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Muscat - His Majesty Sultan

Haitham bin Tarik issued two

Royal Decrees on January 1, read-

ing as follows:

Royal Decree No 1/2021 ap-

proves the Tenth Five-Year De-

velopment Plan 2021-2025.

Article 1 endorses the Tenth Five-

Year Development Plan (2021-

2025) the goals of which are

indicated in Annex 1, attached to

the decree.

Article 2 stipulates that the Tenth

Five-Year Development Plan will

be implemented in accordance

with its financial structure stated

in the attached Annex 2, and in

line with the Medium-Term Fis-

cal Balance Plan issued by the

Ministry of Finance.

Article 3 approves the national

economy’s strategic approaches

/guidelines of the plan as indi-

cated in the attached Annex 3.

Article 4 approves the Five-Year

Plan’s projects in accordance

with the general guidelines/pre-

cepts indicated in the attached

Annex 4.

Article 5 states that the Ministry

of Economy will publish the 

details of the plan in reports to 

be drafted exclusively for this

purpose.

Article 6 instructs all units of the

state’s administrative apparatus

and other public legal entities to

execute the Tenth Five-Year De-

velopment Plan without prejudice

to the provisions of enforced laws

and bylaws.

Article 7 states that the Ministry

of Economy will issue the Ledger

of Strategic Programmes of the

plan during the first quarter of

2021 provided the plan’s first year

projects are specified in coordi-

nation between the Ministry of

Economy and other concerned

departments.

Article 8 instructs the Ministry of

Economy to conduct regular as-

sessment of the Tenth Five-Year

Development Plan in light of

local, regional and international

developments.

Article 9 states that this decree

will be published in the Official

Gazette and enforced from  Jan-

uary 1, 2021.

Royal Decree No 2/2021 rat-

ifies the State’s General Budget

for Fiscal Year 2021.

Article 1 ratifies the State’s Gen-

eral Budget for Fiscal Year 2021

according to the tables/sched-

ules attached to the decree.

Article 2 instructs all units of the

State’s Administrative Apparatus

and other public legal entities to

implement the provisions of this

decree, each within the scope of

its prerogatives.

Article 3 states that this decree

will be published in the Official

Gazette and enforced from  Jan-

uary 1, 2021. 

ONA

See also Pages 02 and 13

His Majesty approves Tenth
Five-Year Plan, state budget 

Our Correspondent

Muscat

On the orders of His Majesty 

Sultan Haitham bin Tarik, the

Ministry of Finance has approved

a package of facilities and incen-

tives for citizens and the private

sector for the year 2021.

The incentives include loans

from Oman Housing Bank, with

the annual sum earmarked for

annual borrowing during 2021 to

be increased from RO60mn to

RO100mn. 

‘This will help increase the

number of loan applications from

1,350 to about 2,250 for the year

2021 and will help reduce the

waiting period for citizens to ob-

tain housing loans,’ a statement

from the Ministry of Finance said.

Also, as part of the incentives,

the Ministry of Housing and

Urban Planning will help prepare

for the distribution of 23,000

land plots in different gover-

norates and wilayats of the 

sultanate.

In another major incentive,

borrowers from Oman Develop-

ment Bank and the Authority for

Small and Medium Enterprises

will be exempted from loan inter-

ests for one year (2021).

As many as 32,104 establish-

ments and firms will get a 

total sum waiver worth

RO10,930,432. It is a measure

aimed to alleviate the financial

burden of small and medium en-

terprises and firms that take

loans from Oman Development

Bank and the Authority for Small

and Medium Enterprises (loans

of Al Raffd Fund and Sanad), 

particularly following the imple-

mentation of the electricity and

water subsidy.

Also, starting January 1, 2021,

small and medium enterprises

owned by Omanis will be 

exempted from all licence fees 

for the first three years of incor-

poration.

The Ministry of Finance also

reduced the rental contract fee

from five to three per cent and

lease contract fees, too, from five

to three per cent. 

Interest on govt
loans for 2021, 
licence fees for 3
years waived



Muscat - The Tenth Five-Year Development
Plan (2021-2025) kicked off on January 1 in ac-
cordance with Royal Decree No 1/2021.

It is the first plan within the strategic Oman
Vision 2040 under the patronage of His Majesty
Sultan Haitham bin Tarik. With this, a new era
commences for a qualitative shift in the sul-
tanate’s development march, the Ministry of
Economy stated following approval of the Tenth
Five-Year Development Plan. 

The ministry added that the plan reflects His
Majesty the Sultan’s approach as stated in his
speech to the country on February 23, 2020, in
which he outlined the salient features of national
action in the next phase. These include restruc-
turing the State’s Administrative Apparatus, fa-
cilitating youth engagement in development
efforts, empowering women in different spheres,
and developing laws and legislations in a manner
that accommodates present and future require-
ments, which will in turn accelerate the pace of
comprehensive and sustainable development.

Oman Vision 2040 and 
Five-Year Plans
The Tenth Five-Year Development Plan launches
Oman Vision 2040, which focuses on four main
axes ramifying into 14 national priorities, 88
strategic goals and 68 performance indicators.

The First Axis is themed ‘Society manned by
creative individuals’. It focuses on education,
learning, research, national talent, health, citizen-
ship, identity, heritage, national culture, welfare,
social security and youth development.

The Second Axis, themed ‘Economy imbed-
ded in a competitive environment’, deals with is-
sues of leadership, economic management,
economic diversification, fiscal sustainability,
labour market and employment, the private sec-
tor, investment, international cooperation, devel-
opment of governorates, sustainable cities and
information technology.

The Third Axis, themed ‘Environment whose
resources are sustainable’, covers aspects of the
environment and natural resources.

The Fourth Axis, themed ‘A state with respon-
sible institutions’, deals with issues of legislation,
the judiciary, auditing/monitoring, governance
of the State’s Administrative Apparatus, re-
sources and projects.

Exceptional conditions 
and challenges
Preparations for the Tenth Five-Year Develop-
ment Plan were done during exceptional adverse
conditions, including the slump in international
oil prices and the COVID-19 pandemic, the min-
istry stated. 

The collapse of oil prices brought about a neg-
ative impact on human development, a global re-
cession, surge in the general debt vis-à-vis the

GDP that pulled down the country’s credit rating
and increased the rate of borrowing. All this con-
tributed to a decline in the contribution of the pri-
vate sector to economic activities.

Despite shortcomings, the plan managed to
restructure goals and reformulate clear-cut
national approaches linked to timed executive
programmes. It also restored economic
growth, accelerated the rate of economic ac-
tivities and achieved a balanced ratio of eco-
nomic and social development through the
execution of programmes, initiatives and pro-
posed projects within a comprehensively reg-
ulated timeframe.

Tenth Five-Year Development
Plan - Drafting methodology
The first stage of preparation of the plan focused
on evaluating what was achieved earlier and tap-
ping the outcome of strategies, plans and re-
search made by the state’s sectors. This stage
included expanding the base of participation and
the formation of committees and specialised
working teams. Drafting of the plan took into
consideration the current economic circum-
stances and the actual fiscal performance of the

previous five-year plan.
Since December 2019, 195 workshops and

technical meetings have been held with the par-
ticipation of more than 1,900 officials. During this
period, the current situation and existing chal-
lenges were reviewed. 

Goals of Tenth Five-Year
Development Plan
The plan seeks to achieve a number of eco-
nomic and social priority goals  with the prime
objective of activating the economy, developing
macro-economy environment, upgrading the
performance of general finance, rationalisation
of public spending (particularly recurrent ones)
and espousing an expandable, well-disciplined
financial policy that achieves sustainable
growth rates.

The plan also targets setting up necessary in-
frastructure for the acceleration of private invest-
ment, and the execution of major strategic
projects and public-private sector partnership
projects, besides attracting direct foreign invest-
ment, while at the same time considering
prospects for oil prices based on an average price
of US$48 per barrel during the years of the plan.

This is in addition to backing the participation of
governorates in the achievement of the Oman
Vision 2040 goals.

Sectors of Tenth Five-Year
Development Plan
The plan focuses on economic diversification
mechanisms and programmes, and raising the
contribution of non-oil activities. It sets a 3.2 per
cent annual average growth rate of non-oil activ-
ities in the GDP by focusing on promising eco-
nomic sectors like high-tech conversion
industries, agriculture, fisheries, food processing,
transporting, storing and logistics. 

It also targets increasing the contribution of
the private sector to economic activities of high
in-country value, motivating small and medium
enterprises by encouraging innovation, expand-
ing the knowledge-based economy and use of
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) applications
such as artificial intelligence, exploring spe-
cialised markets, and generating employment
opportunities for Omani youth, notably entrepre-
neurship. 

The plan lays great emphasis on protecting
human capital and diminishing the repercussions

of the COVID-19 pandemic, pressing ahead with
the development of a health scheme and the
sector of medical industries, encouraging the
contribution of the private sector to the health
sector by providing high-quality services, devel-
oping pre-university and graduate education,
and laying the foundations of administrative,
economic and financial decentralisation.

In addition, the plan covers the protection of
the environment, achievement of environmental
sustainability, development of green and blue
economy, increasing the contribution of clean
and renewable energy to economic activity, and
achieving the most ideal utilisation of marine re-
sources.

Employment challenge
Employment of national manpower figures
among the most formidable socio-economic
challenges. Despite the fact that performance
rates of the national economy do provide
enough employment opportunities, the labour
market could not cope with the steadily increas-
ing number of job seekers.

To address this challenge and to regulate
labour market discrepancies, the Tenth Five-
Year Development Plan endorses policies that
contribute to modifying the structure of employ-
ment (which currently relies on a wide base of
non-skilled manpower) and introduces a new
structure based on a wide base of skilled man-
power through recruitment of skilled labour and
offering incentives. The plan also encourages
new investments based on the knowledge econ-
omy, developing the education system and in-
creasing the participation of women in the
labour market.

Dr Said al Saqri, Minister of Economy, said
the plan will create 135,000 jobs at a rate of
27,000 jobs annually in the public and private
sectors.

Executing plan and following up
on performance
The achievement of goals, objectives and pro-
grammes of the plan is closely associated with
the cooperation and collaboration of all govern-
ment and private establishments, civil society in-
stitutions, the media and individuals. The
Ministry of Economy will conduct regular assess-
ment of the Tenth Five-Year Development Plan,
prepare periodic reports and submit these to the
departments concerned. The assessment will
apply smart performance indicators, follow up
programmes and evaluate their effects over the
five years of the plan within the framework of a
regulated institutional system entrusted to the
vision’s follow-up committee. An electronic plat-
form established for this purpose will unify the
performance indicators in cooperation with the
departments concerned.

TeNTh FIve-YeAr 
PLAN LAUNCheS 

OMAN vISION 2040
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Four key areas include society, economy, environment and state

achieving 
gdP growth
of no Less
than 3.5% 

achieving gdP
growth rate
at current
Prices by 5.5%

increasing
investment
amounting 
to 27% of gdP 

increasing   
Private sector  
investment 
to 60%

achieving 3.2%
growth rate 
in non-oiL 
activities 

attracting fdi
in oiL & gas to
10% of gdP by
end of PLan

tenth five-year
PLan at a gLance

Strategic goals 88

Programmes 343

National priorities 14

Main themes 4

AiMS

l Promoting 
sustainable human
development 

l Stimulating economic
activity

l Expanding economic
diversification

l Developing  
economic 
environment and
achieving financial
sustainability

l Achieving balanced
development for
governorates 

create 135,000 jobs at
a rate of 27,000 jobs
annually in public and
private sectors

manufacturing 

10.8% to 12.2%

transport & Logistics

6.4% to 7.5%

tourism 

2.5% to 3%

fisheries 

0.9% to 2%

mining 

0.5% to 0.7%

education 

4.9% to 6.2%

main target sectors to enhance economic diversification
(Current contribution and expected contribution to GDP in Tenth Five-Year Plan)

Key macroeconomic targets 

Muscat - The Ministry of Fi-
nance on December 31, 2020,
issued a circular on allowances,
increments and other remuner-
ations disbursed to some em-
ployees of the State’s
Administrative Apparatus.

'In efforts to follow up and
revise some areas of spending
in ministries and government
units in a manner that ratio-
nalises public expenditure and
optimises financial resources
and, in revision of occupational
systems and regulations to up-
grade the efficiency of perform-

ance and regulate and unify job
privilege payments with the
purpose of achieving justice and
equality, the Ministry of Finance
informs all ministries, govern-
ment units and public establish-
ments that the following has
been decided:

Allowances,
increments beyond
the deserved salary
A 50 per cent reduction of al-
lowances disbursed to employ-
ees in all government units
beyond the Unified Payroll sys-

tem cited under Royal Decree
No 78/2013, from April 1, 2021. 

These include management
allowance, allowance for re-
structuring tasks, administrative
work allowance, technical work
allowance, risk allowance, com-
plementary allowance, al-
lowance for working in Duqm,
'rare practice' allowance, 'user
allowance', personnel services
allowance, majlis allowance,
clinic allowance, system al-
lowance, audit allowance and
any other allowances or bonuses
granted to employees as per in-

ternal regulations and decisions.
In case an employee gets

more than one of such al-
lowance, the 50 per cent reduc-
tion will apply to the
highest-paid allowance. 

The ranks of employees listed
below will be exempted from
Item (1) above: the judiciary
(judges and employees of simi-
lar ranking), occupants of med-
ical jobs and paramedical jobs in
government medical (civil and
military) establishments, holders
of jobs of the diplomatic corps at
the Foreign Ministry, academi-

cians, teachers and air naviga-
tion jobs. 

Privilege payments
beyond the deserved
salary
With effect from April 1, 2021, all
types of privilege payments
made to employees beyond the
framework of the deserved
salary and its standard al-
lowances will be stopped.

Senior officials
Provisions of Items (1) and (2)
will apply to senior officials,

holders of special grade and
higher.

In serving public interest, the
Ministry of Finance exhorts all
ministries, government units,
public authorities, establish-
ments and legal entities to fully
abide by the provisions stated in
this circular with effect from
April 1, 2021. 

All are required to provide the
Ministry of Finance a detailed
statement of accounts of al-
lowances, increments and privi-
lege payments disbursed to

employees beyond the Unified
Schedule of Grades and Salaries
issued under Royal Decree No
78/2013. The statement, to
reach the Ministry of Finance by
January 31 at the latest, should
include the type and value of
payments, the number of bene-
ficiaries per financial grade and
the total annual cost of pay-
ments. Internal audit units in
every department are required
to fully undertake their role of
following up the implementation
of this edict. 
ONA

50% reduction in allowances for government staff: Ministry of Finance
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Max      Min

Abu Dhabi 24 14
Doha 24 15
Kuwait City 23 13

Manama 22 16
Riyadh 23 10

Fajr 5.29am

Sunrise 6.50am

Duhr 12.16pm

Asr 3.18pm

Maghrib 5.38pm

Isha 6.53pm

PRaYeR tIMInGs

Muscat - Implementing the deci-
sion of the Supreme Committee
on extending a package of incen-
tives offered by the government
to establishments of the private
sector and manpower till March
31, 2021, the Ministry of Labour
has decided the following:

uNon-termination of the serv-
ices of national manpower.
uIt is permissible for hard-hit
private sector firms, under the
current circumstances, to nego-
tiate cutting down salaries of
their respective employees for a
period of three months in return
for cutting down the number of
working hours (after an em-
ployee has exhausted his/her
paid holidays). This procedure
will take effect, if necessary, till
March 31, 2021.
uExemption from fees and fines
against licences of non-Omani
manpower provided the expat
workers leave the country per-
manently.
uExemption from first-time
fines of renewal and services
transfer during the period from
March 15, 2020 to March 31,
2021.
uAllowing stricken private sec-
tor firms and establishments to
terminate the services of expa-
triate manpower provided all

past dues are paid to them and
on condition they leave the
country.
uCutting down the fees for re-
newal of labour cards of non-
Omani manpower till March
2021, from RO301 to RO201. It is
permissible to renew the expired
cards of establishments and
firms which have Omani employ-
ees. The incentive also applies to
owners of small and medium en-
terprises who are registered at
the Public Authority for Social In-
surance.
uAllowing business owners to
renew the expired cards of expat
employees who were outside the
sultanate during the lockdown
period. Resulting fines will also
be cancelled.
uExtending the duration of li-
cence for recruitment that ex-
pires during the current period.
uApproving temporary work li-
cences for non-Omani man-
power. Expat manpower’s work
licences that are usable partly or
fully will be endorsed. Fees will
be charged only against new
labour recruitments.
uWhen necessary, multiple es-
tablishments owned by the same
partners may second their work-
ers to any other establishment
among partner firms.
ONA

Ministry decision
on incentives to
private sector 

Muscat - Oman Investment Au-
thority (OIA) announced the dis-
solution of Oman Aviation Group
and its subsidiary, Transom on
Saturday. 

H E Sultan bin Salim bin Said
al Habsi, Minister of Finance, and
Chairman of the Board of Direc-
tors of OIA, during his speech on
the state budget for 2021, de-
clared that the authority has de-
cided to dissolve the Oman
Aviation Group (OAG). 

“Oman Investment Authority
is taking corrective steps to dis-
solve both the OAG and the
Transom, so that two compa-
nies, Oman Air and Oman 
Airports Management Com-
pany, will continue to operate
and perform their duties,” H E
Habsi said.

H E Habsi stated that OAG
and Transom’s employees will
join Oman Air, Oman Airports,
and other state-owned enter-
prises under OIA or other gov-
ernment entities based on need

and vacancies.
In response to a question from

Oman News Agency on OIA’s
role in the restructuring of the
state-owned enterprises and
spending rationalisation, H E
Habsi stated that OIA is contin-
uing its efforts to review and
evaluate the organisational and
operational restructuring of the
holding companies, as well as
considering the restructuring of
its affiliated companies. OIA is
also reviewing the human re-
sources policies, and evaluating
the current structure of compen-
sation and benefits, which will
undergo adjustments to be an-
nounced soon. 

He added that this will not af-
fect any of the shareholders’
commitments and obligations
towards stakeholders as the
change is aimed at restructuring
the companies in the sector. 

OIA will issue further details
pertaining to different aspects of
the restructuring soon.

OIA dissolves
OAG, Transom

Qurm beach drew residents of the city across age groups to behold the last sunset of 2020, and in hopes of the end of the COVID-19 pandemic. Khalfan Manji came with his father,

wife and children. “I hope the new year will be better, not like 2020. My father is here on the beach after almost eight months. The children are obviously happy, too,” he said, as his

seven-year old son Ahmed chipped in, “Last year was not good. We were not allowed in malls and beaches” (Muscat Daily/Syed Fasiuddin)

Last sunset of 2020
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Muscat - The first phase of the ban
on single-use plastic bags in shop-
ping centres in the sultanate came
into effect on Friday. 

Across communities, shoppers
and shopping centres, most wel-
comed the decision to ban single-use
plastic bags. But despite the advance
notice, many – both shoppers and
business establishments - were un-
prepared. 

Among several available options
to get by without single-use plastic
bags, Bausher resident Manoj Kumar
Behera suggests shoppers carry their
reusable bags. 

“The government has also intro-
duced bio-degradable plastic bags to
tackle the issue of indiscriminate use
of single-use plastics.”

He added, “Initially, it may be a bit
of a hassle but with time, carrying our
own bags will become a habit. The
long-term result of this action will be
of immense value to the whole of
mankind. While travelling to the US
and Europe, I have seen the effects of
the polythene ban and how their cit-
izens obey it happily and appreciate
the benefits that come with it. A little
sacrifice today will set the right tone
for the future and ensure Planet Earth
is in a habitable state for the next
generation.” 

For expat Mark Dean, the shift
away from single-use plastics bags is
a welcome one. “Reusable bags are
readily available and will be the op-
tion we use going forward. We have
already started this. Shops and es-
tablishments now need to embrace

this and offer the stock for patrons to
be able to purchase these products.”

Doing the right thing to help the
environment makes it ‘comfortable’,
Dean noted. He looks forward to
continued focus on this area with a
ban on single-sip water cups and
small water bottles next.

In an interview with Oman TV on
Friday, Dr Abdullah bin Ali al Omari,
chairman of Environment Authority,
said the ban on the use of plastic
shopping bags came after a thorough
study involving the participation of all
stakeholders. “Most of the waste in
Oman comprises single-use plastic
bags.” 

Talking about the alternatives
available to single-use plastics, Dr
Mohammad Majid al Kasbi, director
of Department of Chemical Materi-
als in the Environment Authority,
was recently quoted saying, “Eco-
friendly bags are made of cloth,
paper or other organic materials and
can be re-used multiple times.”

