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BY TARGETING SCHOOLS, KIDNAP-
PERS PUT COUNTRY AT RISK

LIBYA SPEAKER FLAGS MARCH 8 
FOR GOVT CONFIDENCE VOTE 
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Sultanate backs Saudi 
stance on US report
The Foreign Ministry expressed Oman’s solidarity with the 
sisterly Kingdom of Saudi Arabia regarding its attitude towards 
the report submitted to the US Congress on the killing of Saudi 
citizen Jamal Khashoggi, may Allah Almighty have mercy on 
him. The Sultanate valued the efforts and procedures taken by 
the Saudi judicial authorities towards the case. — ONA

P19
GERMAN BAND TURN 
VAN INTO CLUB SO 
FANS CAN ROCK OUT 
ONE AT A TIME

N 

T 

P12
SWIATEK CLAIMS 
SECOND CAREER 
TITLE WITH ADELAIDE 
CROWN

OVER 80 PER 
CENT OF OMANI 
MUSHROOMS 
EXPORTED

P13

MUSCAT

HM CONDOLENCES 
TO SAUDI KING

His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin 
Tarik has sent a cable of con-
dolences to King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz al Saud of the Kingdom 
of Saudi Arabia, on the death of 
Prince Fahd bin Muhammad bin 
Abdulaziz bin Saud bin Faisal al 
Saud. In his cable, His Majesty the 
Sultan expressed his sincere con-
dolences and sympathy, praying 
to Allah the Almighty to rest the 
departed soul in peace and grant 
his family patience and fortitude. 
 — ONA

HM GREETINGS TO 
DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

KUWAIT FOREIGN
MINISTER ARRIVES

His Majesty Sultan Haitham bin 
Tarik has sent a cable of greetings 
to President Luis Abinader of 
the Dominican Republic on the 
occasion of his country’s National 
Day. In his cable, His Majesty the 
Sultan expressed his sincere greet-
ings along with his best wishes to 
the President and the friendly Do-
minican people further progress 
and prosperity. — ONA

Shaikh Dr Ahmed Nasser Al Mo-
hammed al Sabah, Foreign Minis-
ter of the sisterly State of Kuwait, 
and his accompanying delegation, 
arrived here on a two-day official 
visit to the Sultanate. He was re-
ceived upon arrival by Sayyid Badr 
bin Hamad al Busaidy, Foreign 
Minister. — ONA

Latest climate pledges ‘very far’ from Paris goals: UN
PARIS: Renewed promises to 

slash greenhouse gas emissions 

from countries as part of the 

Paris climate deal are “very far” 

from what is required to avert 

catastrophic global warming, the 

United Nations said.

In its assessment of the pledges 

made in recent months by around 

75 countries and the European 

Union, UN Climate Change said 

that only around 30 per cent of 

global emissions were covered in 

the commitments.

“It’s incredible to think that 

just when nations are facing an 

emergency that could eventually 

end human life on this planet 

— despite every study, every 

report and clear warnings from 

scientists throughout the world 

— many nations are sticking to 

their business as usual approach’’, 

said the UN’s climate chief 

Patricia Espinosa.

Under the landmark 2015 

Paris deal, nations promised to 

work to limit global temperature 

rises to “well below” two degrees 

Celsius above pre-industrial 

levels. To achieve this nations 

committed to slash emissions, 

as well as to provide assistance 

to the most climate-vulnerable 

countries.

The deal included a “ratchet” 

mechanism in which signatories 

agreed to a rolling five-year 

review of their climate pledges — 

known as Nationally Determined 

Contributions, or NDCs — 

in which they are supposed 

to display ever greater ambition 

for action.  — AFP

MUSCAT: The Ministry of Agri-

culture, Fisheries and Water Re-

sources is currently implement-

ing model fields for plantation 

of lemon, mango and date palm 

trees in various governorates 

to boost food security and to 

achieve self-sufficiency.

The project is also aimed at 

providing high-quality dates, pro-

viding good income for the farm 

owners as well as establishing ex-

emplary farms with high quality 

and excellent productivity.

