2022 Cup
winners Betis, who failed to react
after the goal. Elsewhere, Getafe
won a dull match 1-0 away to Espa-
nyol and Rayo Vallecano left it late
before beating Huesca 2-0 after ex-
tratime. -xinhua

Skipper Cummins,
Starc, Hazlewood on
track to feature in all
seven Tests in sumimer

MELBOURNE : The Australian
pace trio of skipper Pat Cum-
mins, Mitchell Starc and Josh
Hazlewoodlookstobe ontrackto
feature in all seven Test matches
of the summer against Pakistan,
West Indies and New Zealand
as the coach Andrew McDonald
and Cummins are surprised with
the physical fitness of the trio
after a heavy year featuring the
ICC World Test Championship
final, The Ashes and ICC Cricket
World Cup in India.

Cummins, Hazlewood and
Starc have appeared in 28 Tests
together as a pace trio, but it is
only the second time that they
have played five successive Tests
together, as per ESPNCricinfo.

Their previous five succes-
sive appearances came in 2020-
21, first playing a home series
against India of four Tests from
December 2020 to January 2021
then the first Ashes Test in De-
cember 2021. This was made
possible by a 11-month COV-
ID-19 induced gap between their
fourth and fifth Test.

This time around, the trio
featured in last two Tests of the
Ashes series and then the whole
home series against Pakistan of
three Tests. Cummins and Starc
played in the ICC World Test
Championship final.

Cummins, Hazlewood and
Starc played 10 out of 11 World
Cup fixtures together as well.
The trio will be playing the first
Test against West Indies from
January 17 onwards at Adelaide
and could also play their next
four matches against WI and
Kiwis without any break, con-
firmed the coach McDonald.
Both sides will play two Tests

each against the WTC title
holders.

“There is nothing to indi-
cate they will need a rest,” Mc-
Donald said after the four-day
win in Sydney as quoted by
ESPNCricinfo.

“They have got a little bit of
a gap to the West Indies Test
match. I could see pretty much
an unchanged bowling line-up
for Adelaide. It is probably some-
thing we have noticed, they have
probably got better across the
[Pakistan] series. In particular,
Josh Hazlewood and Pat Cum-
mins. And Mitch Starc, I think
his ball speed in this game was at
its highest,” said McDonald.

The Aussie selectors and sup-
port staff did not expect this le-
thal pace trio to be so durable de-
spite a hectic 2023. There were
plans to keep pacers Scott Bo-
land and Lance Morris ready for
the first Test against Pakistan,
anticipating that heavy work-
load would lead to some soreness
and pain for the main pacers.

But it never happened, caus-
ing Morris and Boland to be
send back to the Big Bash League
(BBL).

McDonald said that they had
planned for reinforcements but
all three Tests against Pakistan
ending in four days helped.

“In the background, we sort of
plan for five-day Test matches,
and if we were to go five days it
is going to put immense stresses
and strain onto the bowling unit.
I think we got, not lucky, but in
the first Test match in Perth,
there was a shortened second in-
nings for the bowling unit,” said
McDonald.

-ANI
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Exhibition on ancient Greece held in Changsha, Hunan
Sculptures are on display at an exhibition titled “The Greeks:
From Agamemnon to Alexander the Great” at Hunan Museum in
Changsha, central China’s Hunan Province. xinhua

Epiphany horse
race held in
Pietrosani,
Romania
Decorated horses
are seen ahead

of the traditional
Epiphany horse
race in Pietrosani,
Romania. xinhua

Fog shrouds
Cairo in Egypt
Buildings are
shrouded in fog
in Cairo, Egypt.

Xinhua

Roadside concerts become a

hit in SW China’s Guizhou

This aerial picture shows the

site of a roadside concert at

Wenchang Pavilion in Guiyang,

southwest China’s Guizhou Revellers enjoy Carnival of Blacks

Province. xinhua and Whites in Pasto, Colombia
Revellers enjoy their time during
the Carnival of Blacks and Whites in
Pasto, Colombia. xinhua

Zambian president
calls for enhanced
efforts to tackle cholera
Health workers and
relatives of patients

are seen at a cholera
treatment centre of

a hospital in Lusaka,
Zambia. xinhua

Ranbir Kapoor, Anil Kapoor,
Bobby Deol and others pose at
the success party of the film
Animal

Bollywood actors Ranbir
Kapoor, Anil Kapoor, Bobby
Deol, Rashmika Mandanna,
Tripti Dimri, Soloni Batra,
director Sandeep Reddy Vanga,
and filmmaker Bhushan Kumar
pose at the success party of the
film Animal in Mumbai. anirhoto
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Bank Muscat hosts event for
its customers working in public

The event was held
to know more about
customers’ feedback
regarding the
services and facilities
offered, which are
encouraging factors
for development

MUSCAT: In line with its custom-
er-centric vision, and to introduce
customers to banking facilities and
exclusive offers, Bank Muscat, the
leading financial services provider
in the Sultanate of Oman, hosted
a special event for customers em-
ployed in the public and private
sectors in Muscat governorate,
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with the aim to consider their feed-
back and suggestions on the vari-
ous banking products and services.