David C, business head of Spar
Oman Operations, said, “As a re-
sponsible retailer, Spar Oman has
been proactive to live up to the
cause. We have been selling 100 per
cent cotton reusable shopping bags
since July 2020 to prepare our shop-
pers for the new norms.”

According to David, Spar Oman
recently introduced more options of
reusable shopping bags at different
price points to suit all pocket sizes.

David added that the ban calls for
a major behavioural shift among sho-
ppers but “it is all for a greater good.

We are definite that our shoppers
are aware of it and will cooperate”.

On occasion of the Arab Environ-
ment Day observed on October 14, in
2020 Spar Oman conducted a cam-
paign distributing reusable shopping
bags for free among shoppers on
every purchase of RO10. 

“We will continue to run such
awareness campaigns in the future,”
David said. 

Despite the government’s an-
nouncement of the ban several

months prior to the enforcement on
January 1, many businesses and
shoppers were caught unprepared. 

Al Khuwayr resident Saada al
Naamani was disappointment to find
few or no alternatives. 

“I started using reuseable bags
months before the ban but was
shocked to find out no replacements
have been made available for outlets
like hardware stores where paper
bags can’t be used. Small foodstuff
shops should have found where they
can buy cheaper reuseable bags
made of cassava starch and such
bags which are available in South
East Asia. Dealers should look for
suppliers. Before something is imple-
mented, options have to be available
otherwise this affects outcome.”

A branch manager at one of the
supermarkets in Ruwi said, “Not
every customer is understanding.
Some even don't know about the
ban. Besides, we are still confused as
there is no clarification. The authori-
ties did not mention what micron
plastic bags are banned. Our 
suppliers are not sure what micron
bags are allowed; that is why we did
not procure re-usable bags in big
quantity.”

The branch manager informed
that as a result of not being prepared
for the situation, his branch ran out
of reusable bags which it was selling
for 200bz a piece. “We will wait and
see and try our best to provide af-
fordable and strong reusable bags to
our customers soon.”
(Text and photos by Syed Fasiuddin)

Initially, it may be a bit
of a hassle but with
time, carrying our
own bags will become
a habit. The long-term
result of this action
will be of immense
value to the whole of
mankind

maNoj kumar Behera

ShopperS aS well aS buSineSSeS Scramble for

alternativeS following ban on Single-uSe

plaStic bagS enforced Starting January 1 

Reusable bags are
readily available and
will be the option we
use going forward. 
We have already
started this

mark deaN

The ban on the use 
of plastic shopping
bags came after a
thorough study 
involving the 
participation of all
stakeholders

I started using
reuseable bags months
before the ban but was
shocked to find out no 
replacements have
been made available
for outlets 

Saada al NaamaNi

Caught
UNPREPARED
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up ClOSe & perSOnal

‘NONE OF MY BUSINESS’ 
unveils people who make news
as they’re prodded to reveal little
known facets of themselves –
everything not related to their
work and profession.
Here is Tariq Hilal al Barwani, 
IT expert and ethical hacker, up
close and personal.

Just not superheroes and 

villains, everyone has – or

would like to have – an alter

ego to give vent to their wild

dreams. If nothing, it helps

take the mind off endless

deadlines, commitments,

cut-throat competition or

just everyday banality.

Scan the QR Code
to view this ‘NONE
OF MY BUSINESS’
video in full on Mus-
cat Daily social
media handles

NONE OF MY business

Friends or food - what
would you opt for in
a lazy evening?
None. In lazy moments, I tend to
sleep and rest for all the hard
work that I do. 

What are the full
forms of ATM and
CDM?
It depends on the industry you
are asking. If it is banking then it
is Automated Teller Machine
and for the construction sector it
is Construction Design Manage-
ment. 

Mohamed Salah or
Roger Federer? Why? 
I love soccer, so I will go for
Salah.

What were you doing
10 years from now?
I was busy building the Iron Man
that you see today. There were
failures but I never ever let them
affect me.

Name the song on
love, an ocean, a
huge ship, a poor boy
and a rich girl.
I am not so much into music but
if you say it is a big ship then all I
right now think is of course it is
My heart will go on from the film
Titanic. 

Why does black
coffee taste better
without sugar and
milk?
It really depends on who is going
to drink it. But if you are on a diet,
better avoid sugar. Generally it
tastes good either ways.

Who said veni, vidi,
vici?
Definitely not me!
['I came; I saw; I conquered' is a
Latin phrase popularly attributed
to Julius Caesar]

Say any dialogue
from a film in your

mother tongue?
Hakuna matata and it means 'no
worries' from the film The Lion
King. 

Name an Indian dish
in Oman you love to
have when happy.
There are many Indian dishes
that I love but right now all I can
think of is Hyderabadi biryani. It
tastes good and delicious, and
takes me to the days when I
was in Hyderabad representing
Oman at an international event.

Why does a fan have
three blades?
I think it has to do with circula-
tion, efficiency and cooling of
air.

Why is the moon in
different shapes?
The moon is not in different sha-
pes. It changes shape because of
the rotation of the earth and how
the sun lights the moon. 

Our Correspondent

Muscat

Omantel, in cooperation with the
Ministry of Education, recently
concluded the second version of
Omantel Olympics for Coding,
which was held online due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. It was held
on December 28-29 for the stu-
dents selected from previous
stages of the competition.

Omantel Olympics for Coding
aims at building a generation of
talented students by enabling
them to understand the general
foundations of software and in-
formation technology. The
Olympics also aims to enable
students to keep pace with rap-
idly developing IT systems, en-
hancing the educational process
in the sultanate, and creating an
environment conducive to inno-
vation and creativity.

The Omantel Olympics for
Coding is based on the proce-
dural coding which serves as an
introduction to the Fourth Indus-
trial Revolution (4IR) technolo-
gies such as artificial intelligence,
robotics, cloud computing, Inter-
net of Things (IoT), big data
among others. 

A number of students have al-
ready qualified to participate in
international competitions.

Laila Mohammad al Wahaibi,

manager of Corporate Social Re-
sponsibility at Omantel, indi-
cated that Omantel Olympics for
Coding is one of the most impor-
tant CSR initiatives of Omantel. 

She said, “The objective of the
Olympics is to raise the technical
capabilities of Omani youth and
enable them to participate and
contribute to the digital transfor-

mation process in the sultanate
during the next stage. It also aims
to increase awareness of the im-
portance of technology in the de-
velopment and innovation
journey in Oman, as well as en-
courage students to benefit from
the digital world.”

“Moreover, the competition is
one of the means to discover tal-

ented students who will together
form a national team that can
participate in international cod-
ing competitions,” she added.

Maya Said al Azaria, director
of the Innovation and Scientific
Olympics Directorate in the Min-
istry of Education, emphasised
the role Omantel played in the
success of this edition of the
Olympics, in which a group of
students representing various
schools of the sultanate took part.

“Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, this year's edition was im-
plemented virtually, which had a
great impact on emphasising the
importance of employing tech-

nology and programming in all
aspects of life,” she said.

“Omantel is a major partner
with the Ministry of Education in
several programmes, especially
those related to technology.
Omantel serves as a role model
for other companies in the field
of CSR programmes as it invests
heavily in youth development.”
Award winners: Yasin Ahsan

Uganeh from Hafs bin Rashid School

in Muscat governorate; Said bin Saud

bin Sulaiman al Qasabi from Balarab

bin Sultan School, Dakhliyah gover-

norate; Mohamed bin Abdulhamid

bin Hamed al Hinai from Saleh bin al

Mutawkel School in Dakhliyah gover-

norate; Ghaith Mohamed Abdulwa-

hab from Sheikh Nasser bin Rashid al

Kharusi School in Muscat gover-

norate; Abdulmalik bin Sulaiman bin

Salim al Lamki from Moosa bin Nasir

School for Basic Education in Muscat

governorate; Moanis bin Hilal al Khu-

saibi from Shujaa bin Wahab School

in Muscat governorate; Ghaida bint

Salim bin Sulaiman al Kindi from Hail

al Awamer School for Basic Education

in Muscat governorate; Mohamed

bin Hasan bin Abdullah al Ajmi from

Ibn al Nafis School in Muscat gover-

norate; Ahmed bin Ibrahim bin Yahya

al Abri from Abu Said al Kudmi

School in Dakhliyah governorate;

Elaph bint Ahmed bin Khalfan al Shidi

from Saham School for Girls in North

Batinah governorate. 

Ministry of education, Omantel
conclude Olympics for Coding

Shaddad al Musalmy

Muscat

As we start the new year 2021,
I have no idea what the big
events of this year will be. I
won't recount the last year
here, because you know it all
too well.

Just like any other person, I
feel we can begin this new
year with active hope that
rides on the lessons learnt
from the past year as well as
leveraging on the best leader-
ship that Oman enjoys even in
difficult times.

When I say active hope, I
mean we should all wake up to
the beauty of life that our
country offers us and we
should all play our part to re-
build what we lost in 2020.

We should all be thankful
to what our government has
done to contain the 2020 sit-
uation. We shared a lot to-
gether last year, and together
we can do a lot more as we
move forward.

Even as the year was
marred by the pandemic, new
approaches through innova-
tions have emerged present-
ing greater opportunities to
bring us back on track.

With several vaccines on
the horizon, we are hopeful of
a new beginning in 2021, with
stability in health and econ-
omy.

To kick-start the new year,
His Majesty Sultan Haitham
issued the first Royal Decree
of the year approving the
Tenth Five-year Development
Plan which is the first execu-
tive plan for the Oman Vision
2040, guided by his generous
care.

The plan seeks to stimulate
economic activity, develop the
macroeconomic environment,
raise the efficiency of public fi-
nancial management, achieve
a balance between measures
to control and rationalise pub-
lic spending, and adopt broad,
disciplined financial policies
that achieve sustainable
growth rates.

The plan focuses on mech-
anisms for economic diversifi-
cation and increasing the
contribution of non-oil sectors

and activities.
This is not all. At the behest

of His Majesty Sultan
Haitham, the Ministry of Fi-
nance last week announced a
set of incentives to be offered
to citizens and the private sec-
tor during 2021.

The incentives include
loans from Oman Housing
Bank, with the annual sum
designated for borrowing dur-
ing 2021 to be increased to
RO100mn, from RO60mn in
the bank’s budget in the same
year. The step will shorten cit-
izens’ wait for their turn in ob-
taining housing loans.

Also, as part of the incen-
tives, the Ministry of Housing
and Urban Planning will help
prepare for the distribution of
23,000 land plots in different
governorates and wilayats of
the sultanate. 

So my fellow citizens, this is
another active hope.

As far as boosting business
in this new year is concerned,
there are incentives that will
exempt borrowers of Oman
Development Bank and the
Authority for Small and
Medium Enterprises from loan
interests for one year (2021).
This means as many as 32,104
establishments and firms will
get a lump sum waiver worth
over RO10.9mn. 

It is a measure aimed to al-
leviate the financial burdens of
small and medium enterprises
and firms that take loans.

This is in addition to ex-
empting citizen-owned SMEs,
who register from January 1,
2021, from all licence fees,
provided the said SMEs are
run by their owners.

Further more, the incen-
tives include reduction of lease
contract fees from five per
cent to three per to encourage
the registration of tenancy
contracts and safeguard the
rights of both tenants and
landlords.

With all of these, we should
all be so hopeful that we are
leaving the worst behind and
be assured that the best is the
way. 

Happy New Year to all our
readers!

@shadadm

HOTLINeS
24-hour pharmacies

Scientific Pharmacy: Qurm
24566601, Ruwi 24702850 
Muscat Pharmacy: Ruwi
24702542, Salalah 23291635 
al hashar Pharmacy: Ruwi
24783334 

Hospitals and Clinics

al hayat international 

hospital, al Ghubra-

22004000, 94267068 /
97049520 
94442000 (Emergency)
al Raffah hospital: Muscat -

24618900/1/2/3
Sohar - 26704639/49/50
apollo hospital Muscat,

hamriya: 24787766,
24782666, 24787780
abeer hospital, Ruwi, Muscat

24770800, 90999335,
90999334 (Emergency)

Starcare hospital: 24557200
Emergency number: 24558333
Dr harub’s Clinic: 

24563217, 2456381, 
99254940 (Emergency)
Emirates Medical Center:

24604540
KiMS Oman hospital:

24760105
Lama Polyclinic: CBD
24799077, 24788881,
24788577,  24707566,
24799655, Al Khuwayr
24478817, 24478818, 
Sohar 26751128 
Muscat Eye Laser Centre:

24691414
Muscat Private hospital:

24583600
health4all Medical Centre:

24486005, 24483009
Dr Maurice al asfour

Specialised medical 
centre - 24560673/74
Lifeline hospital, Sohar -

26651111
Lifeline hospital, Salalah-

23212340
Muscat Municipality:

80077222

Muscat - The Council of Sultan
Qaboos University (SQU) on De-
cember 31 held its first meeting
for the academic year 2020/21. 

The meeting was chaired by H
E Dr Rahma bint Ibrahim bin Said
al Mahrouqiyah, Minister of
Higher Education, Research and
Innovation, and chairperson of
SQU Council. The meeting em-
phasised the necessity to
achieve the council’s goals in ac-

cordance with the university’s
strategic plan of 2021-25, and in
line with Oman Vision 2040.

The meeting also approved
the lists of graduates of spring
and summer semesters 2020 for
doctoral and master degrees,
doctor of medicine, bachelor's
degrees, and diplomas. 

The council suggested organ-
ising a graduation ceremony for
the 31st batch in four days ac-

cording to a mechanism that will
be announced later. The meeting
approved the number of stu-
dents expected to be admitted to
the university for the academic
year 2021/22.

The council also approved sev-
eral academic programmes
aimed at enabling outputs with
the latest knowledge, skills, and
best practical and research prac-
tices, including the approval of the

doctoral programme in manage-
ment at the College of Economics
and Political Science, the Master
of Science programme in data sci-
ence and machine learning from
the Department of Computer at
the College of Science, two Mas-
ter of Science programmes in the
fields of crop production and crop
protection with two postgraduate
diploma programmes in the same
two specialisations, two Master

of Science programmes and a
postgraduate diploma in marine
and fishery sciences at the Col-
lege of Agricultural and Marine
Sciences.

The meeting was attended by
H H Sayyid Dr Fahd bin al Ju-
landa al Said, SQU vice chancel-
lor and deputy chairperson of the
SQU Council, and members of
the council.
ONA

A fresh start to
the new year 

MUNICIPALITY RAIDS BUILDING
FOR VIOLATING LAW

Muscat Municipality in Amerat, in cooperation with ROP, raided an

apartment building in the wilayat which was being used for storing

carpets for commercial use, in violation of local laws (Supplied photo)

SQU Council meet stresses on Vision 2040

(Supplied photo)

The objective of the Olympics is to
raise the technical capabilities of
youth and enable them to contribute
to the digital transformation process

LaiLa aL Wahaibi
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While Bank Muscat, the leading

financial services provider in the

sultanate, continues to inaugu-

rate more new fields as part of

the Green Sports programme to

teams across the various gover-

norates, only four days remain

until the deadline for receiving

new registration applications for

the year 2021 as the opportunity

is still available to all eligible

teams to submit their requests

no later than January 6. 

Applications are being ac-

cepted online at

https://www.bankmuscat.com/

greensports. 

The new registration process

is user-friendly and can be easily

done using a computer, a tablet

or even a mobile phone. 

It is noteworthy that 15 Sports

Teams will benefit from the 

support in 2021, thus the Green

Sports programme will continue

to achieve successes and

achievements in the field of so-

cial responsibility and sustain-

ability.

The criteria for availing the

Green Sports support include

that sports teams should have

been in existence for at least

three years and have a minimum

of 300 members. Teams should

be able to provide documents 

including the mulkiya of the land

on which the sports field is 

situated, the team’s latest in-

come statement and a letter

from their wali. 

Also, the dimensions of the

sports field should be as per FIFA

approved standards to be con-

sidered. Teams should also

showcase their positive impact

and contributions to the local

community along with the appli-

cation. Please email Green-

Sports@bankmuscat.com for

any further queries regarding

Green Sports applications.

The Green Sports initiative

launched by Bank Muscat in

2012 continues to gain momen-

tum with a total of 100 fields in-

augurated so far, and the number

of sports teams benefiting from

the programme until this year

reached 123 teams across differ-

ent governorates. 

The scope of Green Sports

support for sports teams include

greening of football fields with

natural or synthetic turf, flood-

lights or water desalination

equipment in areas facing 

problems of water salinity. En-

suring wider representation, the

Green Sports programme ex-

tends to develop sustainable

sports infrastructure in all parts

of the sultanate. 

The bank’s flagship CSR pro-

gramme aims to provide av-

enues to Omani youth to excel in

all arenas and thereby contribute

to the overall development and

progress of the sultanate. The fa-

cilities developed as part of the

programme can also be used as

a venue for other social activities,

leading to stronger community

bonding and greater positive be-

haviour among young people. 

It must be noted that the

bank’s CSR and sustainability

programmes have been well ap-

preciated and received a number

of accolades. The bank was re-

cently honoured for its CSR, Sus-

tainability and Community

Service programmes at the

Fourth Oman Forum for Partner-

ship and Social Responsibility.

After joining hands with  JAC

Motors in 2008 to bring the leg-

endary reliability of JAC com-

mercial vehicles to Oman,

Towell Auto Centre has recently

added an exciting range of JAC

passenger and light commercial

vehicles to their line-up. 

Among JAC’s exciting new

range of vehicles is the flexible

M4 bus and van. The JAC M4

Van 2.0lt provides you with un-

matched flexibility for your busi-

ness. Available in two variants, a

9 seater bus and a Panel Van, it is

a vehicle that provides excellent

business transport solutions for

those living and working in the

sultanate’s cities and rural areas. 

Known for its affordability, the

JAC M4 comes with features

such as ABS-Anti-lock Braking

System+EBD, ESC-Electronic

Stability Control, Rear parking

sensor, Over-speed alarm and

Driver seat belt alarm system. In

the M4, owners get the leg-

endary reliability of JAC’s com-

mercial range, wrapped up in

flexibility and modern styling as

well as spacious interiors. 

Younis al Ansari and Yousuf al

Wadhahi, proud owners who re-

cently purchased a brand new

JAC M4 from our Barka show-

room spoke of their personal ex-

perience driving the spacious

minivan, saying, “The M4 comes

with modern good looks on the

exterior and stylish spacious in-

teriors. We found the handling to

be smooth and the drive to be a

comfortable one. Apart from its

good looks, the M4’s engine

packs a strong performance. We

use the M4 to transport water

bottles to companies and resi-

dential areas on a daily basis. The

technology the M4 employs is

impressive as well with an amaz-

ing display screen and USB inter-

face. Overall, the smooth drive

we’ve experienced with the M4

is second to none.”

To find out more visit www.ja-

coman.com. 

JAC M4: Value
that provides
flexibility

Only 4 days are left to close
Green Sports registration

Happy New year from a New airliNe

The UAE’s new national airline, Wizz Air Abu Dhabi, welcomed the New Year with the arrival of new crew members and two new aircraft. This

takes its Abu Dhabi aircraft fleet to four, ready for the first ultra low fare flights between Abu Dhabi and Athens, starting January 15 

The Aston Martin name is back

in Grand Prix racing for the first

time in six decades. The Aston

Martin Formula One Team will

make its race debut in Mel-

bourne, Australia, on March 21,

marking a return to top-flight sin-

gle-seater competition for the

luxury carmaker.

The British marque has en-

joyed great success in sportscar

racing in recent years, high-

lighted by multiple class victories

at the 24 Hours of Le Mans and

now the time has come for Aston

Martin to commit to the most fa-

mous of all motorsport arenas:

Formula 1.

Aston Martin understands the

power of Formula 1 when it

comes to brand awareness.

Much work has already been

done via the company’s title

sponsorship of Red Bull Racing

but Aston Martin will now take

this to new heights as it joins the

F1 elite as a manufacturer.

Lawrence Stroll, Aston Martin

Lagonda executive chairman

said, “Formula 1 is a hugely pow-

erful platform that will play a key

part in the overall Aston Martin

strategy as we seek to take the

company forward. It is a truly

global sport with a huge audi-

ence that we believe can help

reignite the brand and further in-

crease its desirability all over the

world. This is a brand that has al-

ready had huge success in top-

level international motorsport

such as the 24 Hours of Le Mans

– and now we have an opportu-

nity to write a new page in the

history books. That’s a hugely

exciting prospect for anyone who

is a lover of the Aston Martin

brand, for fans of Formula 1 and

the sport itself.”

The Aston Martin Formula

One Team will take the great

British brand to new audiences

across the globe. By bringing fans

right into the heart of the team, it

will become a team for everyone,

reaching out to new audiences in

this rapidly changing world but

always remembering the loyalty

of the hardcore racing fans. The

team’s journey to the grid will

feature on all of the Aston Martin

Formula One Team’s social

media channels and on a brand

new website.