The project targets to set up 

organised farms with a mini-

mum area of 5 acres and is aimed 

at boosting the produce of man-

go, lemon and date palm trees 

with support from the ministry.

The Ministry of Agriculture, 

Fisheries and Water Resources 

supports the farmers by distrib-

uting quality seedlings of mango, 

lemon and date palm in coor-

dination with the authorities in 

various governorates. A total of 

73,000 date palm seedlings which 

were cultivated in 2020-2021 on a 

120-acre with 26 farmers benefit-

ed in the first phase. These farms 

are expected to yield 370 tonnes 

of dates worth RO 365,000.

Besides, a total of 4,326 lemon 

seedlings were planted on a 50-

acre area in addition to 3,182 

mango seedlings planted on a 

37-acre area.

It can be noted that the suc-

cess of cultivating a number of 

date palms and fruit crops comes 

through the interest of the minis-

try in producing and increasing 

date palms and fruit seedlings in 

its research centres, introducing 

new varieties, improving agri-

cultural operations and conduct-

ing a number of research studies 

during the past years to boost ag-

ricultural produce. — ONA

Oman to set up model farms

ZAINAB AL NASSRI

@zainabalnasseri

There is a possibility of tak-

ing more precautionary 

measures “if necessary” to 

curb the spread of Covid-19 

virus in the country. 

This was stated by Dr 

Ahmed bin Mohammed al 

Saeedi, Minister of Health, 

while addressing a press 

conference last week. He 

indicated that the Supreme 

Committee is examining the 

situation on daily basis.

The minister said that 

specific categories are ex-

empted from institutional 

quarantine and are not ex-

empted from isolation and 

other associated procedures 

applied to all travellers com-

ing to the Sultanate, and 

noted that around 1,700 

citizens entered through 

air and land ports and have 

been quarantined in insti-

tutions since the decision 

on institutional quarantine 

came into force. 

Due to delay in approach-

ing health centres on time, 

some 10 cases were trans-

ferred directly to intensive 

care units, the minister said.

“We have worked to at-

tract hundreds of nurses 

and doctors to support the 

medical staff in the Sultan-

ate since the start of the 

pandemic”, he added.

With regard to the “mod-

est” numbers of reserved 

doses of vaccines, he said 

that the financial aspect is 

not an obstacle in obtaining 

more vaccines, “but rather 

the inability of companies 

to produce needed quanti-

ties for all countries around 

the world.”

More restrictions to curb 
Covid-19 if necessary

We have worked to 
attract hundreds of 

nurses and doctors to 
support the medical 
staff in the Sultanate 
since the start of the 

pandemic

DR AHMED 
AL SAEEDI
Minister of Health

Clashes in Yemen’s 
Marib kill 50 fighters
SANAA: Fierce fighting in 

war-torn Yemen’s Marib prov-

ince between government 

forces and Ansar Allah fighters 

killed around 50 combatants, 

including a special forces com-

mander, a government source 

said on Saturday.

“Twenty-two members of 

the government forces and 

more than 28 fighters have died 

in the last 24 hours in the fight-

ing that continues unabated on 

the fronts in Marib province’’, a 

government source said.

Ansar Allah fighters, who 

have been trying to capture 

Marib for more than a year, 

resumed their offensive against 

the last major toehold in the 

north for Yemen’s government 

on February 8.

Meanwhile, UN aid chief 

Mark Lowcock warned that 16 

million Yemenis — more than 

half the population of the Ara-

bian Peninsula country — are 

going hungry. Of those, five 

million are on the brink of 

famine. 

On Monday the United Na-

tions hopes to raise some $3.85 

billion at a virtual pledging 

event to avert what Lowcock 

says would be a large-scale 

“man-made” famine, the worst 

the world will have seen for 

decades.

HUMANITARIAN CRISIS

More than six years of war in 

Yemen has sent the country 

spiralling into what the United 

Nations describes as the world’s 

largest humanitarian crisis.