The event was attended by Ab-
dulnasir N. Al Raisi, General Man-
ager — Personal Banking, in addi-
tion to other senior officials.

On the occasion, Saleh Moham-
med Al Maaini, Deputy General

Chery Tiggo 8 series
Impresses with L2
level advanced driver
assistance system

MUSCAT: With the rapid devel-
opment of connectivity technology
and artificial intelligence, “driver-
less” is considered the ultimate di-
rection of autonomous driving.

In the process of realising the
implementation of “driverless”,
the mass production of ADAS not
only provides automobile manu-
facturers with more differentiated
product design but also delivers an
improved driving experience and
safety assurance for consumers.

Chery’s autonomous driving
technology boasts over a decade
of profound accumulation. From
2010 to 2013, Chery engaged in
R&D of active safety technology,
successfully implementing vehicle
detection, FCW (forward collision
warning), lane detection, and LDW
(lane departure warning), among
other technologies. In 2014, Chery
began constructing an intelligent
driving platform and completed
the development of the first gen-
eration of intelligent vehicles.

By 2016, Chery’s second gen-
eration of intelligent vehicles
had achieved autonomous driv-
ing based on map and positioning
systems. In 2017, Chery achieved
the development of the third
generation of autonomous driv-
ing vehicles, with functionalities
encompassing autonomous driv-
ing in high-speed road conditions

and fixed areas within urban
zones. Currently, Chery has in-
dependently mastered intelligent
processing technologies such as
lane detection, millimeter-wave
radar data processing, vehicle
detection, local path planning,
vehicle low-level control, and
map data processing, achieving
technological breakthroughs in
the field of intelligent driving.

At the “Chery Tech Day 2023,
Chery unveiled two new devel-
opment routes in the field of in-
telligent driving. The first is the
Chery Pilot, directly aimed at
mass-produced vehicles. Chery
has already implemented the
Chery Pilot 2.0 system, capable of
achieving L2 level ADAS capabili-
ties. The Chery Pilot 3.0 system
can achieve L2 + level high-speed
NOA (Navigation on Auto Pilot)
and is expected to enter mass
production in the second quarter
of 2024. The Chery Pilot 4.0 sys-
tem will realise L2++ level urban
NOA capabilities and is expected
to enter mass production in the
first quarter of 2025. The second
route is the L4 level solution de-
veloped around Robotaxi, named
“Drive”. The Drive 1.0 version was
launched in the third quarter of
this year, with multi-scenario op-
erations expected to be realized by
the fourth quarter of 2024.

Manager - Capital Regions, Bank
Muscat, said, “Throughout the
bank’s long history, we have been
keenly and continuously keeping
pace with the latest developments
in the banking and financial sector.
‘We are proud of the many achieve-
ments so far and we look forward
achieving many more successes

in the future. These events are im-
portant as they allow us to know
more about customers’ feedback
regarding the services and facili-
ties offered, which are encourag-
ing factors for development.

“I would like to take this oppor-
tunity to thank our valued custom-
ers on their continuous trust with

and private sectors in Muscat

the services and products provid-
ed by the bank.”

Addressing the gathering dur-
ing the event, Radhiya Hassan Al
Lawati, Head of Sales, Bank Mus-
cat, said: “For the past years, Bank
Muscat has been focusing on con-
tinuously enhancing banking ser-
vices and facilities for the benefit
of its customers across the Sultan-
ate of Oman. We are continuously
working to provide the most inno-
vative banking solutions.

“The world is witnessing rapid
changes brought about by the tech-
nological developments and digital
transformations which have influ-
enced the present in many aspects
including the lifestyle. Bank Mus-
cat is working hard to keep base
with the rapid technologies and
continuously update customers
and keep them well-informed.

“We are pleased to once again
enhance our partnership with
our valued customers and of-
fer them the best benefits and
financing services. We will con-
tinue organising similar events to
work together towards achieving

our common goals.”

As a leading financial services
provider, Bank Muscat has an ex-
tensive branch network with 180
branches and service centers and
more than 850 devices, including
ATMs, CDMs and omnichannel
devices distributed in all gover-
norates. Bank Muscat is the first
choice for more than two million
customers in the Sultanate and
plays a major role in enhancing
financial inclusion in the country
through the innovative products it
develops continuously.