In February, the team will re-

veal its 2021 F1 car and livery,

which includes four-time For-

mula 1 World Champion, Sebas-

tian Vettel and multiple Grand

Prix podium finisher, Lance Stroll.

Otmar Szafnauer, CEO &

team principal, said, “We’ve had

almost a year of preparation to

reach this point and we’re really

looking forward to seeing the re-

action when we finally unveil our

new identity as the Aston Martin

Formula One Team. Represent-

ing such an iconic brand is a huge

privilege for every member of the

team. We’ve earned a well-de-

served reputation for punching

above our weight, so we’re con-

fident we can do the Aston Mar-

tin name proud right from the

get-go. It’s the start of a new

journey and I can sense an extra

energy in the team, with a deter-

mination to push performance

further than ever before. Com-

bined with some of the most cre-

ative minds in the business, a

true racers’ mentality and the

can-do spirit that has served us

so well through the years, we

have every reason to be excited

about the future”

It will be an historic and

poignant moment when two

Aston Martin Formula 1 cars line-

up on the grid in Melbourne, re-

turning the luxury marque to

Grand Prix racing for the first time

in 60 years and starting a new era

for a truly great British brand.

Aston Martin makes a 
return to Formula 1 grid 

BBC Earth has announced a

brand-new series narrated by

legendary English broadcaster

and natural historian, Sir David

Attenborough. A Perfect Planet

explores the great forces of na-

ture that support, drive and en-

able life on earth, and features

breath-taking scenery set

against an original score by

award-winning composer Ilan

Eshkeri and Attenborough’s dis-

tinctive voice.

Set to air in the MENA region

beginning January 4, the five-

part series takes in awe-inspiring

views, from lands drenched by

the Indian Monsoon to the

slopes of fiery Hawaiian volca-

noes, from the tidal islands of the

Bahamas to the frozen wastes of

Ellesmere Island. Four years in

the making, the series was filmed

in 31 countries on six continents.

The first four episodes explore

the power of volcanoes, sunlight,

weather and oceans. The final

episode in the series looks at the

dramatic impact of the world’s

newest force of nature: humans -

and what can be done to restore

our planet’s perfect balance.

Sir Attenborough said, “This

year perhaps more than ever,

people are finding comfort and

solace in the natural world.

Whilst we may not be able to

travel, we can take a few mo-

ments to enjoy our wonderful

and diverse planet in this incred-

ible footage.”

Series Producer Huw Cordey

revealed that as the UK went into

lockdown earlier this year, his

team had to rethink their post-

production on the series. 

“Sir David embraced new

ways of recording his voiceover

and the music for the series had

to be finished in Iceland, one of

the few places we could gather a

string orchestra and record them

playing live. Covid restrictions

prevented us doing the same

with brass and woodwind instru-

ments so they had to be

recorded separately in each of

the musicians’ living rooms.”

Award-winning composer

Ilan Eshkeri created the music for

A Perfect Planet, joining the ranks

of Hans Zimmer and Steven

Price who have previously cre-

ated scores for other BBC natural

history landmarks. Eshkeri’s

body of work includes collabora-

tions with Annie Lennox, David

Gilmour, Sinead O’Connor and

KT Tunstall. 

Eshkeri said, “Creating the

music for A Perfect Planet

has been a hugely rewarding ex-

perience. The series celebrates

the extraordinary world we are a

part of as well as showing the

delicate balance of the systems

that support life, and what we

need to do to ensure its future

stability. It’s a message that’s

very important.”

BBC Earth announces ‘A Perfect Planet’
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Renault Megane RS has been im-

pressing car aficionados with its

unparalleled driving performance

and motorsport cutting-edge

technology. Suitable for all en-

thusiasts and driven by its pow-

erful design and focused on

performance, Renault Megane

RS makes no attempt to hide its

motorsport pedigree, offering

outstanding driving pleasure on

the road and on the track. The

Megane RS features a new gen-

eration of 1.8lt turbo engine, de-

livering 280hp and 390Nm,

thanks to the development work

jointly carried out by engineers

from Renault Sport Cars and Re-

nault Sport Racing. The car

comes with 6AT Electronic Dual

Clutch transmission.

4Control System 
Renault Megane RS takes Re-

nault Sport’s unmistakeable hall-

marks of agility, efficiency and

driving enjoyment a step further.

Merging competence, dexterity,

and constancy, new Megane RS

chassis is jam-packed with mo-

torsports cutting-edge technol-

ogy: 4Control System,

independent pivot front-axle and

suspension with hydraulic com-

pression stops.  With its finely-

tuned chassis and 4Control

technology, complete with four-

wheel steering, the car is aiming

to become – like its predecessors

– a benchmark in the C-segment

hot hatch market.

RS Vision 
The impressive Renault Megane

RS is a car built to awaken the

driving instincts with four-wheel

steering and dynamic styling. Sit-

ting squarely on its 19-inch black

diamond alloy wheels, the front

features LED lights with RS Vi-

sion. With its many driving aids,

Megane RS allies sporting per-

formance with safety. It also fea-

tures parking sensors, adaptive

cruise control and emergency

braking assistance.

The Megane RS benefits from

the know-how of Renault Sport

in adapting motorsports tech-

nologies to production sports ve-

hicles.

4Control technology con-

tributes to incisive steering and

optimised road holding for a pre-

cise, surefooted drive. 

Safety first
Among its appreciated features

are launch control, multi change

down and braking performance.

Megane RS’s safety features in-

clude front side airbags; Front

and rear curtain airbags; Antilock

Braking System; Emergency

brake assist; Driver and passen-

ger front airbags; Disconnect

able passenger airbag; Seatbelt

reminder for Driver + front pas-

senger + 3 rear passengers; En-

gine electronic immobiliser;

Adjustable L-shape rear head-

rests; Height adjustable front

seatbelts; Three 3-point rear

seatbelts; Blind Spot Warning;

Tyre pressure monitoring; ESP

with Hill Start Assist; ISOFIX

child seat mounting points;

Hands Free parking; Rear camera

plus front and rear parking sen-

sors; Electric parking brake.

A spokesperson for Renault

Oman said, “Megane RS takes

styling and technology even fur-

ther to deliver truly exceptional

driving enjoyment. The car has

been designed by people who

are passionate about cars, for

people who love to drive. Its ver-

satility also makes it perfectly

suited for everyday use. The

4Control system is a dream

come true for every driver look-

ing for efficiency, since it im-

proves both the agility and the

stability of the car.”

Support
enhancements 
It is supported by visibility and

lighting enhancements such as

C-shape LED DRLs and 1-touch

triple turn signal on door mirrors;

Rear high mounted LED brake

light; Full LED headlights; RS Vi-

sion: long range light beams with

integrated signature; Power

heated door mirrors with tem-

perature sensor, power foldable,

with puddle lamps; Manual

day/night dimming room mirror.

Performance aiders
Comfort attributes encompass

4Control four wheel-steering

technology; Automatic head-

lamps and rain sensing wipers;

Smoker accessories and rear

12V power outlet; Eco advice

with gear shift indicator; Dual

zone auto air conditioning + rear

air ducts (under front seats) +

rear air-vents (back of centre

console); Black paddles shift be-

hind steering wheel; Central

door locking; High central con-

sole (with sliding armrest / stor-

age / double cup holder); Rear

glass with demister; Rear one-

touch power windows; Front

one-touch power windows;

Multi-sense with variable engine

performance, sound, steering,

throttle and variable damping;

Welcome/goodbye sequence

(approach detection, exterior

lights & door mirrors activation

and interior ambient lighting);

Driver & Passenger sunvisors

with mirrors + illumination; R-

Link 2 - 8.7” touchscreen with

navigation, 3D Sound by BOSE,

8 speakers, 2 USBs, AUX,

streaming via Bluetooth+CD

player; Cruise control with speed

limiter; Renault Smart Card with

walk away closing with specific

Renault Sport design + Push but-

ton start 7" colour TFT com-

bimeter with ambient lighting

and customisable skins/colours;

RS nappa leather steering wheel;

Light tinted anti-glare windows;

Sunroof; Auto dimming rear

view mirror; Electric parking

brake.

Seats
Its seats have RS dark and Red

Alcantara trim and Interior har-

mony; 1/3 - 2/3 folding rear

seats + central armrest and two

cupholders; Manual front seats

adjustment with Driver height &

lumbar adjust; Heated Driver and

Passenger seats. 

It has 19" RS Black diamond

alloy wheels + temporary spare

wheel; Sport rear spoiler; Sport

front bumper with F1 blade, spe-

cific fender & rear spoiler; RS de-

sign grid, rear diffuser; specific

all-new RS logo.

For more information, visit

https://www.renault.com.om/

or call our Toll Free number on

80050011.

Renault Megane RS offers driving pleasure

A car is more than just a way to

get around. Getting behind the

wheel should be inspiring, excit-

ing and just plain fun – and the

shift to electric vehicles doesn’t

change that one bit. In fact,

thanks to smarter onboard tech-

nology, today’s electric vehicles

open up richer lifestyle possibili-

ties than ever. 

Nissan was a pioneer in creat-

ing electric cars for modern living.

From our first EV in 1947 to the

new Nissan Ariya, from ice cream

vans to robot co-pilots, our elec-

tric-powered lineup has changed

with the times and drivers’ needs.  

Earlier last month, the first

Nissan Futures discussion was

held to mark the 10th anniversary

of the Nissan LEAF where guest

speaker, Dr Akira Yoshino,

awarded the Nobel Prize in

Chemistry 2019 for his work on

the lithium-ion battery, described

the path he took to develop the

lithium-ion battery, the chal-

lenges he faced, and weighs in on

a possible future society ahead

with advanced batteries and EVs.

Tama (1947)
Electric vehicles aren’t a new

idea. In postwar Japan, where oil

was scarce but hydroelectric

power was relatively plentiful, the

government promoted research

and development in this area.

Nissan’s engineers rose to the

challenge with the Tama Electric

Vehicle. Released in 1947, the

Tama was Nissan’s very first

electric car. Used mainly by taxi

companies, it had replaceable

lead–acid batteries that gave it a

top speed of 35.2 kph and a range

of 96.3 kilometers.

Prairie Joy EV (1996)
Lithium-ion batteries first ap-

peared in devices like laptops and

cellphones. Some doubted they

could ever be scaled up to power

a whole car, but the Prairie Joy

EV, the world’s first electric vehi-

cle equipped with cylindrical-type

lithium-ion battery power, proved

itself in one of the most challeng-

ing environments on earth: the

Arctic. Japan’s National Institute

of Polar Research used the Prairie

Joy EV for six years under harsh

polar conditions, without a single

breakdown. 

Hypermini (2000)
The Hypermini was a new take on

the electric car: an urban com-

muter vehicle built for two. Stylish

and distinctive, it appeared in 

Hollywood movies like Sleepover

and The Princess Diaries 2. A

neodymium magnet synchronous

traction motor delivered a zippy

100 kph at top speed and up to 115

km of range on a single charge. 

Pivo (2005)
The Pivo was a next-generation

concept EV displayed at the

2005 Tokyo Motor Show. Its

bubble-like cabin attracted atten-

tion, and it was also notable as

the first vehicle to be powered by

light, compact laminate lithium-

ion batteries. 

Pivo 2 (2007)
Research shows that drivers in a

happy, positive mood have fewer

accidents. The Pivo 2 was an ex-

periment in applying this insight,

with an onboard Robotic Agent

system that monitored driving

conditions and used speech and

motion to help the driver stay

cheerful.

Nissan LEAF (2010)
As Nissan’s first mass-produced

electric vehicle, the Nissan LEAF

was a milestone for electric mo-

bility. More than 500,000 LEAF

cars have been built to date.

The key to the LEAF’s success

was combining decades of re-

search and development with

consumer insight. The first-gen-

eration LEAF had a range of

200km per charge. 

New Mobility (2010)
As the developed world’s popu-

lation ages and one-person

households grow in number, mo-

bility needs will shift toward

shorter trips for fewer passen-

gers. To show how those needs

might be met, Nissan developed

the New Mobility Concept: a

user-friendly, ultra-compact,

emissions-free 100 per cent elec-

tric vehicle with the maneuver-

ability of a motorcycle and the

stability of a car. 

e-NV200 (2014)
Ever bought ice cream from an

electric van? If you’re in the U.K.,

you might have encountered

Mackie’s all-electric ice cream

van, based on the e-NV200 —

Nissan’s first zero-emission light

commercial vehicle. 

New LEAF (2017)
The new LEAF featured updates

across the board: more powerful

acceleration, lighter handling and

a vastly increased range of up to

400 km per charge. 

Sylphy (2018)
The Sylphy Zero Emission was

the first Nissan-branded EV

specifically for the Chinese con-

sumers, manufactured in China.

IMk (2019)
The IMk concept EV was un-

veiled at the 2019 Tokyo Motor

Show. With a “kei car” body size

and all-new EV platform, the IMk

offered a powerful, smooth and

quiet drive augmented by driver

support systems.

Ariya (2020)
Revealed in Nissan’s first ever

virtual launch, the 100 per cent

electric crossover was first

hinted at with the Ariya

Concept, displayed at the 2019

Tokyo Motor Show.

12 Nissan cars that showed the way to an electric future
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LEVEL EASY: Fill in the grid so that every row, every
column and every 3x3 box contains the digits 1 to 9 and

only one instance of each number

GEMINI MAY 21-JUNE 21

The universe is asking you to slow your pace. The moon cruises

through reflective Virgo all afternoon, meeting up with insightful

Uranus and the self-affirming sun on her path. These connections

imbue the day with a surprise or two, but ones that are likely 

to be positive. You’ll be happiest in the comfort of your home,

unwinding and listening to the new revelations breaking through.

TAURUS APRIL 20-MAY 20

Sunday’s skies are built for your leisure. The moon cruises

through Virgo, stopping for a supportive visit with Uranus and

the sun. Ideally, today would be best spent pouring your energy

into a creative field that brings you joy. Your self-expression is

likely to break through to new levels as well, helping you

embrace important changes on the relationship front.

Solution 20-25 words: Excellent, 15-20 words: Very good, 

10-15 words: Good, 5-10 words: Average

You have three minutes to

find all the words 

contained in this word. 

Rules: Words should be at

least four letters long, proper

nouns and duplicates don’t

count

WORD BUILDER

Each game will present you with a matrix filled with letters. 

The objective is to form words by linking adjacent letters - to the 

left, right, on top, bottom, or 

diagonal to each other. 

The Boggles Classic game uses a 4 x 4 matrix. Words are valued at

one point for each letter in excess of two letters. A three letter word

is worth one point, a four letter word is 

worth two points, and so on. 

Valid words must be at least three letters long. 

DO YOU SUDOKU?

TEST YOUR 
KNOWLEDGE

BOGGLER
SUDOKU EASY 

ANSWER

1. The Indian Ocean Arc is an

Imaginary circle in space about

____ over the equator

a. 20,000km

b. 35,000km

c. 36,000km

d. 30,000km

2. The main object of which of

the following UN agency is to

help the underdeveloped 

countries in the task of raising

their living standards?

a. IMF

b. UNICEF

c. UNDP

d. IDA

3. The headquarter of the 

Organization of Petroleum 

Exporting Countries are in

a. Algiers

b. Lagos

c. Kuwait

d. Vienna

Answers:1: c 2: d 3: d

©2020 Tribune Content Agency, LLC All rights reserved
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bReak

CANCER JUNE 22-JULY 22

You sometimes hold your tongue when you want to speak up.

Sunday’s skies encourage you to tell your story and get your

thoughts out, as the moon cruises through precise Virgo. You can

expect quite a bit of movement or travel today, as the moon links

up with game-changing Uranus. It's likely that important

conversations will crop that require you to state your POV.

LEO JULY 23-AUGUST 22

Sunday’s skies are all business. The moon wades through

workaholic Virgo all afternoon, encouraging you to take a 

second look at the talents and skills you rarely utilise and to 

bring them to life. Luna’s link to the self-affirming sun and

surprise-bringer Uranus is stimulating and helps you have faith in

yourself and bring a fresh perspective to your work approach.

LIBRA SEPTEMBER 23-OCTOBER 22

Be very gentle with yourself. You’re likely caught up in the post-

holiday undertow of stirred up feelings that require alone time to

process. The moon roams through Virgo, encouraging you to pull

away from the demands of other people and to reinvigorate

yourself through restorative actions. Luna’s link to Uranus and the

sun helps you ground down while dealing with new revelations.

VIRGO AUGUST 23-SEPTEMBER 22

You tend to devote a lot of your energy towards other people.

Sunday’s skies remind you to turn that caring eye inwards, as

the nurturing moon roams through your sign. Prioritising your

needs is key today. Luna’s link to the self-affirming sun and

routine-breaking Uranus allows you space to freshen things up

with any creative personal projects you’ve been working on.

SCORPIO OCTOBER 23-NOVEMBER 21

Sometimes, our friends are the only thing that keeps us sane.

That feels especially true today, as the moon cruises through

Virgo and stirs up your need for connection to your chosen

community. Luna forms a supportive link with Uranus and the

identity-defining sun today, helping supply a steady flow of

important change and conversations on the relationship front.

SAGITTARIUS NOVEMBER 22-DECEMBER 21

Sunday’s skies find you ready to get busy. After a few days of

some welcomed leisure, the cosmos offer you the chance to

get a head-start on important work regarding your career path.

Productive action paired with a refreshed perspective is the

easiest way to feel in sync with yourself, as the Virgo moon

aligns with the self-confident sun and novelty-bringing Uranus.

AQUARIUS JANUARY 20-FEBRUARY 18

The cosmos call you inward for a deep, internal review. The moon

treks through highly sensitive Virgo, turning your attention

towards the current stories taking place on the intimacy front.

Luna’s link to Uranus and the self-defining sun help you break

new ground psychologically. Thus, it’s an ideal day to confide

some of your new findings with a trusted friend or lover.

CAPRICORN DECEMBER 22-JANUARY 19

You’re ready to break out of the mental rut you’ve been moving

through. The universe agrees it’s time to widen your horizons

and bring you a refreshed perspective, as the moon meanders

through Virgo. It’s an ideal day to stretch yourself through any

activity that challenges your comfort zone, as Luna's link to the

sun and Uranus encourage to grow into a new phase.

PISCES FEBRUARY 19-MARCH 20

Your relationships are all aglow. The moon wades through your

opposite sign of Virgo, turning your attention towards the

expectations, projections, and emotional interworking on the

partnership front. It’s a great day to share parts of your story

you’ve kept under wraps, as Luna’s link to the sun and Uranus

helps you break new ground in your communication style.

kIdS colouRING

YOUR DAILY HOROSCOPE

ACROSS

1 Conspiratorial

groups

7 Heavy work shoe

13 Cruel one

19 “We ___ Alone”:

1939Muni movie

20 “Il Trovatore”

heroine

21 Dodger, for

example

22 Start of an August

verse

25 Required

26 Longshoremen’s

assn.

27 Horatio or Baby

Face

28 Bee chaser

29 Street urchin

31 Juliette Low’s org.

32 Mayonnaise for

one

36 Witches’ assembly

37 Place

38 Type type

42 Entreaty

43 Kind of insurance?

44 Airplane wing: Fr.

45 Hemispherical

cover

46 Second line of

verse

52 RR stop

53 Electrical power

unit

54 Slalom champ

Phil. 1984

55 Coffer

56 “Amphitryon”

dramatist

58 Airwaves

interference

60 Part of King

Richard III’s cry

61 Outdoor living

area

63 Office winner

65 Full of spunk

68 Woolly

70 Henley participant

74 Rajah’s wife

75 Popular

Beethoven

symphony

76 Organist

Bruckner’s

cathedral city

77 ___ Darya, historic

Asian river

78 Third line of verse

83 Consider

84 Tony winner Judith

85 Long white

vestments

86 Makes eyes at

87 Casco Bay island

88 Sparks or Rorem

89 Irene from Greece

91 Evil movie boy

93 Loud commotion

94 Standish’s

spokesman

95 Tied the knot

96 Hunting fragrance

99 Aberdeen denial

100 Lurch, as an

airplane

105 End of verse

109 Not so far

110 Flammable solvent

111 Rubicon crosser

112 Joan of Arc’s

alleged crime

113 Peachtree or Main

114 Fourth or real

DOWN

1 Job for House or

Holmes

2 ___ for one’s

money

3 Big gulp of strong

drink

4 Pilaster

5 Roman cuirass

6 Fashioned

7 Importune

8 Pro wrestling org.

9 Punctual

10 Halloween elf

11 Certain Indo-

European

12 Slangy refusal

13 Academic year

division

14 Saint Theresa’s

birthplace

15 June honorees

16 “___ Anything”:

song from “Oliver”

17 Penn or Connery

18 Give it a go

20 Topper

23 Society page word

24 Hoofs, botanically

29 Support person

30 Swear to

32 Burst of pain

33 Disney dog

34 Kingly

35 ___ de Cologne

36 Branch Davidian,

for one

37 Fourteenth US

president

38 Good baking

potatoes

39 Ivory structure?

40 Pile up

41 Strategic

Philippine island

43 Fall flower

44 Unspecified short

time

47 More saccharine

48 Linger

49 “Little Women”

author monogram

50 A “Harry Potter”

director

51 Light symphonic

movements

57 ___ to me that . . .