Some 80 per cent of Yemenis 

need help, with 400,000 chil-

dren under the age of five se-

verely malnourished, accord-

ing to UN data. For much of 

its food, the country relies on 

imports that have been badly 

disrupted over the years by all 

warring parties.  SEE ALSO P6
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YAHYA AL SALMANI

S
idr tree (scientific 

name: Ziziphus spina-

christi) is ranked as one 

of the perennial trees in 

the Sultanate. This tree 

is distributed all over the regions 

and particularly within wadis and 

their banks. It grows intensively 

and is planted along roads. It can 

reach up to 12 metres tall. 

It is one of the trees which 

the prophet, peace be upon him, 

prohibited to be cut off unless 

for necessity. These trees are 

of economic value and lovable 

to many people. Besides their 

usefulness for shade, their fruits 

and leaves were used for washing 

and ritual ablution before the 

advent of industrial detergents. 

Bees extract one of the best 

quality honey from their flowers. 

Moreover, Sidr trees host various 

species of local birds and their 

woods are used commonly for 

cooking and timber.   

Today, both children and 

adults are descending to the 

valleys near their homes to 

harvest the sweet fruit of the Sidr 

tree (locally called Nabq). The 

fruits are now available in the 

local markets at very reasonable 

prices.

Omanis, predominantly in 

the northern part, are also eager 

to enjoy the summer fruits. “We 

are eagerly waiting for the mango 

date fruit harvest. Mango and 

palm trees have begun to flower, 

and the harvest of their fruits 

will coincide with the blessed 

month of Ramadhan, which 

falls in April”, one of the villagers 

pointed out. 

“The fruit harvest season 

that characterises the northern 

regions of the Sultanate is an 

economic resource for the 

majority of Omani families. 

The coming days are marked 

by exceptional agricultural 

activities,” he added.

It’s Sidr fruit season again

STAFF REPORTER

MUSCAT, FEB 27

Vaccines will be offered to a new 

target group of 60 years and above 

from this week, the Ministry of 

Health announced at the press 

conference on Thursday.

The Sultanate has reserved 

200,000 doses of the Johnson & 

Johnson vaccine, which is likely 

to get approval in the coming 

days.

Oman is one of the top 30 

countries that have started to 

provide vaccination and nearly 95 

per cent of the target population 

for vaccination was covered in 

the first stage, the ministry said.

The Sultanate has no 

reservations about any vaccine 

manufactured in any country. 

Rather, the main criterion is 

the availability of studies that 

confirm the safety of the vaccine.

Any vaccine whose safety has 

not been confirmed will not be 

used in the Sultanate.

As of next week, the targeted 

groups will be expanded to 

include everyone aged 60 years 

and above, as well as a larger 

number of healthcare workers.

The school staff is among the 

target groups for vaccination, 

and when vaccines are available 

in sufficient quantities, the target 

groups will be expanded.

The current goal is to 

immunise the groups most 

vulnerable to the virus, including 

those with chronic diseases.

There is a significant decrease 

in the percentage of the elderly 

who need intensive care after 

vaccination is given to them.

Overall, the government 

intends to vaccinate 60 per cent 

of society and for the moment it 

is to vaccinate 20 per cent of the 

target groups.

KABEER YOUSUF

@kabeeryousef

Employees of hotels as well as 

hospitals can choose to stay in their 

work premises to fulfil institutional 

quarantine rule, according to the 

Relief and Shelter Operations 

Sector. 

This is besides the 

announcement that labour camps 

can provide quarantine facility 

to workers provided the sponsor 

takes the responsibility for the 

same. However, strict monitoring 

of people in quarantine should be 

carried out and the managements 

will be held responsible for any 

breach of quarantine rules set by 

the authorities. 

An exit alarm should be installed 

at hospital and hotel premises 

where the staff is quarantined, and 

any attempt to break the isolation 

will be construed as an act against 

the quarantine rule. Besides, 

regular checks are conducted by 

health authorities to ensure that 

the rules are strictly maintained. 