Bank Muscat’s distinctive ser-
vices and products reflect its com-
mitment to market leadership in
the Sultanate’s banking sector.
As part of its growth strategy, the
bank regularly organises events,
meetings and workshops to in-
troduce customers to its diverse
range of products and services
as well as cutting edge electronic
channels like mobile, Internet and
Call Centre-based banking servic-
es, which provide customers with
the means to process their trans-
actions quickly and securely 24x7.

BankDhofar inaugurates its newest branch

MUSCAT: Under the patronage
of Her Highness Mona Fahad Al
Said - Assistant Vice Chancellor
for External Cooperation at Sultan
Qaboos University; BankDhofar
announced the opening of its lat-
est branch in Sultan Qaboos Uni-
versity (SQU).

This new branch is set to serve
the financial needs of the commu-
nity, offering a wide range of bank-
ing services and innovative solu-
tions. The opening ceremony was
attended by esteemed dignitaries,
officials, and members of the com-
munity and BankDhofar’s execu-
tive management members.

The new branch Sultan Qa-
boos University aims to provide
convenient, modern banking fa-
cilities with personalised services
available to every customer. With
the inauguration of this branch,
BankDhofar reinforces its com-
mitment to supporting the growth
and development of the local econ-
omy, while catering to the evolving
needs of customers across Oman
in order to activate the principle of

financial inclusion, which is one of
the bank’s important strategies.
The design of the new branch
is in line with the latest develop-
ments of the bank to achieve the
highest levels of service excellence
for its customers, including per-
sonal banking, corporate banking,
trade finance, investments, and

more. With a team of qualified
professionals, the branch will as-
sist customers with their finan-
cial needs, offering tailored solu-
tions to meet their requirements
effectively.

BankDhofar continues to play
a pivotal role in driving the eco-
nomic development of Oman

in line with 2040 Oman Vision.
The bank’s extensive network of
branches, ATMs, and self-service
machines is designed to provide
convenience and accessibility to
its customers across the country
and remains committed to lever-
aging innovative technologies to
enhance the customer experience.

Over the last 18 months, Bank-
Dhofar’s branch network has ex-
panded from 65 to more than 110
branches, ensuring that its com-
prehensive range of financial ser-
vices is now accessible to more
communities bringing banking
closer to its customers across the
country. Simultaneously, the bank
has invested significantly in en-
hancing its digital channels, pro-
viding customers with a seamless
and modern banking experience
with more than 310 ATMs, CDMs,
FFMs and MFKs. The increased
network is located, in strategic lo-
cations across all governorates of
the Sultanate of Oman, including
major cities and towns in the capi-
tal and interior regions.

Live luxuriously by purchasing certified pre-owned
Mercedes-Benz vehicle at exclusive price

MUSCAT: The luxury of owning
one of the latest Certified Pre-
Owned vehicles from Mercedes-
Benz Oman has become an attain-
able reality with an exclusive offer.
Valid until March 31 this year, the
limited time offer includes a selec-
tion of luxury Certified Pre-Owned
vehicles, with prices ranging from
OMR 18,895 to OMR 59,845 in-
cluding VAT.

All Certified Pre-Owned vehi-
clesincluded in this exclusive offer
were manufactured in 2023, ex-
cept for the Mercedes-AMG GLE
53 4MATIC+ Coupé, which was
made in 2022. The luxury vehicles
have been meticulously cared for,
and are well-maintained through
the most demanding certification
processes in the industry.

The available Certified Pre-
Owned Mercedes-Benz vehicles

all have relatively low mileages
starting from 3,080 kilometres up
t014,387km.

The range includes the A 200
in Iridium Silver Metallic with
leather in two-tone Classic Red
and Black; the CLA 200 Coupé in

Mountain Grey with leather in
two-tone Classic Red and Black;
and the C 200 in Polar White with
leather in two-tone Power Red and
Black. The range also includes the
GLE 53 4MATIC+ Coupé in High-
tech Silver Metallic with Artico

Leather Dinamica Microfibre, and
the S450 4MATIC in Designo Dia-
mond White Bright with leather in
Sienna Brown and Black.

The available cars have under-
gone the rigorous 150-point vehicle
inspection performed by Mercedes-
Benz technicians, and includes
thorough engine and fluid checks, as
well as on-road driving evaluations.
All maintenance is performed us-
ing Genuine Mercedes-Benz Parts.
Being part of the exclusive Certified
Pre-Owned Mercedes-Benz family
entitles customers to many compli-
mentary benefits and rewards, such
as an unlimited-mileage warranty
of one year with an option to extend
up to two years, 24/7 roadside assis-
tance for certain vehicles, and a his-
tory of all services performed.

There are also several service
packages available.
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