58 Insufficient

59 Last

commandment

60 ___ cost:

regardless of price

62 In a straight row

64 Spirals

65 Tolkien Hobbit

66 “Peter, Peter

Pumpkin-___ . . .”

67 “___ Shoes”, novel

and flim

69 Surprised

exclamations

71 Nestle brand

72 Stroll along

73 France, of “South

Pacific”

75 Nine-day prayers

76 Soccer positions,

for short

79 “___ of Fear”:

Milland thriller

80 Stare openmouthed

81 “The Good Earth”

heroine

82 ___ de plume: pen

name

89 Golf champ Gary

90 “___ fideles”: carol

91 Conclude from the

facts

92 Rogers Saint

Johns namesakes

93 Prescribed

portions

94 Put on ___: show

off

95 Humor

96 Heel-less slipper

97 Stravinsky

98 Ponder

100 Chicago Louisville

vector

101 Printer’s “let stand”

102 Bonet, of “The

Cosby Show”

103 “___ first you don’t

succeed . . .”

104 Funereal fire pile

105 Fraulein’s cry

106 Brief British

thanks

107 Nursery “piggy”

108 Can. province

SR

I

N

G

P

ARIES MARCH 21-APRIL 19

It’s time to shake off the dust and dive into the new year. The

moon ploughs through Virgo, helping you tune into your current

to-do list. You may be particularly aware of any underlying health

issues. If there’s any build-up of stress, you’ll find exercise to be

an extremely helpful outlet. Luna connects with Uranus and the

sun, promising to help you keep things fresh on the work front.

DAILY CROSSWORD 
ANSWERS (DECEMBER 31)
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Muscat Daily now offers free classified listings for individuals 

in the following categories: Situations Wanted/ 

Accommodation Wanted or Available/

Sale of Household Items/ Car for Sale or Wanted/ 

Matrimonial Alliances (Word limit is 35)

Please email your listing to 

dailyclassifieds@apexmedia.co.om

or call 99104346
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classifieds 

TO ADVERTISE IN MUSCAT DAILY CLASSIFIEDS CALL 99104346 
OR E-MAIL dailyclassifieds@apexmedia.co.om

Good Store available for rent in prime location in Rumais near Barka

Gate Mall at very reasonable  rate.Contact:96115353/96775252

House maid: Experience in Oman. Speaks English or Arabic. Knows

how to slightly cook. With NOC if in Oman. Salary details to be dis-

cussed upon interview. For further information and or to apply kindly

contact 00968-96666685 or send your CV to

Mazzan.alfarsi@gmail.com

Driver: Experience in Oman. Speaks English or Arabic. With NOC if in

Oman. Salary details to be discussed upon interview. For further 

information and or to apply kindly contact00968-96666685 or send

your CV to Mazzan.alfarsi@gmail.com

Cook helper: Experience in Oman. Speaks English or Arabic. Knows

how to cook. With NOC if in Oman. Salary details to be discussed upon 

interview. For further information and or to apply kindly 

contact00968-96666685 or send your CV to

Mazzan.alfarsi@gmail.com

Indian Male, 41 years, Diploma in Mechanical, looking for suitable job

in Marketing/Sales. Holding Oman Driving License. Presently on Visit

Visa. Contact : 92990473, Email : jainthomas79@gmail.com

SITUATION WANTED

SITUATION VACANT

FOR RENT
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SPORTS

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE

London, UK - Ole Gunnar 
Solskjaer hailed Manchester
United's progress over the past
year after a 2-1 win over Aston
Villa on Friday took them level on
points with Liverpool at the top
of the English Premier League
(EPL).

A year ago to the day, United
lost 0-2 at Arsenal to fall 24
points behind the English 
champions, having played two
games more. Another season
contending just for a top-four 
finish looked in store for 
Solskjaer's men after winning
only two of their opening six
league games.

But as all the other contenders
have stumbled in recent weeks,
the Red Devils have now taken
26 from a possible 30 points to
mount an unexpected title chal-
lenge. "Of course we are happy
with what we are doing. We have
shown we have improved a lot in
a year," said Solskjaer. 

"We are getting fitter and 
fitter and stronger and stronger."

Bruno Fernandes has been the
key figure in transforming
United's fortunes over the past
12 months and the Portuguese
again provided the winner to
edge out a rapidly improving
Villa side.

Solskjaer's side needed a 93rd

minute winner to beat Wolves
on Tuesday, but were far faster
out the blocks this time round.

Anthony Martial forced 
Emiliano Martinez into an 
excellent save high to his left 
inside ten minutes before Fred,
Paul Pogba and Fernandes fired
efforts just off target.

The breakthrough came five
minutes before the break and
owed much to Pogba's ingenuity
with the Frenchman finally start-

ing to find form despite the 
speculation over his future.
Pogba and Marcus Rashford
combined to send Aaron 
Wan-Bissaka free down the right
and his cross was headed home
by Martial at the near post.

Villa were on a five-game 
unbeaten run themselves to earn
a place in the top six and showed
why with their start to the 
second-half as United were
forced back. Jack Grealish was
again at the heart of all the visi-
tors' best work going forward
and it was from his cross that
Bertrand Traore equalised.

However, Dean Smith's men
quickly undid their good work as

a soft challenge from Douglas
Luiz on Pogba was deemed
enough for a penalty by referee
Michael Oliver.

Fernandes's near-perfect
penalty record continued as he
slotted the spot-kick just out of
the reach of Martinez for his 15th
goal of the season.

United needed a big save

from David De Gea to deny
Matty Cash and a brave block
from Eric Baily in stoppage time
to hang on and Solskjaer is not
getting carried away with talk of
challenging for the title ahead of
a trip to Liverpool in two weeks'
time.

"It's early on in the season and
we shouldn't be carried away,"

added the Norwegian. "The
league this season is going to be
so tight. There are going to be
difficult games, strange results,
but since 'Project Restart' I think
we've been very consistent."

Everton lack 'quality' 
Earlier, Everton missed the
chance to close to within a point
of the top two as they were
beaten 0-1 at home by West
Ham.

The Toffees failed to impose
themselves on a West Ham side
playing their third game in six
days and were punished when
Tomas Soucek slotted home the
winner four minutes from time.

"It was not a good game," said
Everton boss Carlo Ancelotti. 

"We didn't have opportunities
and we didn't concede opportu-
nities, they had a lucky deflection
and we lost the game. We could
play with more intensity and
more quality up front."

David Moyes's men had the
toughest festive fixture schedule
in the Premier League in terms of
rest and he said there has been a
change in mindset with the Ham-
mers this season to battle
through adversity.

"The players have played
three games in six games, they
are amazing," said Moyes, who
won for the first time as a visiting
manager at Goodison Park,
where he made his name in 11
years in charge of Everton.

"I don't think there was any
difference in the fitness levels so
great credit to the players, there
has been a big change in the
mentality here at West Ham."

Victory took West Ham to
within three points of third, 
although they remain in tenth in
a tight EPL table.
AFP

LOCAL CRICKET

Al Turki NMC's Khalid Kail and
Muscat CT's Munis Ansari were
the standout performers in their
respective team's convincing 
victories in Oman Cricket 
Premier Division (50-over-a-
side) matches played at Al 
Amerat on Friday.

Al Turki NMC trounced 
Renaissance CT by a huge 156
runs and Muscat CT romped to
a ten-wicket win over AER to
begin the new year on a winning
note.

Khalid Kail has been in terrific
form this season and the Al Turki

batsman continued with his 
run-scoring spree as he smashed
a solid 157 to help his side amass
337 for nine.

Kail's 157 came off 122 balls
and was studded with 24 
boundaries and two sixes. Kail
was well supported by Karan
Sonavala, who hit a half-century
(64) off 60 deliveries. Sonavala’s
knock comprised six hits to the
ropes and three sixes.

Syed Muzamil and Arjun Ra-
jesh claimed three wickets each. 

In reply, Renaissance inched
to 86 for five in 31 overs but
failed to put up any late fightback

as they were restricted to only
186 for seven. Asif Khan 
top-scored with 75 while Abdul
Rauf and Sufyan Mahmood
chipped in with 29 and 28 runs
respectively. Hemalkumar
Tandel bagged three for 29. 

In the other match, Ansari 
celebrated his pick by Pune 
Devils in the Abu Dhabi T10 draft
with a four-wicket haul for only
19 in Muscat CT's triumph. AER
were bowled out for 85 in 26.4
overs. Ganesh Chandrashekher,
Wasim Ali and Sandeep Goud
bagged two wickets each. Sachin
Kumar made a fighting 38. 

Muscat CT raced to the target
in only 43 balls, scoring 86 
without loss as Kashyapkumar
Prajapati  smashed a half-cen-
tury (57), which included eight
boundaries and three sixes. Giv-
ing him company was Jatinder
Singh, who made 28. 

BRIEF SCORES

Al Turki NMC 337-9 (Kail 157,
Sonavala 64; Muzamil 3-41,
Suresh 3-56, Bilal Mohammad 
2-66) beat Renaissance 181-7

(Asif 75; Tandel 3-29).

AER 85 all out in 26.4 overs

(Kumar 38; Ansari 4-19, Goud 
2-16, Chandrashekher 2-24, Ali
2-26) lost to Muscat CT 86 for

no loss in 7.1 overs (Prajapati 57
n.o., Jatinder 28 n.o.).

A Division (50-over-a-side):

Zawawi Powertech 219 all out in

49.3 overs (Sajeev Thamarath
61, Nishad K S 51; Mohammed
Irfan 3-60, Parameswaran
Shankar 2-46, Arun Pushpan 
2-23) beat Awtad International

165 all out in 46 overs

(Mohammad Waqas 63, Nishad
3-38, Suhil Kanagaraj 2-22, 
Prabhakaran Kannan 2-35).

Kail’s ton in Al Turki’s big victory
Ansari and Prajapati shine in Muscat CT’s ten-wicket win over AER 

Khalid Kail

Manchester United's Bruno Fernandes (centre) celebrates with teammates after scoring against Aston Villa at Old Trafford in Manchester, UK, on Friday (AFP)

Man United manager Ole Gunnar Solskjaer (right) talks with Aston

Villa’s Jack Grealish after the match at Old Trafford on Friday

It’s early on in the season and we
shouldn’t be carried away. The 
league this season is going to be so
tight. There are going to be difficult
games, strange results

‘Getting fitter and stronger’ 
Man United title challenge a year in the making, says Solskjaer after his side move level with Liverpool at top

Karan Sonavala Munis Ansari Kashyapkumar Prajapati Nishad K S
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Rohit, Pant, Gill, Shaw, Saini placed in isolation as precaution
indiA'S tour

of AuStrALiA

Melbourne, Australia - Rohit
Sharma, Rishabh Pant, Shubman
Gill, Prithvi Shaw and Navdeep
Saini have been placed in 
isolation as a precaution pending
investigation into a video posted
on Twitter that purportedly
showed the group eating in an 
indoor restaurant in Melbourne.
The players will be allowed to
continue training but not with the
rest of the group.

The statement released by

Cricket Australia said the action
was taken in consultation with
both the boards' medical units
but didn't expressly state if it was
a breach of biosecurity protocols
to eat at an indoor venue outside
the team hotel. 

Nor did it say what the course
of action will be if it is indeed a
breach of protocols.

A Twitter post by a fan of 
Indian origin claimed he had
spotted the five India players 
eating at the same restaurant as
him. He said he had paid for the

cricketers' food unbeknownst to
them. 

An initial tweet claimed that
Pant hugged the fan when he
found out that the food had been
paid for, but that tweet was 
retracted later, with the fan 
stating that Pant never hugged
him, and that he had gotten 
carried away in excitement when
tweeting previously.

"In the interim, on the advice
of the Australian and Indian
medical teams, the aforemen-
tioned players have been placed

in isolation as a precaution," the
release said. 

"This will include separating
the group of players from the
broader Indian and Australian
squads when traveling and at the
training venue.

"Players will be permitted to
train in accordance with the strict
protocols that have been put in
place to ensure the ongoing
safety of all members of the In-
dian and Australian squads. Sim-
ilar measures were taken during
the BBL this season after it was

determined two Brisbane Heat
players failed to comply with
tournament biosecurity 
protocols."

Rohit had joined the Indian
team in Melbourne the day after
India finished their series-level-
ling victory at the MCG. He was
named the team's vice-captain
upon joining the squad, which
might have been indication he is
in line to make his Test come-
back after last playing more than
a year ago. 
Cricinfo A file photo of Rohit Sharma 

new ZeALAnd vS PAkiStAn

Second teSt

Christchurch, New Zealand -

New Zealand has to be one of
the toughest countries to tour in
recent times. Last time a visiting
team won a Test in New Zealand
was in March 2017. That was
also the last time New Zealand
failed to win a Test series at
home. With that as the back-
drop, combined with the fact
they just trounced West Indies
by an innings in successive Tests,
New Zealand were always the
favourites against Pakistan.

That Pakistan almost eked out
a draw in the first Test must have
boosted their confidence. But
they suffered a setback on Satur-
day when Babar Azam was ruled
out of the second Test as well. 

Mohammad Rizwan will once
again lead the side under whom
Pakistan had shown great fight in
Mount Maunganui, but if the vis-
itors want to draw the series,
they will require their top order
to step up.

New Zealand, on the other
hand, will have an eye on the fu-
ture. A win here will strengthen
their chances of qualifying for the
World Test Championship final
at Lord's next year. More imme-
diately, they can claim the top
spot in the ICC Test rankings if
they beat Pakistan 2-0, even if
that changes after the 
Australia-India series concludes.

What works in New Zealand's
favour is they know their home
conditions too well. Against

West Indies, Tom Latham gave a
masterclass in opening the bat-
ting in the country, and in the last
Test, their bowlers showed how
to hunt as a pack and bowl a side
out on the fifth day in New
Zealand. Having said that, the
team that comes out on top in
Christchurch will be the one that
can stay in the present the most.

The buzz
New Zealand: The hosts are
once again likely to go with a
four-pronged pace attack, with
Mitchell Santner as the lone
spinner. That means Matt Henry
should replace Neil Wagner, who

has been ruled out because of
two fractured toes.
Pakistan: With Babar Azam still
not fit, Pakistan may go with an
unchanged XI.

In the spotlight
Kane Williamson: The Kiwi tries
his best to avoid the limelight,
but it will not be easy for him to
stay invisible in the middle. Not
only is he the fulcrum of New
Zealand's batting but also the No
1-ranked batsman in Test cricket.
Given his recent form - he has
scores of 129, 21 and 251 in his
last three innings - dismissing
Williamson early will be half the

battle won, no matter how much
one says New Zealand don't rely
on one player.

Mohammed Abbas: After a
Barnes-esque start to his career,
his form has nosedived. In his last
12 Tests, he has picked up only
23 wickets at an average of 38.91
and a strike rate of 99.5. While
pitches in New Zealand are gen-
erally conducive to seam bowl-
ing, particularly in the first
innings, Abbas bagged just two
wickets in 42 overs in the first
Test. If Pakistan have to level the
series, Abbas will need to deliver
with the new ball.

Teams
New Zealand (likely): Tom
Latham, Tom Blundell, Kane
Williamson (captain), Ross 
Taylor, Henry Nicholls, 
BJ Watling (wicketkeeper),
Mitchell Santner, Kyle Jamieson,
Tim Southee, Matt Henry, Trent
Boult.

Pakistan (likely): Shan Masood,
Abid Ali, Azhar Ali, Haris Sohail,
Fawad Alam, Mohammad
Rizwan (captain & wicket-
keeper), Faheem Ashraf, Yasir
Shah, Mohammad Abbas, 
Shaheen Afridi, Naseem Shah.
Cricinfo

new Zealand eye no 1
spot in test rankings

Kolkata, India - BCCI presi-
dent Sourav Ganguly has been
hospitalised in Kolkata after
complaining of chest pain,
suspected to be a mild cardiac
arrest. Ganguly's elder brother
Snehasish Ganguly told ESPN-
cricinfo the former India cap-
tain was undergoing
angiogram.

Snehasish confirmed that
Ganguly, 48, felt some 'un-
easiness' immediately after
doing exercise on Saturday
morning around 11am and was
admitted to the nearby
Woodlands Hospital. "After
finishing his gym he felt some
uneasiness," Snehasish said.

Dr Rupali Basu, MD & CEO
of Woodlands Hospital later
issued a statement saying
Ganguly 'suffered from chest
discomfort while doing tread
mill at his home gym' and he
'had family history of IHD (Is-
chemic heart disease)'.

BCCI secretary Jay Shah
tweeted Ganguly was 'stable
and responding well to treat-
ment'.

After attending the BCCI

AGM recently in Ahmedabad,
Ganguly had returned to
Kolkata and visited Eden Gar-
dens earlier this week to dis-
cuss the preparations for the
upcoming Syed Mushtaq Ali
Trophy - India's domestic T20
competition - with Cricket As-
sociation of Bengal (CAB)
president Avishek Dalmiya
and secretary Snehashish.
Kolkata is among the six cities
that will host the league stage
of the SMA Trophy starting
January 10.

Ganguly, who captained
India from 1999 to 2005, took
over as the BCCI president in
October 2019 after the
Supreme Court-appointed
Committee of Administrators
(CoA) left the board following
a period of 33 months. Gan-
guly has since then been cred-
ited for making India play their
inaugural day-night Tests,
against Bangladesh at his
home ground Eden Gardens,
and announcing the introduc-
tion of a contacts system for
first-class cricketers in India.
Cricinfo

Sourav hospitalised 
after suspected 
mild cardiac arrest

A file photo of BCCI president Sourav Ganguly

New Zealand’s Kane Williamson (centre) leads the team off after their victory on the fifth day of the first Test against Pakistan on Wednesday

Johannesburg, South Africa -

South Africa fast bowler Dale
Steyn has announced that he will
not be playing in the 2021 edition
of the IPL, through a tweet that
said he was making himself 
'unavailable' for his current 
franchise Royal Challengers 
Bangalore this year.

Steyn indicated that he was
taking some time off during that
period, and in a follow-up tweet
said that he would continue to
play in other leagues, 'nicely
spaced out' to allow him to pur-
sue other things. At the end of
both tweets, the 37 year old said
he was not retiring.

Steyn is currently in his 
second extended spell with the
Royal Challengers, the franchise
with whom he had begun his IPL
career in 2008. Having come in
as an injury replacement for
Nathan Coulter-Nile midway
through the 2019 edition, Steyn
was then picked again in the auc-
tion ahead of the 2020 season.
He played three matches for the
Royal Challengers in the delayed
IPL season, and took one wicket.

That auction happened a few
months after Steyn had retired
from Test cricket, in August
2019. In 2020, having missed out

on a central contract with South
Africa, Steyn was picked in their
T20I team and made it clear he
would be looking to play in the
T20 World Cup that year. This
was shortly before the COVID-19
pandemic struck and the World
Cup was called off. Steyn's insis-
tence that he won't be retiring
could suggest that he could now
be targeting the 2021 edition of
the same tournament.

"As long as that drive is there
to still play at the highest level,
and get batters out and fox them
and outsmart them and all that
kind of stuff, if I can do that, I am
going to continue to do that. And
then once I can't do that 
anymore, well once I decide that
I don't want to do it anymore,
then I'll be done," Steyn had said
in February last year.
Cricinfo

Steyn makes himself 
unavailable for IPL 2021

SA aim for elusive series win against injury-hit Sri Lanka
South AfricA vS Sri LAnkA

Second teSt

Johannesburg, South Africa - For
two days, Sri Lanka were 
competitive at Centurion. But
with half their resources sapped
through injury, and even several
batsmen struggling, it would
have taken a cricketing miracle
on par with Kusal Perera's
Kingsmead 153 for the visitors to
even remain in contention.

Now, no fewer than seven
members of their 21-strong
squad are under injury clouds.
Kasun Rajitha, Lahiru Kumara,
Suranga Lakmal, Dhananjaya de
Silva, Oshada Fernando and 
Dinesh Chandimal have all been
ruled out of the match, while 
leg-spinner Wanindu Hasaranga
is also in doubt due to the thigh
injury. 