“We have been advised that our 

staff coming from abroad can be 

quarantined in one of our rooms 

with strict Covid-19 protocols,” a 

representative of a private hospital 

said. 

Earlier, the Ministry of Health 

(MoH) had clarified on the 

formalities that a person should 

follow upon his arrival at the 

Sultanate’s airports. 

Accordingly, a person above 

the age of 15 who arrives at the 

international borders of Oman 

needs to take a PCR test at 

the arrival terminal, wear the 

tracking bracelet on the hand 

following which he/she should be 

quarantined at any hotel.

DEMAND

The quarantine centres in 

Muscat are full with an ever-

increasing number of inbound 

travellers and additional 

requirement for quarantine rooms 

are pushed to other governorates, 

according to hoteliers and those 

who run quarantine centres.  

“We are receiving a good 

number of people needing 

institutional quarantine and at 

times, and they are above the 

capacity so we outsource them to 

quarantine centres in interiors,” 

said a representative of a leading 

quarantine centre.  

Based on the increasing demand 

for institutional quarantine, some 

star hotels have changed their 

business model and instead are 

offering a double room to a single 

person who might not be able to 

afford it. They have divided it into 

a 3-bed sharing model with each 

one being charged RO 80 or so 

including airport transfer, second 

PCR test and bracelet removal 

packages or without them. 

“But, once any one of the three 

is diagnosed positive, we will 

shift him/her to a single room 

keeping the remaining two in 

surveillance. This is to follow the 

quarantine rules,” a five-star hotel 

representative told the Observer.

New target groups to 
receive vaccination

Hospital and hotel staff can use in-house quarantine

MUSCAT: Oman Housing Bank 

(OHB) disclosed that it will 

accomplish 2,066 housing loan 

applications that were presented 

between June 2017 and April 2018 

to the tune of RO 100 million.

This was stated by Adnan bin 

Haider Darwish, CEO, Oman 

Housing Bank. He added that the 

government’s decision to raise the 

bank’s allocations for the current 

year to RO 100 million, has had a 

positive effect and had cut down 

waiting time.

Since its foundation to the end 

of 2020, OHB has granted a total of 

46,605 housing loans at an overall 

value exceeding RO 1.2 billion. Last 

year, a total of 911 housing loans 

were approved at a value of RO 40.2 

million, the official said.   

Regarding the effect of Covid-19 

on the bank, the CEO affirmed the 

housing loans are a top priority and 

they will be processed in accordance 

with the new situation. He added 

that the Covid-19 pandemic has left 

a limited effect on the bank’s lending 

portfolio affirming that the bank 

is capable of handling that effect 

owing to its efficient management 

of the financial resources.

The OHB has completed the 

preparation of the financial and 

strategic plan for the next five 

years. The plan will allow for the 

activation of some activities in 

accordance with the basic system 

of the bank as well as uplifting the 

existing operations to keep pace 

with the best practices. This will 

boost the bank’s financial resources 

and enable it to meet clients’ needs, 

said the CEO.  

The OHB is currently executing 

a plan to enhance its electronic 

services. During the upcoming 

period the bank will provide 

registration service on its website 

beside some other services such 

as, receiving loan application 

documents, the e-payment, balance 

inquiry, obtaining an account 

statement and obtaining the 

borrower’s information. 

 — ONA

OHB offers RO 1.2 billion worth of housing loans
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MUSCAT, FEB 27

India on Friday extended the 

ban on international commercial 

flights till March 31. Meanwhile, 

the Kerala state in the country will 

conduct PCR tests free of cost for 

expatriates returning to the state.

India has given instructions 

regarding the conduct of PCR tests 

for those coming from abroad, 

the tests cannot be avoided. The 

traveller will be allowed to leave 

the airport after giving the sample 

with results sent within 6-8 hours 

to the mobile number.

An announcement to this effect 

was made by the Directorate 

General of Civil Aviation 

(DGCA). The development comes 

as the earlier ban on international 

flights was to end on February 28.