With Angelo Mathews not
even having made the trip due to
a busted hamstring, Sri Lanka will
be without at least seven - 
possibly eight - first-choice play-
ers at the Wanderers. This is a
venue at which they've only 
previously had disasters - two 
innings losses, both inside three
days.

South Africa may be slightly
wary of a beleaguered Sri Lanka
team, following the 2019 tour in
which a depleted Sri Lanka beat

them 2-0, but so resounding was
their victory at Centurion, that it
is difficult not to think of this as a
golden opportunity to turn
around their poor recent series
record. South Africa have lost
each of their three most-recent
Test series.

Not only are they almost at
full strength, although Kagiso
Rabada won't play as he contin-
ues his comeback from a groin
strain, several of their players are
also in excellent touch. With Sri
Lanka top order missing some of

their best players of seam bowl-
ing, South Africa are well-placed
to wreak havoc on one of the
fastest tracks on the planet.

The buzz
Sri Lanka: The visitors don't 
really have a lot of options here.
Minod Bhanuka and Asitha Fer-
nando are likely to debut. Lahiru
Thirimanne and Dushmantha
Chameera are also expected to
come into the XI. If Hasaranga
can't play, Lasith Embuldeniya
seems likeliest to replace him.

South Africa: South Africa will
be without uncapped duo Ray-
nard van Tonder, who fractured
a finger on his left hand during a
training session on match eve,
and Glenton Stuurman, who was
released from the squad the pre-
vious day with a thigh strain. Bar-
ring any other last-minute
injuries, the batting line-up
should be unchanged.

In the spotlight
Aiden Markram: In full flow, he
is South Africa's most watchable

batsman. His drives are crisp,
and when he is timing the ball
well, even his pull shot is pretty.
Although he only made 68 at
Centurion, he seemed the most
fluent and well-grooved of South
Africa's batsmen. 

Dimuth Karunaratne: His Test
record in South Africa has been
poor. In 12 innings, he has made
just one half-century.There will
be plenty of pressure on his 
captaincy with such a depleted
and inexperienced side expected
to take the field, but Karunaratne
will also be desperate to get 
himself to a score.

Teams
Sri Lanka (likely): Dimuth
Karunaratne (capt), Lahiru Thir-
imanne, Kusal Mendis, Kusal
Perera, Minod Bhanuka, Dasun
Shanaka, Niroshan Dickwella
(wk), Wanindu Hasaranga,
Dushmantha Chameera, Fer-
nando, Asitha Fernando.

South Africa (likely): Dean Elgar,
Aiden Markram, Rassie van der
Dussen, Faf du Plessis, Quinton
de Kock (capt, wk), Temba
Bavuma, Wiaan Mulder, Keshav
Maharaj, Anrich Nortje, Lungi
Ngidi, Lutho Sipamla.
Cricinfo

Sri Lanka's Dinesh Chandimal (on ground) receives medical assistance during the first Test against South Africa
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SPORTS

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE

London, UK - South Korea 
forward Son Heung-min 
admitted he was 'proud' to have
scored his 100th Tottenham goal
in a 3-0 win over Leeds that
hauled his team back into the
English Premier League (EPL)
title race on Saturday.

Son grabbed the second goal
for Jose Mourinho's side after
Harry Kane's penalty had opened
the scoring at the Tottenham
Hotspur Stadium. 

Reaching his century of Tot-
tenham goals was a landmark
moment for Son, who is the 18th

player to score 100 in all compe-
titions for the north London club
and the first from outside the
United Kingdom and Ireland.

Since arriving from Bayer 
Leverkusen in 2015, the 28 year
old has established himself as
one of Tottenham's key players
and maintaining his fine form will
be key to their hopes of pushing
for the title. "I'm very happy and
grateful for my teammates. I'm
not doing it alone. I need a lot of
help for this big achievement,"
Son said. 

"To score 100 goals with one
team is a big thing. I'm very
proud. It's a good way to start the
new year."

It was the 13th time Kane and
Son had combined for a goal this
term, equalling the EPL record
set by Alan Shearer and Chris
Sutton for Blackburn in 1994-95.

"We're working hard and
working on it for a long time. I am
a bit sad I couldn't give an assist
to 'H'," Son said. "He knew I was
there. Sometimes it is telepathic,
sometimes we talk about it."

Mourinho is reaping the 

rewards of that telepathic 
partnership and he said, "Of
course, the understanding is
good and against Leeds it was
important to have that ability in
attack. That movement of Harry
Kane and Sonny in the finishing
positions fit well.

"I think in the Premier League
there are many good players
everywhere even in clubs where
you don't believe they can have
great players. But I have to say
that Sonny and Harry are doing
special things this season."

Toby Alderweireld scored
Tottenham's third goal as they
climbed to third place.

The only frustration for Mour-

inho was a stoppage-time red
card for Matt Doherty after the
Republic of Ireland right-back
received a second booking.

Spurs slam stars 
Tottenham have meanwhile con-
demned Erik Lamela, Sergio
Reguilon and Giovani Lo Celso
for breaking coronavirus proto-
cols after the trio were spotted at
a large party. 

Lamela, Lo Celso and Reguilon
were pictured at the gathering
over the Christmas period. West
Ham's Manuel Lanzini was also
in attendance, breaching strict
guidelines that prohibit mixing
with other people indoors due to

COVID-19. The photo was 
circulated on social media and
Tottenham are set to take disci-
plinary action after issuing an
angry rebuke about the players'
behaviour.

Lamela was not named in the
squad for Saturday's victory
against Leeds, while Reguilon
was on the bench and Lo Celso
out injured. "We are extremely
disappointed and strongly con-
demn this image showing some
of our players with family and
friends together at Christmas,
particularly as we know the 
sacrifices everybody around the
country made to stay safe over
the festive period," the 

Tottenham statement said.
Meanwhile, Premier League

chiefs insist the season will go on
despite Fulham's clash with
Burnley on Sunday becoming the
latest victim of the coronavirus.

Fulham announced on Satur-
day that their showdown with
relegation rivals Burnley was off
following further positive tests
among Scott Parker's squad.

Also on Saturday, Crystal
Palace registered a 2-0 win over
Sheffield United. Sheffield set an
unwanted record of 17 games
without victory from the start of
a season and remain anchored to
the bottom.
AFP

Paris, France - Mauricio
Pochettino was officially
named the new coach of
French champions Paris 
Saint-Germain (PSG) on 
Saturday following the sacking
of Thomas Tuchel.

PSG announced on its 
website that former 
Tottenham manager Pochet-
tino had signed a contract until
June 30, 2022 with an option
for an additional year.

The 48 year old Argentine
was the only name in the
frame to take over at the club
where he played from 2001 to
2003 after PSG abruptly
ended Tuchel's involvement
on December 24, reportedly
for comments viewed as 
critical of the Qatari owners.

"This club has always held
a special place in my heart. I
have wonderful memories, 
especially of the unique 
atmosphere of the Parc des
Princes," Pochettino said in
the PSG statement.

"I return to the club today
with a lot of ambition and hu-
mility, and am eager to work
with some of the world's most

talented players," Pochettino
said, adding he would do his
utmost "to give our team the
combative and attacking 
playing identity that Parisian
fans have always loved."

His priority will be to sate
the Qatari-backed club's
quest for Champions League
glory.

Tuchel, who oversaw the
club's first ever Champions
League final appearance last
season, guided Neymar and
company into the knock-out
stages this season before
being axed.

Pochettino's first major test
will be the Champions League
last-16 away leg at Barcelona
next month.

Pochettino will take charge
of his first match next Satur-
day at Saint-Etienne as Ligue 1
resumes after the winter break
with PSG one point off the
leaders in third. Then, on Feb-
ruary 16, he will be plotting the
downfall of his compatriot Li-
onel Messi's Barcelona at the
Camp Nou, with the return leg
on March 6.
AFP

FOOTBALL ROUND-UP

Qatari driver 
Attiyah wins 
Dakar prologue 
Jeddah, Saudi Arabia - Qatari
driver Nasser al Attiyah sent out
an early warning to his rivals in
the Dakar Rally by winning the
car prologue on Saturday while
defending champion Ricky
Brabec of the US took the early
motorbike honours. The pro-
logue, being run for the first time
in the Dakar's history, took place
on a mainly sandy 11km route
near the Red Sea city of Jeddah.

Toyota driver Attiyah, a 
three-time winner of the most
gruelling event in motorsport,
earned the right to start first in
Sunday's opening stage, a
622km run from Jeddah to Bisha
in the southeast of the kingdom.
AFP
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Former champions Arouba, Suwaiq
advance to last-16; Muscat crash out
Ashok Purohit

Muscat

HIS MAJESTY'S CUP

FOOTBALL CHAMPIONSHIP

Last season's runner-up and
four-time champions Al Arouba
and three-time winners Al
Suwaiq recorded contrasting 
victories to advance to the 
last-16 stage of the 2020-21 His
Majesty's Cup Football Champi-
onship over the weekend.

The 2020-21 HM's Cup
round-of-32 began on Friday and
Arouba began the new year on a
winning note as they defeated
hosts Salalah 2-0 at the Saada
Sports Complex in Salalah. 

However, a day later, Suwaiq
survived a big scare against 
unfancied Al Bashayer at the
Nizwa Sports Complex.
Bashayer held Suwaiq to a 
3-3 draw in regulation time and
even extra-time failed to break
the stalemate, forcing a penalty
shootout. The former champions
got the better of their gritty rivals
in the shootout with a 2-1 win,
thanks to the heroics of  their 
goalkeeper Mazin al Kasbi.

Also on Saturday, Oman
came up  a 2-1 winner against
Jalan to advance to last-16 along
with Al Rustaq, who beat
Masirah 3-1. Also making their
way into the last-16 was Al 
Mussanah, who edged past Al
Shabab 1-0 at the Rustaq Sports
Complex.

Al Ittihad emerged as the
biggest winner of the first round
over two days, recording a 5-2

win over Al Ittifaq, at the Saada
Sports Complex. Sohar was up
against Al Khabourah in an all-
Batinah clash later on Saturday.

Earlier on Friday, Ibri, Samail
and Saham booked their spots in
the last-16 stage. 

While Ibri trounced Mirbat 
4-0, Samail eked out a shock 2-1
win over former winners Muscat
and Saham edged past Al 
Mudhaibi in a penalty shootout,
winning 4-2 after both the teams
were locked in a 1-1 stalemate.

The remaining fixtures of the
round-of-32 will be completed
on Sunday with Omantel League
champions Seeb hosting Al
Talee'a and Ahli-Sidab taking 
on Al Nahda. In other games on
Sunday, Sohar meet Bahla in Sur,
Majees take on Nizwa at Sohar
Sports Complex and Al Nasr
plays Bausher at home.

Defending champions and
nine-time winners Dhofar 
received a bye into the last-16
stage following the pullout of 
Fanja from the tournament, leav-
ing only 31 teams in fray. Fanja
and Dhofar jointly hold the
record of maximum nine HM’s
Cup titles each.

The round-of-16, which will
also be played on a single-round
format, will be held January 
21-22. The first-leg of the double-
leg quarterfinals will be played on
February 5-6 while the return-leg
will be held on February 15-16.
The two-leg semifinals will be
played on February 26-27 and
March 8-9.

@ashokmuscat

Mauricio Pochettino

Pochettino named 
new coach of 
Paris Saint-Germain

Son bags 100th Spurs 
goal as Leeds crumble

Tottenham Hotspur's Son Heung-Min (right) celebrates with teammate Toby Alderweireld after scoring against Leeds in London on Saturday (AFP)

Rangers edge
past ten-man
Celtic in Old
Firm derby 
SCOTTISH PREMIERSHIP

Glasgow, UK - Rangers manager
Steven Gerrard hailed his side's
1-0 win over ten-man Celtic as a
'statement' victory as they
opened up a 19-point lead at the
top of the Scottish Premiership.

Celtic have three games in
hand to try and close that gap,
but a rampant Rangers claimed a
14th consecutive league win. The
game turned on a red card for
Celtic defender Nir Bitton after
he hauled down Alfredo Morelos
just after the hour mark. Rangers
goal came when the ball looped
off Callum McGregor's shoulder
into his own net in 70th minute.
AFP

Action from the HM’s Cup round-of-32 match between Al Suwaiq and Al Bashayer at the Nizwa Sports Complex on Saturday

Action from the match between Al Mussanah and Al Shabab on Saturday Al Arouba and Salalah players in action during their match on Friday
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BUSINESS
British AIRWAYS GETS LOAN

British Airways, facing slumping demand due to
coronavirus pandemic, has secured a £2bn loan, 

parent group IAG said  as it also unveiled a
Brexit-propelled overhaul

Our Correspondent

Muscat

Oman is targeting to further re-
duce government spending in
2021 as the sultanate’s govern-
ment seeks to trim its widening
budget deficit amid the coron-
avirus pandemic and weak oil
prices.

The sultanate’s general
budget for the year 2021 esti-
mates total revenues of
RO8.64bn, a decrease of 19 per
cent from estimated revenues in
2020. This year’s general budget
is based on an average oil price
assumption of US$45 per barrel.

As per the Ministry of Fi-
nance’s statement published by
Oman News Agency, Oman’s
new state budget estimates the
government spending to decline
to RO10.88bn in 2021, a reduc-
tion of 18 per cent from the ap-
proved spending of RO13.2bn in
the 2020 state budget.

This year’s budget estimates
a lower deficit of RO2.2bn, which
is equivalent to 8 per cent of the
sultanate’s GDP. The govern-
ment plans to fund RO1.6bn of
the total estimated deficit by
local and foreign borrowings,

while the remaining deficit
(around RO600mn) will be
funded through withdrawals
from the reserves, the ministry’s
statement said.

As per the Ministry of Fi-
nance’s statement, the sul-
tanate’s public debt will reach to
about RO21.7bn by the end of
2021 and the external borrow-
ings constitutes for 76 per cent

of the total public debt.
The ministry indicated that

the general budget for 2021 was
prepared according to the main
objectives of the 10th five-year
development plan (2021-2025)
and Oman’s Vision 2040. The
general budget for 2021 aims to
increase non-oil revenues and re-
duce spending to achieve finan-
cial sustainability and to enable

the national economy to con-
tinue in achieving targeted
growth rates.

The Ministry of Finance noted
that the sultanate’s government
has taken a number of financial
and economic measures to miti-
gate the negative impacts of the
coronavirus pandemic and the
continuous decline in oil prices.

In its statement, the ministry
confirmed that the government
will continue to complete the
supporting infrastructures to
stimulate economic growth and
give priority in implementing the
necessary projects.

Washington, US - The United
States announced that it will im-
pose additional tariffs on French
and German products as part of
a long-running dispute over sub-
sidies for aircraft manufacturers
Airbus and Boeing.

The tariffs are on ‘aircraft
manufacturing parts from France
and Germany, certain non-
sparkling wine from France and
Germany, and certain cognac
and other grape brandies from
France and Germany’, which will
be added to the list of products
taxed since 2019, according to a
statement from the US Trade
Representative (USTR).

It said the move was in retali-
ation to tariffs imposed by the
European Union which it consid-
ers unfair.

The decision is the latest twist
in the 16-year trade battle over
aircraft subsidies that turned in-
creasingly sour under the protec-
tionist instincts of US President
Donald Trump, and comes de-
spite hopes for a trade truce fol-
lowing Joe Biden’s election.

The EU was authorised last
year by the World Trade Organ-
ization (WTO) to levy additional
customs duties on American
products. 

But Washington believes it
has been penalised by the
method of calculation chosen,
which, according to the Trump
administration, has led to an ex-
cessive amount of customs du-
ties levied on American
products. 

‘In implementing its tariffs...
the EU used trade data from a
period in which trade volumes

had been drastically reduced due
to the horrific effects on the
global economy from the
COVID-19 virus,’ the USTR
statement said. 

‘The result of this choice was
that Europe imposed tariffs on
substantially more products than
would have been covered if it had
utilised a normal period. Al-
though the United States ex-
plained to the EU the distortive
effect of its selected time period,
the EU refused to change its ap-
proach,’ the statement said. 

As a result the US ‘is forced to

change its reference period to
the same period used by the Eu-
ropean Union,’ it continued.

The US also deplored an EU
decision to exclude the UK from
its calculations, which it argued
unfairly increased the tariffs. 

The feud over European air-
craft manufacturer Airbus and its
American competitor Boeing is
the longest and most compli-
cated ever handled by the WTO.

The aviation feud predates
Trump, but Washington quickly
embraced the opportunity to im-
pose US$7.5bn in tariffs against
Europeans after also being
cleared to do so by the WTO last
year.

Washington imposed punitive
tariffs of 25 per cent on iconic EU
products such as wine, cheese
and olive oil and put a 15 per cent
tariff on Airbus planes in March.

In retaliation, the EU has been
imposing customs duties on
US$4bn of American exports
since the beginning of Novem-
ber.
AFP

oman aims to trim budget
deficit to Ro2.2bn in 2021

US govt imposes additional tariffs in
long-running Airbus-Boeing spat

London, UK - Members of the
OPEC group of oil producers and
their partners will meet via
videoconference on Monday to
decide on production levels for
February, hoping to turn the cor-
ner on a difficult year.

The OPEC+ ministerial meet-
ing comes after oil consumption
tanked in 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic and a price
war between Saudi Arabia and
Russia.

Despite a pick up in prices to-
wards the end of last year, the
market levels for black gold re-
main uncertain.

After their last summit, from
November 30-December 3, the
OPEC+ members agreed to in-
crease production by half a mil-

lion barrels per day in January.
Also at that meeting the 13

members of the OPEC cartel, led
by Saudi Arabia, and their six al-
lies, led by Russia, agreed to
meet at the beginning of each
month in order to decide on any
adjustments to production vol-
umes for the following month.

Russia and Saudi Arabia are
respectively the second and third
biggest oil producers in the world
after the United States. The de-
cision illustrates OPEC’s desire to
maintain a strong influence on
the oil market and the gravity of
the situation for crude producers
last year.

Before the pandemic, OPEC
members were content with two
summits per year at the organi-

sation’s headquarters in Vienna.
‘Finally, we saw a strong

demonstration of OPEC+ will
and capability to manage the
market, laying the groundwork
for Brent’s recovery to over
US$50 per barrel despite re-
maining demand uncertainty in
the market,’ JBC Energy analysts
said in a statement.

The two contracts of refer-
ence, North Sea Brent Crude and
West Texas Intermediate (WTI)
crude both ended the week
around the US$50 per barrel
level, far lower than the prices
seen at the start of 2020 but well
up on the lows seen last year.

In March, Moscow and
Riyadh embarked on a brief but
intense oil price war which led
prices to plummet.

On April 20, West Texas In-
termediate (WTI) crude col-
lapsed to minus US$40.32 per
barrel - meaning producers paid
buyers to take the oil off their
hands.

The climate between the two
oil giants has eased since then.
AFP

Our Correspondent
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Oman’s 10th five-year develop-
ment plan (2021-2025) aims to
achieve an annual real gross do-
mestic product (GDP) growth of
minimum 3.5 per cent during the
five years period of the plan.

The new five-year plan also
targets to realise an average
yearly GDP growth of 5.5 per
cent at current prices during the
years of the plan, according to a
statement issued by the Ministry
of Economy.

The plan seeks to achieve a
number of economic and social
priority goals with the prime aim
of activating the economy, 
developing macro-economic en-
vironment, upgrading the per-
formance of general finance, and
realising the rationalisation of

public spending.
The 10th five-year develop-

ment plan also targets increasing
investment rate to 27 per cent of
the gross domestic product dur-
ing the years of the plan and
working to raise the efficiency of
investment. The plan aims to in-
crease foreign direct investment
in oil and non-oil sectors to 10
per cent of GDP by the end of the
plan.

The plan focuses on economic
diversification mechanisms and
raising the contribution of non-oil
activities to the sultanate’s econ-
omy. It aims to achieve a 3.2 per
cent annual average growth in
non-oil GDP by focusing on
promising economic sectors like
high-tech converting industries,
agriculture, fisheries, food pro-
cessing, transporting, storage
and logistics.

10th five-year
plan targets 3.5%
GDP growth

RollS-
RoycEMaldives President

pledges to revive

economy in 2021

Maldives President Ibrahim

Solih pledged to revive the

economy and revitalise the

nation in a statement

delivered to mark the New

Year 2021 on Friday.

According to Solih, new

development projects,

including the decentralisation

of essential services, were top

on the government agenda in

the new year.

The government will

reduce the island country’s

dependency on the ailing

tourism sector by developing

agriculture and fisheries, he

said.