“In partial modification of 

circular dated June 26, 2020, 

the competent authority has 

extended the validity of circular 

issued on the subject cited above 

regarding scheduled international 

commercial passenger services to/

from India till 11.59 pm of March 

31, 2021’’, said a circular issued 

by Directorate General of Civil 

Aviation (DGCA) in this regard.

The ban on international flight 

services comes as India recorded 

16,577 fresh Covid-19 cases on 

Friday.

In the circular, the DGCA, 

however, said that dedicated cargo 

flights and flight services under 

the bilateral air bubble pacts with 

select countries will continue to 

operate.

India has a bilateral air 

bubble agreement with about 27 

countries, which include countries 

such as Afghanistan, Bahrain, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, Canada, 

Ethiopia, France, Germany, Iraq, 

Japan, Kenya, Kuwait, Maldives, 

Nepal, Netherlands, Nigeria, 

Oman, Qatar, Rwanda, Seychelles, 

Tanzania, Ukraine, the UAE, the 

UK, Uzbekistan and the US.

According to DGCA, a bilateral 

air bubble is an agreement with 

which flights between India 

and other nations can operate 

with preconditions during the 

pandemic.

It must be noted here that 

the international commercial 

passenger flights have been 

suspended since March 23, 2020, 

when the pandemic forced the 

country into complete lockdown.

MUSCAT: In line with the efforts 

made to prevent the spread of 

Covid-19 within the industrial 

cities, the Public Establishment 

for Industrial Estates — Madayn 

is continuing with its monitoring 

action to ensure the procedures 

are implemented in accordance 

with the enforced measures in 

Madayn to deal with cases of 

coronavirus (covid-19). 

Madayn also monitors the 

duration of closure procedures 

according to the situation 

assessment in coordination with 

the epidemiological investigation 

team formed by the Ministry of 

Health.

Madayn officials conducted 

4,415 inspection visits to various 

industrial units until February 

18. From these visits, 3,487 

industrial units were found 

adhering to the precautionary 

measures, while warnings and 

practice correction notices were 

issued to 928 industrial units. 

Moreover, violations were filed in 

152 industrial units, of which 133 

were closed. 

During the same period, 

Madayn, in cooperation 

with Oman Investment and 

Development Holding Company 

(Mubadrah), implemented 

sterilisation and disinfection 

operations for 224 industrial 

units in addition to sterilisation 

operations that included all the 

administration buildings in the 

industrial cities, Knowledge 

Oasis Muscat and Al Mazunah 

Free Zone. It is worthwhile 

mentioning that Madayn 

Emergency Room has received 

2,088 communications during the 

same period. 

During their field visits, 

Madayn officials aim at spreading 

awareness on workplace safety 

and healthy practices among 

the workers in the companies 

and factories, and imposing 

penalties on the industrial 

units that are not adhering to 

the precautionary procedures. 

Such violations include the lack 

of personal protection tools; 

absence of physical distance 

between workers, especially those 

operating in production lines, 

and during rest areas; invalidity 

of temperature measurement 

devices with inaccurate readings; 

and insufficient quantities of 

hand sanitisers at the workplace. 

Madayn Emergency Room 

receives coronavirus related 

enquiries and complaints through 

24449685 or via WhatsApp: 

92389609.

India extends international flight 
ban, Kerala to offer free PCR tests

Madayn continues efforts 
to prevent coronavirus

The ban on 
international flight 

services comes 
as India recorded 

16,577 fresh 
Covid-19 cases  

on Friday
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THE IMPACT OF 
WORK FROM HOME 

ON REAL ESTATE

VINOD NAIR

@vinot_nair

While work from home has been partially 

encouraged by many corporates over the 

past few years, it was never seen as a full 

alternative to attending offices and daily 

meetings.

The past year of the global pandemic 

made work from home (WFH) not only 

a safe but also an equally popular option.  

At the same time, WFH has cast doubts 

on the minds of real estate developers who 

invest millions of riyals on huge towers 

and dollars with glass windows that are a 

symbol of a smart and prosperous society.     