Protecting the environment

and the vulnerable groups of

society will remain a policy

objective, he added.

Solih also urged citizens to

work in harmony towards the

collective prosperity of the

nation.

Singapore to renew

loan commitments

to IMF

The Monetary Authority of

Singapore (MAS) announced

that Singapore will renew its

loan commitments to support

multilateral efforts to

strengthen the capacity of the

International Monetary Fund

(IMF).

MAS said that the renewals

will help boost the IMF’s

resources to enable it to

effectively play its role in

safeguarding global economic

and financial stability in

response to the COVID-19

pandemic.

According to a press

release from MAS, the loan

commitments will be made

under the New Arrangements

to Borrow with a US$1.86bn

loan for the period 2021-2025

and the Bilateral Borrowing

Agreement with a US$1.72bn

loan for the period 2021-2024.

MAS said that the loan

commitments take the 

form of contingent loans to

the IMF and are not made

directly to countries

borrowing from the

International Monetary Fund.

BRIEFS

Our Correspondent

Muscat

Oman’s National Cable Industry,
which is based at Raysut Indus-
trial City, is planning to explore
foreign markets in near future
with its high efficiency and high
quality cable products.

Despite the circumstances
posed by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, National Cable Factory
has continued its production and
promotional campaign in the
local market, and is manufactur-
ing high quality electrical and
flexible cables to meet the needs
of the sultanate’s market, the
company said in a press state-
ment.

“With high efficiency and ex-
cellent quality of products, the
factory plans to explore foreign
markets in the near future to pro-
mote these products overseas,”
Nayef bin Hamid Fadel, CEO of
National Cable Factory said.

National Cable Factory was
established in 2013 and began
production in 2018. 

“The company’s annual pro-
duction volume has amounted to
10,000 tonnes of all types of
electrical cables. Besides, the
company has introduced new
production lines in correspon-
dence to the requirements of a
fast-moving market,” Fadel said.

He emphasised that the com-
pany pays great attention to pro-
viding job and training
opportunities for the national
cadres. “The National Cable Fac-
tory, in cooperation with the
Technical and Administrative
Training Institute, will train a
number of diploma holders as
part of training for employment.” 

National Cable Industry
to target foreign markets

Sultanate’s 2021 budget projects
public spending at RO10.88bn,
nearly 18 per cent lower from the
approved spending in 2020

OPEC+ meet to decide output levels
Nayef bin Hamid Fadel
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Abu Dhabi, UAE - Adnoc Distri-

bution announced the execution

of a definitive agreement to ac-

quire 15 service stations in Saudi

Arabia, reaffirming its commit-

ment to grow its business in the

Kingdom; the largest fuel retail

market in the GCC.

The purchase consideration

for this acquisition is

AED36.7mn (US$10mn). The

acquisition is subject to certain

conditions [including obtaining

regulatory approvals].

Already the only fuel retailer

operating in all seven emirates in

the UAE, the addition of these

new stations highlights the long

term smart growth strategy to

also become a leading fuel oper-

ator in Saudi Arabia.

The company sees value cre-

ation potential coming from up-

lift in fuel margins and the

company’s integrated approach

to managing fuel and non-fuel

retail offerings.

Located in the eastern region,

with sites dedicated to both

highway commuters as well as

in-community convenience, the

new stations will be refurbished

in line with Adnoc Distribution

brand standards and offer high

quality fuel and retail services to

customers, including conven-

ience stores. “Expanding our

presence in Saudi Arabia is an

important milestone for our

company and part of our prof-

itable growth strategy. We see

this expansion as a natural pro-

gression since opening our first

station in 2018 and look forward

to significantly increasing our

presence in the coming years.

This is the first announcement of

many we intend to make with

Saudi being a key strategic mar-

ket for us as we make Adnoc

service stations a destination for

all in Saudi,” Ahmed al Shamsi,

acting CEO of Adnoc Distribu-

tion, said.

Adnoc Distribution opened its

first service station in Saudi Ara-

bia in December 2018, located

on the Riyadh-Dammam high-

way around 40km from the cap-

ital. It was followed shortly after

by the second in the city of Hofuf

within Al Ahsa Governate. Upon

completion of this transaction,

the new locations will bring the

company’s total network to 17

across the Kingdom.

“Saudi Arabia is the largest

market in the GCC and there is

huge potential for experienced

fuel operators like us to consoli-

date the market and capture fur-

ther growth,” said Shamsi. 

“And we are currently in dis-

cussions on a range of opportu-

nities to further build on our

network in the country. With

such a vast and diverse land-

scape, we aim to bring our fuel

and retail experience to benefit

local communities and industrial

areas across the Kingdom.”

WAM

Adnoc Distribution to acquire 15
service stations in Saudi Arabia

Market analysis - OMan

The benchmark index of the

Muscat Securities Market

(MSM) last week closed on a

positive note supported by all

the sectoral indices. 

The MSM30 index ended

the week up by 1.64 per cent as

all sectors ended positively. The

Industrial index ended the high-

est and up by 2.46 per cent.

Services index closed higher by

1.72 per cent and Financial index

was up by 1.56 per cent for the

week. The MSM Shariah index

rose by 1.89 per cent on weekly

basis.

Local news
uOman announced the re-

opening of its airports and 

borders to travellers from De-

cember 29 after closing them

during the previous week amid

concerns over a ‎newly discov-

ered strain of COVID-19. ‎ 

uTakaful Oman announced on

the bourse that it is in the

process of issuing a perpetual

sukuk worth RO6mn through

private placement. The issue

manager is Sohar International

Bank’s Islamic banking window

Sohar Islamic. The sukuk issue

is subject to approval from the

Capital Market Authority

(CMA).

uThe proposed merger be-

tween Oman Investment and

Finance Company (OIFC) and

Gulf Investment Services Hold-

ing Company (GIS) under

which GIS will merge into OIFC

was approved by the sharehold-

ers of both the companies. The

proposed increase in OIFC’s au-

thorised capital from RO20mn

to RO30mn was also approved

by the company’s shareholders.

Further, the proposed increase

in the paid-up capital of the

company from RO20mn to

RO23.7mn was also approved.

‎The increased paid-up capital

shall be allocated to GIS’s

shareholders on pro-rata of

their shareholding in GIS.‎ The

issuance of secondary unse-

cured bonds with a value of

RO750,000 for a term of five

years with 5 per cent interest

‎was approved. The bonds shall

be allocated to GIS’s sharehold-

ers on pro-rata of shareholding

in GIS.

uOmani authorities have an-

nounced that work is set to 

start early next year on a num-

ber of industrial, economic and

infrastructure projects at 

Sur Industrial City. The private

sector led investments include

a boatyard complex, a residen-

tial township for the industrial

park’s labour force, and a 

new sewage treatment plant.

As per news sources, the in-

vestments in Sur Industrial City

have now hit RO2.045bn, up

0.67 per cent year-on-year

basis. 

uIt was announced during the

week that Oman’s Public Au-

thority for Special Economic

Zones and Free Zones (OPAZ),

which regulates all four of the

country’s biggest free zone de-

velopments, is overseeing a

string of mining-related invest-

ments. Oman has opened up

around 33 projects and initia-

tives on a public-private 

partnership (PPP) basis, involv-

ing investments worth over

US$2.5bn, for local and interna-

tional investment, newspapers

reported. 

uThe sultanate’s solid waste

management flagship, be’ah, is

promoting an array of projects

for local and foreign investment

as part of its drive to sustain a

circular economy centring on

the solid waste sector. (1) the

biggest project is a waste-to-

energy Independent Power

Project (IPP) utilising municipal

waste for power generation – a

venture estimated to cost

US$700mn, (2) a US$23.5mn

worth of bio-gas plant at the

Barka landfill for the production

of electricity, thermal energy

and compost, (3) a soda ash

production plant at a cost of

US$145.64mn, (4) a clinker

manufacturing facility with

US$20.72mn cost, (5) quick

lime production plant with

US$14.3mn investment, and (6)

a ground calcium carbonate

factory valued at US$7.25mn.

uThe Central Bank of Oman

said it approved a recommen-

dation that would provide more

flexibility for banks in financing

stock market investments. The

regulator’s board reviewed the

prospects and challenges facing

the economy and approved a

recommendation to amend

some of the provisions in grant-

ing of loans against shares. ‘The

amendment is expected to pro-

vide greater flexibility and en-

hanced opportunities to banks

in financing investments in

shares or against the security of

shares,’ according to a state-

ment posted on the CBO’s web-

site. It didn’t provide further

details. The regulator also said

banking sector in Oman was

‘comfortably placed’ to ensure

its continued support to the

economy.

GCC markets
Within the GCC markets, 

investors added US$1bn in

eighth straight week of inflows,

Bloomberg data showed. The

current winning streak has

added US$15.4bn to the 

funds, bringing year-to-date 

inflows to US$2.47bn. That’s 

a ‎reversal from earlier this

year, when as much as

US$20bn was removed as the

pandemic roiled the appetite for

risk.‎

Saudi-listed banks reported a

10 per cent year-on-year rise in

aggregate net profits before

Zakat and tax to SAR4.12bn in

November 2020, data from 

the Saudi central bank Saudi

Arabian Monetary Authority

(SAMA) showed.‎ The sector’s

aggregate earnings fell by 21 per

cent to SAR36.5bn year to 

date, compared to SAR46.41bn

a year earlier.‎ The data 

covers 11 listed banks and some

foreign banks operating in Saudi

Arabia.‎ 

Saudi banks’ aggregate as-

sets grew by 15 per cent year-

on-year to SAR2.967tn in

November.‎ Combined de-

posits increased by 12 per cent

year-on-year to SAR1.934tn in

the same month.‎ Loans to the

private sector saw an increase

of 15 per cent year-on-year to

around SAR1.755tn by the end

of November.‎

Gold is poised for the biggest

annual gain in a decade. It is

headed to highest close in

seven weeks after US President

Donald Trump signed a

US$900bn ‎coronavirus stim-

ulus package, pumping more

state funds into the world’s top

economy. The haven built on a

run of four weekly gains follow-

ing the breakthrough on the

package, which Trump had ‎ini-

tially declined to endorse amid

a dispute on the size of checks

to support households amid the

pandemic.

Recommendation
Global stocks rose on Wednes-

day after announcement that

US stimulus payments could

begin arriving in people’s bank

accounts as early as Tuesday

night. This payout is expected

to provide a boost to the US

economy, which has been

slammed by the COVID-19

pandemic.

Regionally, the markets have

somewhat overcome the first-

quarter shock triggered by a

global recession fears on

COVID-19 outbreak and the

Saudi-Russia oil price war.

However, key events like

progress on the COVID-19 vac-

cinations and cases are ex-

pected to continue to play an

important role in market per-

formance.

We advise investors to

watch any changes announced

in the board of directors of 

companies, any dividend an-

nouncements as well as macro-

economic news like the budget

statement announcement due

this week.

MSM posts weekly gains as all indices rise

By special arrangement with U Capital

(Muscat Daily)

Moscow, Russia - Russia’s pro-

duction of oil and gas conden-

sate dropped by 8.6 per cent to

512,680,000 tonnes in 2020,

according to data from the Cen-

tral Dispatching Department of

the Fuel and Energy Sector.

Russia is a member of the

OPEC+ agreement on oil output

cut aimed at improving the situ-

ation on the global oil market.

Russia’s oil exports fell by 12.7

per cent to 232,500,000 tonnes

in 2020, while domestic oil sup-

ply was down by 5.2 per cent to

274,900,000 tonnes.

The country’s petrol produc-

tion dropped by 4.5 per cent to

38,412,000 in 2020 amid a de-

cline in global energy demand

due to the coronavirus pan-

demic.

The emergence of coron-

avirus vaccines on the global

market is helping to restore oil

demand, and the market may re-

turn to pre-crisis parameters

during 2021, Russian Deputy

Prime Minister Alexander Novak

said recently in an interview with

Rossiya 24 TV channel. 

Novak added that global de-

mand for oil in 2021, according to

optimistic forecasts, may grow

by 5-6mn barrels per day.

TASS

Russia’s oil output drops by 8.6% 
Tehran, Iran - Iran’s Minister of

Energy Reza Ardakanian said

that a euro account is to be

opened in Iraq in the coming

days enabling Baghdad to secure

its debts to Iran over electricity

and natural gas purchases.

Speaking on the sidelines of

the weekly Cabinet meeting, Ar-

dakanian said that previous and

the recent debts of Iraq to Iran

will be changed to euros and will

be deposited in the account.

Thus, the problems caused by

the oppressive sanctions of the

US will be eased to some extent

and the account can be used for

providing medicine and basic

goods for Iran, he said.

Noting that payment of

US$700mn of the debts is al-

most finalised, he added that the

same account can be used for

Iraq’s debts to Iranian private

sector.

Iranian Energy Minister Ar-

dakanian made a visit to Bagh-

dad recently and was welcomed

by Iraqi Electricity Minister Majid

Mahdi Hantoush. 

Ardakanian said in Baghdad

that after a six-year halt Iran-Iraq

Joint Economic Commission is to

be reactivated in Tehran in a few

weeks.

He said Iraqi specialised dele-

gations will participate in the

Tehran meeting and Iranian pri-

vate and public sectors will hold

constructive consultations for

developing bilateral relations,

adding that the trip was made for

expanding ties with Iraq.

IRNA

Iran to open euro account in Baghdad
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London, UK - Britain on Friday

began a new year and life outside

the European Union’s single mar-

ket, with the first trucks crossing

the Channel by ferry and rail

largely reporting few difficulties

despite new customs rules.

Brexit, an all-consuming issue

in Britain since it voted in 2016 to

quit the bloc, became reality an

hour before midnight after nearly

five decades of integration with

Europe.

Prime Minister Boris Johnson

was bullishly optimistic, writing

in the Daily Telegraph that Brexit

presented ‘opportunities un-

known to modern memory’, even

as the country battles a new

wave of coronavirus infections.

Johnson also tweeted his am-

bitions for a ‘Global Britain’, as

the country took over the presi-

dency of the G7 nations on Fri-

day and prepares to host the

COP 26 climate summit in No-

vember.

‘I look forward to welcoming

our friends and allies as we beat

COVID and build back better

from the pandemic,’ he wrote.

In practical terms, free move-

ment of over 500mn people be-

tween Britain and the 27 EU

states ended with the New Year. 

More rigorous customs

checks returned for the first time

in decades, despite the hard-

fought brokering of a deal with

the EU allowing for tariff- and

quota-free trade.

Passengers stepping off the

Eurostar train from London at the

Gare du Nord found new cus-

toms checks awaiting them.

Ferry group Stena Line said six

freight loads bound for EU-mem-

ber Ireland were turned away at

the port of Holyhead in Wales for

not having the correct paper-

work.

But the approach to Dover in

southeast England, where ferries

to and from northern France

dock, was quiet.

“Everything was normal,” said

Romanian Alexandru Mareci,

who was among the first truck

drivers to enter Britain after the

rule changes. “Of course, how

many people do you know who

work on the first day of the New

Year? We don’t know how it will

be in the future.”

Scores of heavy goods vehi-

cles also passed through the

Channel Tunnel connecting

Britain and France by rail ‘without

any problem’ early Friday, its op-

erator said.

However, the British govern-

ment, which is implementing a

phased introduction of checks,

expects this week to be the true

test, once the quiet holiday pe-

riod is over.

New Year’s Day newspapers

reflected the historic but still

deeply divisive change, which

will have repercussions for gen-

erations to come.

The front-page photograph on

the pro-Brexit Daily Express

showed the White Cliffs of

Dover with ‘Freedom’ written on

a Union flag.

But whether the United King-

dom will even stay united is ex-

ercising minds as the pro-EU

Scottish National Party steps up

calls for a second referendum on

independence.

“It’s a very sad day. Brexit puts

a barrier in between my ability to

be Scottish and my ability to be

British,” retiree Bruce Borthwick

told AFP in Edinburgh.

The end to EU rules was a tri-

umph for veteran Brexiteers such

as populist politician Nigel

Farage, a prominent voice in the

2016 referendum campaign to

leave. He tweeted, ‘25 years ago

they all laughed at me. Well,

they’re not laughing now’.

In the city of Gateshead in

northern England, where the ma-

jority voted for Brexit, Allessio

Suave, a 37 year old retail man-

ager, was equally upbeat.

“I think it’s a great opportunity

for the UK now to stand alone

and to really build some business

across the world,” he said.

In any case, opinion polls indi-

cate that most Britons want to

move on and are far more wor-

ried about the worsening coron-

avirus pandemic, which has left

more than 73,500 dead in Britain

alone.

Practical changes include how

long Britons can visit their holi-

day homes on the continent, how

to travel with pets, and an end to

British involvement in an EU stu-

dent programme.

Holidaymakers and business

travellers used to seamless EU

travel could face delays, although

fears Britons will have to get in-

ternational permits to drive in

Europe were averted by a sepa-

rate accord.

British fishermen are disgrun-

tled at a compromise in the free

trade agreement to allow contin-

ued access for EU boats in British

waters. 

The key financial services sec-

tor also faces an anxious wait to

learn on what basis it can keep

dealing with Europe, after being

largely omitted from the trade

deal along with services in gen-

eral, which account for 80 per

cent of Britain’s economy.

AFP

New Year, new rules: UK
begins post-Brexit future

A Stena Line ferry depart for the United Kingdom on Friday (AFP)

New York, US - Wall Street in-

dices finished 2020 at all-time

highs on Thursday, a surprising

conclusion to a year in which the

United States endured a reces-

sion caused by the deadly

COVID-19 pandemic that con-

tinues to plague the country.

The Dow and S&P 500 fin-

ished at fresh records, capping a

year in which they, along with the

Nasdaq, scored significant gains

even amid elevated joblessness,

rising hunger and acute pain in

sectors such as hospitality, air-

lines, oil and gas and the per-

forming arts.

“For Main Street, it was a ter-

rible year,” said Briefing.com an-

alyst Patrick O’Hare. “For Wall

Street, it was a fantastic year.”

The broad-based S&P 500,

which swooned below the

2,200-point level at its nadir in

March, finished the year at

3,756.07, up 16.3 per cent for the

year.

European equity markets had

a mixed year, with Frankfurt

higher, but Paris declined and

London suffered its worst year

since the global financial crisis.

The gains in US indices

seemed impossible in March,

when exchanges were forced to

suspend trading as stocks went

into free-fall as much of the US

economy was shut down to

combat the coronavirus.

Yet, markets pivoted quickly

from the fear of a depression-like

collapse after the Federal Re-

serve stepped in with extraordi-

nary stimulus and Congress

mobilized to enact its biggest-

ever fiscal package, the $2.2 tril-

lion CARES Act.

Stocks began regaining

ground in late March and rose for

much of the summer. Volatility

picked up again in the fall ahead

of the November presidential

election and as the infections

spiked.

But Wall Street engineered a

strong late-year rally as COVID-

19 vaccines were approved and

began to be rolled out, fueling

hope for an economic recovery in

the new year.

However, analysts see risks

ahead in the first part of 2021.

“We’ve priced in a lot of the

good news and not the bad

news,” said Art Hogan, chief

market strategist at National Se-

curities.

He expects the market in the

upcoming period to fixate both

on weakening economic data

and on the virus’s worrying

spread.

“In large part, the market has

done so well in 2020 because it

is pricing in 2021,” O’Hare said.

AFP

Wall Street stocks

end tumultuous

2020 at records

Beijing, China - Factory activity 

in China slowed slightly in De-

cember though it continued to

grow as the world’s second-

largest economy stays on track

to recover from the coronavirus

crisis.

While the rest of the world

has struggled to overcome the

deadly virus, China has bounced

back from a rare contraction in

the first three months of the year

and is expected to be the only

major economy to avoid a reces-

sion this year.

The closely watched Purchas-

ing Managers’ Index (PMI) - a

key gauge of manufacturing ac-

tivity in China - dipped to 51.9

from 52.1 in November, the Na-

tional Bureau of Statistics said. It

was also slightly lower than the

forecast by analysts.

The dip came as demand for

Chinese exports was hit by fresh

lockdowns and strict contain-

ment measures in key markets

including Europe and the United

States.

Still,  NBS statistician Zhao

Qinghe said the country’s eco-

nomic recovery ‘remained

strong’.

“The overall manufacturing

sector maintained a steady re-

covery, with the pace at a rela-

tively high level for the year,”

Zhao said.

The manufacturing PMI col-

lapsed to a record low of 35.7 in

February after the virus brought

much of China to a standstill but

economic recovery helped it

bounce back to a three-year high

in November.

The International Monetary

Fund expects the Chinese econ-

omy to expand by 1.9 per cent in

2020.