Compare to residential properties, real 

estate is more profitable for developers 

with businesses are willing to take 

spend little extra to make their offices 

presentable, iconic and different from 

their competitors. “It also narrates the 

story of a long journey that a company 

has taken from its humble beginnings,” 

sources in the property consultant market 

told the Observer.

OFFICE SPACE

But the work-from-home culture can 

rewrite the nature of the real estate market 

as large companies do not need so much 

office space in the years to come.

“The nature of businesses in Oman are 

not suited to WFH like in other countries 

which are more of trading and contracting 

in nature. But still, real estate developers 

and planners will be forced to take such 

factors into account in the future,” said the 

executive of a leading real estate office.

WFH is also likely to affect banks as 

businesses are less likely to take financing 

or loans for buying or expanding 

workspaces. According to a report, some 

finance companies are getting rid of as 

much as 40 per cent of their office space to 

make savings.

The same report said that WFH is not 

beneficial to young and fresh employees 

who will miss the interaction and on-the-

job learning with senior colleagues.

Here in Oman, a new type of 

businesses has developed over the past 

year and most of them do not need large 

investment in properties.

These are homemakers and small-

time budding entrepreneurs who cannot 

afford to take risks with huge loans for 

office spaces. They can easily invest the 

same money in getting good manpower 

and raw materials to prepare a good 

product.

“I could easily start my investment 

in my sweets and cake-making business 

without having to open a fancy boutique 

or shop in a prime area. I agree to attain 

visibility is a challenge with so many 

competitors, but the stakes are less. We 

can easily diversify into a new business 

without getting into anyone’s notice,” said 

Zahara, whose business flourished in the 

past year.  

The staff most likely to go back to the 

office are traders, bank executives, while 

back-office functions such as finance, 

risk management and IT will spend more 

time working remotely. “It is not all over 

for office spaces and remote working 

cannot be universally applicable. 

Sprawling office spaces will be gradually 

replaced by small cubes or facilities such 

as gyms and for recreation to attract 

people to offices,” said a senior executive 

associated with business complexes in 

the GCC, including Oman.

WORK-FROM-HOME

CULTURE CAN

REWRITE THE NATURE

OF THE REAL ESTATE MARKET

AS LARGE COMPANIES

DO NOT NEED SO MUCH

OFFICE SPACE IN THE YEARS

TO COME



WASHINGTON:  A US panel on 

Friday recommended Johnson & 

Johnson’s one-dose Covid-19 shot for 

emergency approval, as some of the 

world’s most powerful countries issued 

a unified call for better vaccine access 

for poorer nations.

The United States is the world’s 

hardest-hit country, and its emergency 

use authorisation — which is now 

expected shortly — of the J&J vaccine 

would follow those for the Pfizer and 

Moderna doses.

“We’re going to use every conceivable 

way to expand manufacturing of the 

vaccine... and make even more rapid 

progress,” said President Joe Biden as 

the country tries to finally get on top 

of the virus that has already claimed 

510,000 US lives.

J&J stressed its vaccine was proven 

to work with a single shot, and could 

be stored long-term at standard fridge 

temperatures, which “offers logistical 

and practical advantages.”

As inoculation campaigns ramp 

up in wealthier nations, there was 

unanimous support for a resolution 

at the UN Security Council calling for 

improved access to vaccines in conflict-

hit and impoverished countries.

In a rare gesture, it was co-sponsored 

by all 15 members of the council, 

diplomats said, and required just a 

week of negotiations to draft.

“We are all facing the same threat, 

the same pandemic, and international 

cooperation and multilateral action is 

needed,” one diplomat said.

But Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 

head of the World Health Organization, 

reacted by saying richer countries must 

waive intellectual property rights on 

vaccines so more manufacturers can 

start production. The idea is fiercely 

opposed by many wealthy countries 

and the pharmaceutical industry.

Another diplomatic gathering on 

Friday looked further ahead, with G20 

countries discussing post-pandemic 

economic recovery in a video 

conference.

US Treasury Secretary Janet 

Yellen has signalled openness to new 

assistance to less developed countries 

through the International Monetary 

Fund.

Also in Washington, Democratic 

leaders expressed confidence that 

Biden’s $1.9 trillion Covid relief 

package would pass the House of 

Representatives overnight on Friday.

The bill — which will still need 

to pass in the Senate — is on track to 

be the second-largest US stimulus 

ever, after the $2 trillion package that 

Donald Trump signed into law last 

March to help the coronavirus-battered 

economy. — AFP

Lebanon begins cleaning beaches after oil spill

KYIV: One person was killed and another 

wounded in an oxygen explosion at a hospital 

in the western Ukrainian city of Chernivtsi, 

Ukraine’s emergency service said on Saturday.

The explosion occurred on the second floor 

of the hospital at lunchtime on Saturday and 

20 people were evacuated, the service said in 

a statement, which did not specify the cause of 

the incident.

This is the second incident this month in 

which patients have died in hospitals due to 

oxygen flaring.

Earlier in February, three intensive care 

patients and a ward doctor died in a fire 

in a hospital treating coronavirus cases in 

Zaporizhzhya in southeastern Ukraine.

Ukraine has registered more 1.3 million 

coronavirus cases with 25,893 deaths so far. 

Chernivtsi is currently among the regions with 

most new Covid-19 cases.

Coronavirus cases have picked up after a lull 

during a tight lockdown at the start of the year. 

The government has set up mobile hospitals in 

western Ukraine to cope with a sharp spike in 

cases.

Ukraine on Wednesday started its Covid-19 

vaccination campaign, with 159 medical work-

ers getting the initial dose of the AstraZeneca 

vaccine, the first batch of which came to Ukraine 

on Tuesday from India. — Reuters

BEIRUT: Lebanon began 

cleaning its beaches on 

Saturday after an oil spill 

deposited tar over large 

stretches of the coast in the 

southern part of the country.

Tar from an offshore oil 

spill that polluted Israel’s 

beaches has also stained the 

sandy coast of Lebanon’s port 

city of Tyre.

Hassan Hamze, director of 

the Tyre nature reserve, said 

the cleaning operation will 

take at least 15 days.

“We will begin to remove 

the tar spots starting from the 

reserve coast, and hundreds 

of volunteers will help in the 

cleaning operation,” he said.

United Nations Interim 

Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) 

spokesperson Andrea Tenenti 

said that UNIFIL is studying 

ways to possibly help Lebanon 

counter the threat of an oil 

spill.

“UNIFIL has been 

contacted by local authorities 

to see what help can be 

provided within our available 

capabilities and equipment. 

We are studying these 

requests to see how we can 

help,” Tenenti said.

In recent days, an oil spill 

had caused severe damage to 

Israel’s beaches.

Last Sunday, Israel shut 

down all its beaches after 

stormy weather washed 

huge quantities of tar onto 

the country’s Mediterranean 

coastline.

Many animals, among them 

sea turtles, were found dead 

on the 160-kilometre stretch 

of coastline affected by the 

spill.

Volunteers in Israel have 

also launched clean-up 

operations to rid the beaches 

of chunks of tar from an 

estimated hundreds of tonnes 

of leaked fuel, amid warnings 

of toxic fumes.   — dpa

YEREVAN: Armenian 

President Armen 

Sarkisian said on Saturday 

he had refused to sign a 

prime ministerial order to 

dismiss the army’s chief of 

staff, deepening a national 

political crisis.

The ex-Soviet nation 

has faced turmoil since 

Prime Minister Nikol 

Pashinyan signed a 

Moscow-brokered peace 

accord in November, 

sealing a humiliating 

defeat to Azerbaijan after 

six weeks of fighting over 

the disputed Nagorno-

Karabakh region.

Divisions widened on 

Thursday when Pashinyan 

defied a call by the 

military to resign, accused 

the army of an attempted 

coup, and ordered the 

chief of the general staff 

Onik Gasparyan to be 

fired.

On Saturday, Armenian 

President Sarkisian said in 

a statement that he would 

not back the sacking.