China’s non-manufacturing

PMI – a gauge of sentiment in the

services sector – fell to 55.7 in

December from 56.4 in Novem-

ber.

China has largely curbed 

the spread of the virus but a se-

ries of local outbreaks in cities 

including Beijing have reduced

the number visiting restaurants,

cinemas and other public ven-

ues.

These mini-outbreaks have

also raised fears of reduced eco-

nomic activity during the Lunar

new year holiday in February.

AFP

China’s factory activity slows, recovery on track 

Washington, US - Shareholders

of US jeweler Tiffany over-

whelmingly approved a merger

with France’s LVMH, ending

months of drama with a mar-

riage of two luxury icons.

About 99 per cent of share-

holders voted in favour of the

union during a special meeting

that was held virtually, a

spokesperson told AFP. 

The parent to luxury brands

such as Louis Vuitton, Dior and

Moet & Chandon, LVMH an-

nounced its plan to acquire

Tiffany and its iconic robin’s egg

blue gift boxes at the end of

2019.

But the French company

walked away from its proposal in

September after claiming a se-

ries of poor decisions by Tiffany’s

board.

The companies buried the

hatchet in October after Tiffany

agreed to a lower price to pre-

vent the deal from collapsing.

The price was dropped  by

US$3.50 a share to US$131.50,

lowering the value of the 

deal to US$15.8bn from the orig-

inal US$16.2bn.

LVMH had already obtained

authorisation from the authori-

ties for the merger.

Tiffany will be removed from

the New York Stock Exchange. 

AFP

LVMH and Tiffany
finally seal merger
at lower price

Washington, US - Despite a drop

in weekly jobless claims, the US

economy is far from healed after

a year in which tens of millions of

people lost their jobs due to the

coronavirus pandemic, many of

whom remain out of work.

New filings for unemployment

benefits dropped below

800,000 for the first time in a

month, the Labor Department

reported on Thursday, but ex-

perts say that is more likely a sta-

tistical fluke related to the

holidays and political maneuvers

in Washington, rather than a sign

the economy is finally on track

for a sustained recovery.

As the United States contin-

ues to weather the world’s

largest coronavirus outbreak

even as vaccines are finally being

deployed, analysts see more lay-

offs on the horizon, at least in the

early weeks of 2021.

“While prospects for the

economy later in 2021 are up-

beat, the economy and labour

market will have to navigate

some difficult terrain between

now and then,” Nancy Vanden

Houten of Oxford Economics

said.

New initial jobless claims

slipped to 787,000 for the week

ended December 26, a drop of

19,000 from the prior week, the

Labor Department said.

Another 308,262 people filed

new claims for Pandemic Unem-

ployment Assistance (PUA), one

of the programmes available to

jobless workers who would not

normally be eligible for benefits.

That means the total new ap-

plications remain above one mil-

lion long after the business clo-

sures ordered in March to halt

the spread of COVID-19 turned

the economy upside down.

Those business closures sent

the unemployment rate spiking

to 14.7 per cent in April, but it has

since declined, falling to 6.7 per

cent in November as companies

modified or restarted operations

even as the virus remained rife.

Nonetheless, the weekly fil-

ings for unemployment aid have

remained above the worst single

week of the 2008-2010 global fi-

nancial crisis, and 19.6mn people

were receiving jobless benefits

under all government programs

as of the week ended December

12, according to the Labor De-

partment.

COVID-19 cases also are hit-

ting new record levels in parts of

the country, prompting local

governments to order renewed

business restrictions, meaning

another jump in claim filings

could be waiting in the new year.

Industries like travel, hotels,

restaurants and entertainment

have been devastated.

Grant Thornton chief econo-

mist Diane Swonk tweeted that

she is ‘worried about a jump in

claims post holiday as those who

delayed reup and containment

measures by states intensify

with post holiday surge’.

In addition to the holiday im-

pact, applications also could

have been held down by legisla-

tive confusion in Washington

over the fate of PUA and 

other special pandemic aid due

to expire before the end of the

year.

Congress finally approved

both, but President Donald

Trump did not sign the new relief

package into law until the day

after some programmes expired

on December 26.

“We think that holiday noise

and uncertainty about exten-

sions of benefits may have held

down claims last week,” Oxford’s

Vanden Houten said.

AFP

Painful 2020 ends for US workers and layoffs could rise again

Events and entertainment workers gather in a protest to bring attention to their labor and unemployment in Las

Vegas, Nevada on August 19, 2020 (AFP)
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Jerusalem - A Palestinian
man was paralysed from
the neck down after being
shot by the Israeli army dur-
ing Friday clashes in the
West Bank, the Palestinian
Health Ministry said.

The man was shot
through the neck, the min-
istry said in a statement.

Palestinian sources had
earlier reported the wound-
ing of 24 year old Haroun
Rasmi Abu Aram in the vil-
lage of Al-Tuwanah, south
of Hebron. 

The man had been at-
tempting to prevent the
troops from ‘stealing an
electric generator’ that be-
longed to him, according to
the Palestinian news
agency WAFA.

Israeli rights group B’T-
selem said Abu Aram was
helping a neighbour to build
a house at the time of the
shooting. 

The Israel Defence
Forces told AFP that a num-
ber of Palestinians had at-
tacked its troops who were
conducting a routine opera-
tion to evacuate an ‘illegal
building’ and had fired into
the air in response.

An investigation into the
incident was under way, the
IDF added. 

Israel has occupied the
West Bank since 1967 and
its settlements in the area
are regarded as illegal by
much of the international
community. But the settler
population has grown in re-
cent years. 
AFP

man left
paralysed
by israeli
army fire

Tehran, Iran - Influential Iranian
cleric Ayatollah Mohammad
Taghi Mesbah-Yazdi, an ultra-
conservative figure close to
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, died in Tehran on Fri-
day, state news agency IRNA re-
ported.

The 85 year-old was under
medical care and hospitalised
days ago due to a ‘digestive dis-
ease’ at a Tehran hospital, IRNA
said, citing a statement from his
office.

A veteran revolutionary close

to Khamenei, Mesbah-Yazdi was
also known as a staunch sup-
porter of ultraconservative for-
mer president Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. However, he lifted
his support for the firebrand
president during his second term
due to his ‘deviation’ after Ah-
madinejad had a falling out with
the Supreme Leader.

To his opponents, the funda-
mentalist spiritual head of the
Paydari Front political faction
was one of the most disliked and
radical figures.

At the time of his death, Mes-
bah-Yazdi was the head of the of
Imam Khomeini Education and
Research Institute and a long-
time member of the Assembly of
Experts, the body that oversees
the works of the supreme leader
and is tasked with choosing his
successor.

He had failed to secure a seat
in the assembly in the 2016 elec-
tions amid a surge by reformists
and moderates, whom he fiercely
opposed, but managed to regain
the position in a by-election two

years later.
The cleric had said in 2014

that Iran’s people ‘do not deserve
such a leader’ as Khamenei and
that his leadership was a ‘bless-
ing’ for the Islamic republic, ISNA
news agency reported.

Iran’s President Hassan
Rouhani and parliament speaker
Mohammad-Bagher Ghalibaf in
separate statements offered their
condolences on Mesbah-Yazdi’s
death to the nation of Iran, his
family and the supreme leader.
AFP/Agencies

iran’s ultraconservative cleric passes away

Tehran, Iran - Iran’s Revolution-
ary Guards chief Hossein Salami
vowed on Saturday to respond to
any ‘action the enemy takes’, in a
visit to a strategic Gulf island,
amid rising tensions with the US. 

Salami was speaking on the
eve of the first anniversary of the
US killing of top Iranian military
commander Qasem Soleimani in
a Baghdad drone strike on Janu-
ary 3, 2020.

“We are here today to evalu-
ate and be assured of our power-
ful capabilities at sea and against
enemies who sometimes boast...
and threaten,” Salami said ac-
cording to the Guards’ official
website Sepahnews.

Salami inspected the troops
stationed on Abu Musa island,
accompanied by the Revolution-
ary Guard Corps navy com-
mander Rear Admiral Alireza
Tangsiri. “We would respond
with a reciprocal, decisive and
strong blow to whatever action
the enemy would take against
us,” Salami warned.

Abu Musa and the Greater
and Lesser Tunb islands are lo-
cated in the Gulf near the en-
trance to the strategic Strait of
Hormuz, through which a fifth of
world oil output passes. 

The islands are under Iranian
control but are also claimed by
the United Arab Emirates. 

Tensions have been building
up in the run-up to the anniver-
sary of Soleimani’s killing, with
two American B-52 bombers re-
cently flying over the region.

Iran’s Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad Zarif on Thurs-

day accused outgoing US Presi-
dent Donald Trump of aiming to
fabricate a ‘pretext for war’ after
Trump blamed Tehran for a
rocket strike on the US Embassy
in Baghdad on December 20.

The US aircraft carrier USS
Nimitz has been patrolling Gulf
waters since late November, but
American media said this week
that the acting US defence secre-
tary, Christopher C Miller, had or-

dered the Nimitz to return home.
The New York Times, quoting

US officials, said this move was
part of a ‘de-escalatory’ signal to
Tehran to avoid a conflict in
Trump’s last days in office.

Trump unilaterally withdrew
the US from a landmark nuclear
deal with Iran and world powers
in 2018 and launched a ‘maxi-
mum pressure’ campaign against
Tehran, reimposing and reinforc-
ing crippling sanctions.

The two countries have twice
come to the brink of war since

June 2019, especially following
the killing of Soleimani.

Days after the Soleimani as-
sassination, Iran launched a vol-
ley of missiles at Iraqi bases
housing US and other coalition
troops, with Trump refraining
from any further military re-
sponse. 

Tangsiri had last visited the
two Tunb islands on December
25 and emphasised the necessity
of the troops’ ‘combat-readiness
and awareness’.
AFP

Iran Guards vow response
to any action amid tensions 

Vienna, Austria - Iran has in-
formed the International Atomic
Energy Agency that it intends to
produce uranium enriched to up
to 20 percent purity, well beyond
the threshold set by the 2015 Vi-
enna accord, the UN nuclear
watchdog said on Friday.

“Iran informed the agency of
its intention to enrich uranium at
a rate of up to 20 per cent in its
Fordow underground plant, to
comply with a law recently
passed by the Iranian parlia-
ment,” an IAEA spokesperson
told AFP.

The letter dated December 31
‘did not state exactly when this
enrichment activity would begin’,
the spokesperson added.

Russian Ambassador to the
IAEA Mikhail Ulyanov reported
the information earlier on Twit-
ter, citing a report submitted by
IAEA chief Rafael Grossi to the
board of governors.

“It is an additional blow,” a
diplomat based in Vienna said, as
Tehran continues to retaliate to
US sanctions by progressively
abandoning limits on its nuclear
activity laid down in the deal. 

According to the latest report
available from the UN agency,
published in November, Tehran
was enriching uranium to levels
greater than the limit provided for
in the Vienna agreement (3.67
per cent) but not exceeding the
4.5 per cent threshold, and still
complied with the Agency’s very
strict inspection regime.

But there has been turmoil
since the assassination in late
November of Iranian nuclear
physicist Mohsen Fakhrizadeh.

In the aftermath of the attack,
blamed on Israel, hardliners in
Tehran pledged a response and
parliament passed a controver-
sial law calling for the production
and storage of ‘at least 120 kilo-
grammes per year of 20 per cent
enriched uranium’ and to ‘put an
end’ to the IAEA inspections  in-
tended to check that the country
is not developing an atomic
bomb.

The Iranian government op-
posed the initiative which was
also condemned by the other sig-
natories to the accord who called
on Tehran not to ‘compromise
the future’.

The other signatories to the
deal - China, France, Germany,
Russia and Britain - have been
playing for time, in advance of
Joe Biden’s inauguration as US
president.

The Democrat has shown
himself to be determined to save
the pact.

Biden, who takes office on
January 20, has signalled Wash-
ington would rejoin the so-called
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPoA) aimed at limiting
Iran’s nuclear programme.

The deal has been unravelling
ever since President Donald
Trump dramatically withdrew
from it in May 2018 and imposed
crippling economic sanctions on
Tehran.

German Foreign Minister
Heiko Maas has said the change
of administration in the US
means that there is ‘a last win-
dow’ for progress that ‘shouldn’t
be wasted’.
AFP

Iran says will 
enrich uranium
up to 20%: IAEA

Hodeida, Yemen - Five women
were killed when a projectile ex-
ploded at a New Year’s Day
wedding party in Yemen’s Red
Sea city of Hodeida, the latest
atrocity in the war-torn nation.

The government and Huthi
rebels blamed each other for the
Friday night attack near
Hodeida’s airport, a frontline be-
tween their forces on the edge of
the key Huthi-held port.

It came just two days after at
least 26 people were killed in
blasts that rocked the airport of
the southern city of Aden as gov-
ernment ministers got off a
plane.

In Hodeida, ‘the explosion
struck at the entrance to a com-
plex of several wedding halls’, a
witness told AFP, as a party was
being held for a newly-married
rebel supporter.

Local officials said five women
were killed, and children were
among seven others wounded,
when what appeared to be an ar-
tillery shell hit the wedding
venue.

General Sadek Douid, the gov-
ernment representative in a UN-
sponsored joint commission

overseeing a truce, condemned it
as ‘an odious crime committed
by the Huthis against civilians’.

Hodeida’s Huthi-appointed
governor, Mohammed Ayache,
said on Al-Masirah television,
which is run by the Shiite rebels,
that ‘the forces of aggression

never hesitate to blame others
for their crimes’.

Saudi-backed government
forces launched an offensive in
June 2018 to retake Hodeida, the
main entry point for humanitar-
ian aid to the Arab world’s poor-
est country.

Humanitarian
catastrophe
A ceasefire has been partially ob-
served since December of that
year. 
On December 4, however, at
least eight people were killed in
bomb attacks on an industrial

complex in Hodeida, a few days
after the bombardment of resi-
dential areas that killed five chil-
dren and three women.

Huthi military camps were
targeted in air raids by the Saudi-
led coalition backing the govern-
ment, in retaliation for an attack

on a Saudi oil tanker that was
blamed on the rebels.

In the face of the highly
volatile situation, Yemen’s new
power-sharing government
vowed on Thursday to restore
stability, a day after the deadly
blasts on the airport tarmac in
Aden, the south’s main city.

All Cabinet members were re-
ported to be unharmed, in what
some ministers charged was an
attack by the Huthi rebels, who
have controlled the capital Sanaa
since 2014 September and are
based in northern Yemen.

Foreign Minister Ahmed bin
Mubarak said that the new gov-
ernment was up to tackling the
challenges facing Yemen.

“The government is deter-
mined to fulfil its duty and work
to restore stability,” he said. 

“This terrorist attack will not
deter it.”

The new government includes
supporters of the secessionist
Southern Transitional Council, as
well as other parties.

While all in the new govern-
ment oppose the Huthi rebels,
they are deeply divided.
AFP

Five women killed in Yemen wedding attack 

A file photo of Ayatollah Mohammad Taghi Mesbah-Yazdi (AFP)

We are here today to evaluate and be
assured of our powerful capabilities
against enemies who sometimes
threaten. We would respond 
with a reciprocal strong blow 
Hossein sAlAmi

Members of the Lebanese Hezbollah take part in a parade under a poster of slain Iraqi commander Abu Mahdi al Muhandis (left) and Iran Revolutionary

Guards commander Qasem Soleimani, ahead of the January 3 first anniversary of the US drone strike, in Baalbeck city on Saturday (AFP)

A damaged van at the site of an explosion at a nearby wedding hall during the night, in Yemen’s Red Sea city of Hudeida on Saturday (AFP)
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A visitor looks at a replica of the Nabi Musa complex in the courtyard of the structure, where the tomb of Prophet Moses is believed to be located, in the Judean Desert near the West

Bank town of Jericho, on Saturday (AFP)

The bleSSed SiTe in paleSTine

Mogadishu, Somalia - Two Turk-
ish nationals were among four
people killed on Saturday in a sui-
cide bombing outside the Somali
capital Mogadishu claimed by
the Al Shabaab militant group,
officials said.

Turkish Health Minister
Fahrettin Koca said 14 others
wounded in the blast, including
three Turks, were being treated
at a Turkish-run hospital in Mo-
gadishu.

The attack targeted employ-
ees of a Turkish company build-
ing a road between Mogadishu
and Afgoye, a town about 25km
west of the capital, officials from
both countries said.

“The number of our nationals
who lost their lives in the terror
attack in Somalia has increased
to two,” Koca said, adding the
lives of the wounded Turks were
not in danger.

The two others killed in the
assault were Somali special po-
lice, said Mohamed Ibrahim, a
police officer in Afgoye.

He said security forces opened
fire as the bomber tried to force
his way into a construction site
where work was underway.

“Unfortunately, he was al-
ready close to where people
were gathered and detonated, in-
flicting casualties,” he said.

Al Shabaab, the Al Qaeda-
linked extremist group waging a
deadly insurgency against the
foreign-backed government in
Mogadishu, claimed responsibil-
ity for the attack.

Turkey is one of Somalia’s
closest foreign partners and is
among several nations training
soldiers to take over from African
peacekeeping force AMISOM,

whose troops are set to leave the
country this year after 14 years.

In June, two people were killed
when a suicide bomber targeted
a Turkish military training base in
Mogadishu. 

The bomber tried to conceal
himself among young recruits

who had gathered to enlist in the
academy, which opened in 2017
and is among the largest foreign-
run military centre in Somalia.

Somalia plunged into chaos
after the 1991 overthrow of pres-
ident Siad Barre’s military
regime, leading to years of clan

warfare followed by the rise of 
Al Shabaab which once con-
trolled large parts of the country
and capital.

After being pushed out of
their main bastions by AMISOM
in 2011, Al Shabaab has contin-
ued to wage war against the gov-

ernment, with regular attacks in
Mogadishu and against neigh-
bouring countries which have
contributed to the force.

According to the Turkish for-
eign ministry website, the coun-
try's largest embassy complex
abroad is in Mogadishu and in-

vestments in the country total
US$100mn. Turkish companies
also run the Mogadishu interna-
tional airport and seaport.

Ankara also offers Somalia
humanitarian assistance and
scholarships, and earlier this year
sent planeloads of medical

equipment to help the country
deal with the coronavirus pan-
demic.

During some of the worst at-
tacks in Mogadishu, Turkey has
often flown the wounded to its
country for treatment.
AFP

Turks among 4 killed in Somalia blast

Oslo, Norway - Rescuers on Fri-
day found a dead body and con-
tinued searching for nine other
people, including a toddler and a
13 year old, still missing days
after a mudslide destroyed
homes in a Norwegian village,
the authorities said.

An entire hillside collapsed in
Ask, 25km northeast of the cap-
ital Oslo overnight on Tuesday,
burying homes or breaking them
apart.

“A dead body was discovered
in the landslide,” police said with-
out identifying the person.

The police statement said the
discovery was made around
2.30pm on Friday as Norwegian
crews supported by colleagues
from Sweden continued search
operations in the snow-covered
terrain.

The police published the
names of the ten people subject
to the days-long search. Eight are
adults, one is two years old and
the last is 13 years old.

Norwegian media reported
that a medical helicopter and
ambulances were at the scene.

The authorities have banned
all aircraft from the disaster area
until 3.00pm on Monday as they
conduct aerial searches.

“We still think we can find
survivors in the landslide zone,”
a rescue worker told TV2. 

“The fact that a discovery was
made suggests to us that we are
in an area where there may be
people,” the official said.

‘We want 
to have hope’
Local mayor Anders Østensen
told TV2 he was trying to keep
his hopes up.

“I choose to listen to the police
when they say that the current
operation is a rescue operation,”
the mayor said. 

“We want to have hope but
we see very well what the site
looks like.”

Homes were buried under
mud, others cut in two and some
houses left teetering over a
crater caused by the mudslide,
with several falling over the edge.

The Norwegian Water Re-
sources and Energy Directorate
(NVE) said the disaster was a
‘quick clay slide’ of approxi-
mately 300m by 800m.

Quick clay is a sort of clay
found in Norway and Sweden
that can collapse and turn to fluid
when overstressed.
AFP

One dead, nine
missing in 
Norway landslide 

Burning candles are placed in the snow for the victims of the landslide

that hit a residential area in Ask in Gjerdrum on Saturday (AFP)

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil - The new
mayor of Rio de Janeiro took of-
fice on Friday launching a raft of
investigations into corruption al-
legations against his predeces-
sor, a pastor allied to Brazil’s
far-right President Jair Bolsonaro.

Outgoing mayor Marcelo
Crivella had already been ar-
rested on December 22 and sus-
pended from his job over the
allegations. But the new mayor,
Eduardo Paes, wasted no time
piling more pressure on the man
he defeated in municipal elec-
tions last November.

A veteran centrist who previ-
ously led Brazil’s second city

from 2009 to 2016, Paes used
his first day back in office to
order four probes into alleged
corruption and strongarming in

the Crivella administration.
“Never in the history of Rio de

Janeiro has a mayor received
such a perverse inheritance from

his predecessor,” Paes said.
The probes he ordered will in-

vestigate allegations that the
Crivella administration forced
companies to pay bribes to win
public contracts, committed ir-
regularities in the construction of
a COVID-19 field hospital, em-
bezzled funds for protective gear
and health equipment against
the pandemic, and ran an opera-
tion called the ‘Guardians of
Crivella’ whose mission was to
stop journalists from covering
the impact of the health crisis.

Crivella, a gospel singer and
bishop in the powerful Universal
Church of the Kingdom of God -

which was founded by his uncle
- has denied the accusations. He
says he is the victim of political
persecution.

Bolsonaro, who hails from Rio,
supported Crivella’s election
campaigns. But he has distanced
himself from the former mayor
since the latter lost his re-elec-
tion bid in a landslide.

The President said after the
elections that he would work well
with Paes. Paes (51) presided
over what many consider a
golden period for Rio, when it
hosted the 2014 World Cup final
and 2016 Olympics.
AFP

Rio’s new mayor orders probe against predecessor

Rio de Janeiro’s new mayor Eduardo Paes (AFP)

The attack targeted employees of a Turkish company building a road between Mogadishu and Afgoye, a town about 25km west of the capital, officials from both countries said
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Rennes, France - Revellers on
Saturday left an illegal New
Year party in northwestern
France that had drawn some
2,500 people, led to clashes
with police and sparked con-
cerns it could spread the
coronavirus.

Police had failed to stop
the underground event, set
up on Thursday in two dis-
used warehouses in Lieuron,
south of the city of Rennes in
Brittany.

Such mass gatherings are
banned across France to pre-
vent the spread of COVID-19,
and a nationwide 8.00pm
curfew - which was not lifted
for New Year - applies across
the country. 

Techno music had blared
out during the night from the
warehouses, which had been
transformed into illegal night-
clubs for partygoers who had
flocked to the site from
across France and even
abroad.

The local prefecture said
on Saturday the music had
been switched off and sound
systems dismantled after two
nights, and the first revellers
began leaving the site before
dawn.

By 10.15am the site was
under the control of police,
who had booked more than
800 people for failing to re-
spect the curfew restrictions
or wear masks or for ‘partici-
pating in an illegal assembly’,
it said in a statement.

Earlier on Saturday, the
prefecture said only ‘a few
hundred’ of the estimated
2,500 revellers remained,
quoting an association that
oversees the prevention and
security risks of such events.

Interior Minister Gerald
Darmanin tweeted that the
large police presence at the
site had led to the breakup of
the rave ‘without violence’.

‘Fierce hostility’
Police on access roads were
checking all those leaving the
site, on foot or in vehicles, an

AFP photographer said.
The officers were in partic-

ular on the lookout for nar-
cotics, and were using
torches to check the eyes of
the ravers for signs of drugs
use.

Police reinforcements
continued to arrive and close
off the site in a calm atmos-
phere on Saturday morning,
the photographer said.

About half of the car park
at the site was empty early
Saturday morning.

French authorities have
been worried about mass
rave parties throughout the
pandemic, but New Year’s
Eve was a particular concern.

Police had on Thursday
night tried to ‘prevent the
event but faced fierce hostility
from many partygoers’ who
set one of their cars on fire
and threw bottles and stones,
the prefecture said on Friday.

First aid workers distrib-
uted hand gel and masks to
the revellers to try and limit
the spread of the virus.

The French government,
facing the threat of a new
wave of COVID-19 infections,
announced on Friday it is
bringing forward its nighttime
curfew by two hours in 15 re-
gions to help combat the
virus.

The country recorded
around 20,000 new cases
and 133 deaths on Friday,
bringing the total number of
fatalities to almost 64,800.
AFP

Beirut, Lebanon -
Lebanon’s hospitals are
being overwhelmed by
coronavirus cases, medics
warned on Saturday, as in-
fection rates surge in the
wake of end of year holi-
days.

The national COVID-19
task force was to meet
later the same day and ex-
pected to advise a three-
week lockdown, said Petra
Khoury, its head.

Lebanon, with a popula-
tion of around 6mn, has
recorded 183,888 cases,
including 1,466 deaths,
since February.

On Thursday, it hit a
daily record of more than
3,500 new cases.

In what he termed a
‘catastrophic’ situation,
Sleiman Haroun, head of
the Syndicate of Private
Hospitals, said, “The 50
private hospitals in the
country receiving patients
with COVID-19 are now al-
most full.” They have a
total of 850 beds, including
300 in intensive care units,
Haroun said.

“Patients are now wait-
ing in line... waiting for a
bed to be free,” he said.

After imposing tight re-
strictions in November to
combat the spread of the
pandemic, the government
relaxed rules. Ahead of the
December holidays, the
government pushed back a
nighttime curfew to
3.00am and allowed night-
clubs and bars to reopen.
AFP

New Delhi, India - India on Sat-
urday staged nationwide drills
to start one of the world’s
biggest coronavirus vaccination
programmes as the drug regu-
lator prepared to approve the
first vaccine.

A government panel on Fri-
day recommended emergency
use of the AstraZeneca-Oxford
University shot and the first in-
jections could be given in the
coming week after the Drugs
Control Authority of India gives

final approval. 
India, which has the world’s

second highest number of pan-
demic cases - more than
10.2mn - has set an ambitious
target of inoculating 300mn of
its 1.3bn people by mid-2021.

Serum Institute of India, the
world’s biggest vaccine pro-
ducer, has already stockpiled

tens of millions of doses of As-
traZeneca’s Covishield ready
for the campaign and  96,000
health workers have been
trained for the inoculation drive.

The drills saw 25 health
workers receive dummy vac-
cines at each of the centres to
be used across the country in a
test run ahead of the launch.

Health minister Harsh Vard-
han said the exercise would
help build expertise ‘so that the
upcoming vaccination drive
may proceed without any
glitch’. 

He has also called for a cam-
paign to counter ‘misleading ru-
mours’ that may scare people
off getting the vaccine.

While India is only second to
the United States for the num-
ber of cases, its rate of infection
has come down significantly
from a mid-September peak of
90,000 plus cases daily and its
fatality rate is lower than other
badly affected countries.

Britain and Argentina this
week authorised the As-

traZeneca vaccine while the
World Health Organization on
Thursday granted emergency
validation to the rival Pfizer-
BioNTech vaccine.

Covishield is expected to get
more use in India as it can be
stored and transported under
normal refrigeration.
AFP

India holds vaccine drills

ahead of mass inoculation

Tokyo, Japan - Tokyo’s gover-
nor on Saturday asked Japan’s
central government to declare a
new state of emergency as the
country battles a third wave of
the coronavirus, with record
numbers of new cases.

Yuriko Koike, joined by the
governors of three neighbouring
regions, called for the measure
to be imposed in their areas dur-
ing a meeting with Yasutoshi
Nishimura, the minister in
charge of the coronavirus re-
sponse.

Japanese officials have in re-
cent weeks asked restaurants
and businesses to close early
and urged people to stay at
home, measures that Koike said
were having ‘some effect’.

“But considering the number
of cases and the situation of the
medical system in Tokyo and
the three neighbouring prefec-
tures, we decided it was neces-
sary to immediately and

thoroughly curb the movement
of people,” she told reporters.

Nishimura, who earlier this
week said a state of emer-
gency could be necessary if
cases continued to rise, said
the government viewed the sit-
uation as ‘serious’ and would

discuss the request. 
He said he had asked gover-

nors to request businesses fur-
ther shorten their hours and that
residents avoid non-essential
outings after 8.00pm.

On Thursday, Tokyo re-
ported more than 1,300 new

cases, far exceeding the previ-
ous high of 949 cases set late
last month, with nationwide in-
fections also breaking records.

Japan imposed a first state of
emergency in spring.

The measure allows local
governors to call on businesses
to close and to request people
stay at home. 

It carries no penalties for
non-compliance, but the re-
quests were widely observed
this spring.

There was no immediate
word on whether the governors
would seek school closures. 

Japan was one of the first
countries in the world to shutter
schools, with then prime minis-
ter Shinzo Abe calling for clo-
sures in February.

Japan has had a milder pan-
demic than many other coun-
tries, with about 3,500 deaths
since its first case in January.
AFP

Tokyo calls for state of emergency
over coronavirus third wave 

Sydney, Australia - The finishing
touches were being put on a
glitzy show at the Sydney Opera
House on Saturday, as the venue
prepared to host an opera crowd
for the first time since March.

The Merry Widow will open
on Tuesday to masked audi-
ences up to 75 per cent capac-
ity, in a sign of hope for a
performing arts industry crip-
pled by the pandemic, artistic
director Lyndon Terracini said. 

“Walking back into the the-
atre was a very emotional time
for everyone involved,” he said. 

“I think throughout this year,
other opera houses will be
opening very soon and people
will be coming back to the the-

atre with a sense of hope.”
Thanks to Australia’s success

in suppressing the virus, crowds
inside venues - including the
Sydney Opera House - have
been permitted in the country’s
most populous city for months.

But even as the performers
readied for their opening night,
an outbreak in the city forced of-
ficials to tighten restrictions - in-
cluding a new mandate on
mask-wearing on public trans-
port and in many indoor settings
from midnight on Saturday.

The outbreak of over 180
cases first emerged in Decem-
ber in Sydney’s northeast but
has since sparked other clus-
ters, including in Melbourne.

Areas of Sydney remain
under lockdown and officials
have suggested further restric-
tions may be needed to curb the
spread - which could include a
change to audiences at indoor
performances.

Julie Lea Goodwin, who
leads the show along with
Alexander Lewis, said she was
thrilled to be back performing
but after a nine-month hiatus
the uncertainty of the pandemic
still loomed. “I have no idea
what’s ahead,” Goodwin said. 

“I think that Australia is doing
an unbelievable job... but it’s just
going to be a process for the
next year, I’d say, or longer.”
AFP

Opera to return to Sydney after nine months of hiatus

lebanon
medics
warn of
calamity

A sign in front of the Opera House reading the closure the complex for the New year celebrations around

Circular Quay in central Sydney on Thursday (afp)

People dance during a party near a disused hangar in Lieuron

about 40km on south of Rennes, on Friday (afp)

The [nationwide] 
exercise would 
help build expertise
so that the 
upcoming 
vaccination drive 
[to begin in the 
coming week] may
proceed without 
any glitch.

HarsH VardHan An artists gives finishing touches to a mural depicting frontline workers carrying a COVID-19 vaccine, in Kolkata on Saturday (afp)

Japan’�s Economy Minister Yasutoshi Nishimura (left) and Tokyo

Governor Yuriko Koike speak with media, in Tokyo on Saturday (afp)

The music had 
been switched 
off and sound 
systems 
dismantled after
two nights, 
and the first 
revellers began
leaving the site
before dawn.

local prefecture

Mass party in
France breaks
up amid fears



Hubert Vaz

A unique initiative between TEDxMuscat and Innova-
tion Factory, to enhance various aspects of society
through innovation and progressive strides, is currently
in the making. A group of youngsters has come 
together to forge a new pathway that will help in bet-
tering the plight of upcoming generations in Oman by
what they call 'social innovation'. Abeer al Mukhaini,
the founder host of TEDxMuscatWomen, and Shaima
al Gheilani – co-founder of Innovation Factory, who
have been spearheading this new initiative named Car-
bon, throw light on its aim and scope.

What exactly is social innovation?
Before we go in the term social innovation, I would like
to highlight the concept behind the initiative and why
social innovation. In the Carbon exploration pro-
gramme, we, as a team, are driven by investing in indi-
viduals, impacting a developing community and
creating a resultant prosperous economy.

We aim at creating common social values and
value-driven business ideas that result in a coherent
social innovation ecosystem. Our initiative and parallel
activities are designed to tackle different segments in
society to pilot customised programmes that trigger a
social innovator mindset across Oman.

As for what is 'social innovation', it is the process of
developing and deploying effective solutions to chal-
lenging, often systemic, social, and environmental is-
sues in support of social progress. The concept of social
innovation sheds light on ideas and solutions that cre-
ate social values, as well as the processes through
which they are generated, regardless of where they
come from.

Social innovators or 'superheroes', as we call them
in our programme, question the premise on which
existing social structures are built and then re-imagine
systems and institutional relationships to bring about
change.

What ideas have come forth so far?
The first cycle of the carbon exploration programme,
that started in mid-November, targeted four sectors -
Housing, Food, Agriculture and Clothing. We managed
to shortlist ten social innovative ideas through these
sectors presented by different nationals.

Have any ideas been implemented
yet?
The Carbon exploration programme has been divided
into two phases. The first phase mission is to create
and find social innovation opportunities by introducing
essential topics that will assist social innovators in cre-
ating a tangible and quantifiable impact to improve the
community. This can be done by supporting the devel-
opment and transfer of practical solutions, that is by in-
troducing certain crash courses to validate and analyse
their ideas, in addition to coaching and mentoring par-
ticipants. In the second phase, the Carbon team will
work hand-in-hand with the final two short-listed ideas
to implement them, develop a prototype, and, hope-
fully, connect them to potential investors.

What hurdles and challenges do
you expect?
Carbon is introducing a different method of analysing
potentials in social business which requires rearranging
priorities by looking at the impact that will be created
and not the profit that will be gained. It puts the com-
munity at the core of the business and not the global
market as a priority. The biggest challenge is to create
a new mindset in looking into new norms in making im-
pactful businesses, and coming forth with ideas that
actually tackle a cause in the community.

Although we have participants from different re-
gions, we as a team have managed to accommodate
our programme to fit the physical and virtual needs by
making our programme courses available and recorded
online for all participants. Thankfully, we are almost

midway through and have managed to deliver the pro-
gramme courses efficiently.

How would these initiatives help in
changing/ improving social life and
outlooks?
Carbon opens a more collaborative and inclusive way
to find solutions that meet people's real needs, a cre-
ative process with the aim to deliver new solutions to
a challenge. These solutions (products, services, mod-
els, markets, processes, etc.) will simultaneously meet
a social need (more effectively than existing solutions)
and lead to new or improved capabilities and relation-
ships and better use of assets and resources.

Carbon,   is a short exploration programme that will
introduce the principle, the idea validation, and social
business model, assisting social entrepreneurs in sus-
taining their businesses by emphasising the purpose
and social values, and facilitating in creating a social in-
novation based social business structure and network.

We believe, in Carbon, that the importance of indi-
vidual responsibility towards the community and any
action resulted can affect the community as whole.

Who is the core team and what are
their roles?
Carbon is a collaborative initiative empowered by
TedxMuscat and Innovation factory that is funded by
the Netherlands embassy of Oman. We have got sup-
port from Framzeen - our creative consultant partner -
and Mubashir as our lead digital media partner. 

Carbon is driven by a dynamic team that works day
and night. It includes Abeer al Mukhaini – the Host of
TedxMuscatWomen, Firas al Musafir, CEO and
founder of Innovation Factory, Shaima al Gheilani – co-
founder of Innovation Factory, Marwa al Harthi – Car-
bon marketing specialist, and Fatma al Mukhaini –
Carbon project coordinator, and last but not the least,
our participants through which our programme is 
all about.

CARbON ExpLORATION pROgRAMME
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“Carbon is a programme designed
from the community to the com-
munity, to highlight hidden oppor-
tunities for overall good. Caring
about society is not at the expense
of profit - it supports profit.”
ABEER ALI

A group of youngsters has come together to forge a new

pathway that will help in bettering the plight of upcoming

generations in Oman by what they call social innovation

Participant
ideas
Dima Said
Clothing: Commercial leather made up of com-
pletely natural materials.

Nusaiba al Kharusi
Agriculture: Recycling waste of palm trees to man-
ufacture home accessories. 

Lito Apelo
Agriculture: Integrated Multi-trophic Aquaculture
System (IMTA).

Al Baraa al Badawi
Agriculture: Biofuels production units that convert
wastewater and natural materials. 

Abdulrahman al Jahdhami
Agriculture: Small scale solar water desalination
system .

Judhaima al Jahdhami
Agriculture: The Good Tree - Permaculture Educa-
tion and Research Academy.

Nahla Nasser
Agriculture: Recycling of plant materials and animal
litter to produce organic fertilisers. 

Mohammed al Riyami
Agriculture: Using drones for agriculture 

Khalsa al Ma'amari
Housing: Smart Gas Cylinder (SGC) - designing cir-
cuits of gas cylinders for domestic/commercial use.

Hamid Ahmed
Housing: Eco-cabins for accommodation or com-
mercial use 

People think that design thinking is
nothing more than a series of steps
to follow. Yet it's more than that,
it's a scientific philosophy and a
method of thinking that will only be
successful if adopted by conviction
and practice.
FIRAS AL MUSAFIR

SOCIAL
INNOVATION

(Left to right) Al Baraa, Dima, Judhaima and Khalsa at an interactive session
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Children's hospital in Berlin
This painting was created from a photograph of a hos-
pital for abandoned children in Berlin, which was de-
coupaged using a special technique to transfer the
image onto canvas.

Dystopia
This is a multimedia artwork, very dear to Farah.
It has been created with a painting, a photo-
graph, charcoal and water-colours all in one. The
foreground also has a drawing of a construction
site in Oman.

Octopus
This painting was created when Farah returned to Oman after graduation and was experiencing loneliness. She
made it in four parts with images from National Geographic, using acrylic paint, charcoal, ink, and chalk pastels.

Portrait of her husband
This is an expressionist painting bringing out one of the
moods of her husband. “It might look like a 'dark' paint-
ing but it comes from a happy expression of my hus-
band,” she says.

Hubert Vaz

There is a pin-drop silence as you
enter her beautiful villa at Al
Mawaleh, but within minutes, you 
notice numerous artworks screaming
for attention from different sections
of her parlour. Art seems to be in the
DNA of this dwelling.

Farah Asqul, an Omani mixed
media artist who says she was more
inclined towards creative writing,
however, believes that it is easier to
tell a story through art. She actually
went to university to study writing but
subsequently changed her focus to
fine art and it has now become a large
part of her life.

Farah says her work is reminiscent
of expressionism but ranges between
painting and installation, and explores
cultural narrative and symbolism in
Arabia. From the Mashrabiya pat-
terns in architecture to the electric
towers that are in abundance in
Omani mountains, she re-creates

daily recognisable elements that in-
fuse her surroundings and her travels
with an artist’s imagination. 

A graduate of Fine Art, specialising
in painting, from Cardiff Metropolitan
University, UK, Farah admits that she
loves to experiment with different 
styles of art, rather than be stuck with
one. And, over the years, she has 
exhibited her work and curated sev-
eral exhibitions in the UK as well as
in Oman. 

She has previously worked on
hosting seven successful exhibitions
at Bait Muzna Gallery and curated
and managed twenty five exhibitions
between Gallery Sarah, Bait al Zubair
Museum, and Shangri-La Barr Al Jis-
sah Art Gallery between 2013 and
2016. In 2016, Farah had managed
and curated Gallery Sarah’s booth at
Art Dubai fair and curated and man-
aged the exhibition Loud Art Oman at
Bait Al Zubair museum. 

“I would say, I am an expressionist
painter and I work from my own emo-

tions and portray things through my
own artistic view. I like to take things
and make them look the way I want
to because, I believe, art is not an an-
swer, it is a question that should make
the viewer want to come and see and

wonder why an artwork is done in 
the way it is,” she said, adding, “It is
very important for your work to spark
up a language and conversation
among people.”

Considering art as everything in
life, Farah says art can be found in
every aspect of life these days,
whether photography, graphic de-
signing, furniture, interiors and is not
restricted to just making a pretty
painting for your living room. She also
considers art as a therapy as it is way
for one to express one's emotions and
so it becomes part of ones personal-
ity, she asserts.

About the influence of her art on
her family, Farah admits that her hus-
band has himself become well-versed
in understanding art, he has been to
many esteemed museums all over
the world, and they can communicate
with each other very well about art.
“He has learnt a lot about art and I
have learnt lot about football through
our conversations,” she quips.

I like to take things
and make them look
the way I want to be-
cause, I believe, art is
not an answer, it is a
question that should
make the viewer
want to come and
see and wonder why
an artwork is done in
the way it is
FARAH ASQUL

A treasured gift
When she worked as a curator, Farah had taken this
artwork of Radhika Khimji to Art Dubai, which was later
gifted to her. “She has been a great inspiration to me
and this artwork has her signature style on it,” she said.

Art is not An Answer...
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