“The president of 

the republic, within 

the framework of his 

constitutional powers, 

returned the draft decree 

with objections,” the 

presidency said.

Earlier in the day, 5,000 

opposition protesters 

waving Armenian flags 

and calling for Pashinyan’s 

resignation gathered for 

the third day running 

outside the parliament in 

Yerevan. — AFP
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A man shows a dead turtle on a beach in the aftermath of an oil spill that drenched much of the Mediterranean shoreline in Tyre nature reserve. 
(Right): Young volunteers clean a contaminated beach in the southern Lebanese city of Tyre. — Reuters/AFP

One killed in oxygen 
explosion at 
Ukraine hospital

Armenian 
president 
rejects
army chief’s 
dismissal

An employee of Panama’s sanitation service is inoculated with the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine against Covid-19 at the Torrijos Carter Park in
Panama City. — AFP

US SET TO APPROVE 
THIRD VACCINE
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Jordan’s national inoculation 

programme will speed up 

significantly in coming weeks as 

more vaccines arrive, the health 

minister said. The country is 

battling a steep spike in cases from 

the variant of the coronavirus 

first identified in Britain. In all, 

Jordan has reported 380,268 

cases and 4,627 deaths.

“Inoculation will speed 

up in the next few weeks and 

coming few months’’, Nathir 

Obeidat told state-funded public 

broadcaster al Mamlaka. Jordan 

has administered 150,000 doses 

since it began its vaccination 

programme over a month ago.

Only 400,000 people has so far 

signed up for the free shots since 

the government-run registration 

began in December. — Reuters

The International Monetary 

Fund urged Tunisia to cut its 

wage bill and limit energy sub-

sidies to reduce a fiscal deficit, 

putting more pressure on the 

fragile government amid a severe 

financial and political crisis.

With the coronavirus pan-

demic, political infighting and 

protests since last month over 

social inequality, it is a time of 

unprecedented economic hard-

ship in the North Africa country 

that ran a fiscal deficit of 11.5 per 

cent of GDP in 2020.

The IMF said in statement that 

monetary policy should focus on 

inflation by steering

short-term interest rates, 

while preserving exchange rate 

flexibility. — Reuters

A fugitive Hizbullah suspect 

will go on trial in June accused 

of three attacks on Lebanese 

politicians in the mid-2000s, a 

UN-backed tribunal announced. 

Salim Ayyash, 57, will be tried 

in absentia by the Special Tribunal 

for Lebanon, which in December 

sentenced him to life in prison 

for the 2005 murder of Lebanese 

prime minister Rafic Hariri. 

Hariri and 21 others died in a 

massive suicide bomb explosion 

in Beirut in early 2005 and Ayyash 

was one of four suspects tried by 

the Netherlands-based court.

Ayyash’s sentence is currently 

under appeal, while the

three other suspects were 

acquitted as the court ruled there 

was not enough evidence against 

them. — AFP

AMMAN TUNIS THE HAGUE

Jordan says vaccination drive to accelerate IMF urges Tunisia to cut wage bill, energy subsidies UN court to try Hizbul member for attacks

TRIPOLI: The Libyan parliament 

will discuss holding a vote of con-

fidence on a new unified govern-

ment for the divided country on 

March 8, its powerful speaker 

Aguila Saleh said.

Oil-rich Libya has been mired 

in chaos since ruler Muammar 

Gaddafi was ousted and killed in a 

popular uprising backed by a Nato 

air campaign a decade ago.

Its UN-recognised Govern-

ment of National Accord (GNA) 

is based in Tripoli, while eastern 

strongman Khalifa Haftar sup-

ports a parallel administration 

based in the east.

“Parliament will convene to dis-

cuss a vote of confidence on the 

government on Monday, March 

8, at 11 am in Sirte if the 5+5 Joint 

Military Commission guarantees 

the security of the meeting’’, Saleh 

said in a statement late on Friday, 

referring to a city halfway between 

east and west.

The military commission is a 

forum bringing together five rep-

resentatives from each side.

“If that proves impossible, the 

session will be held in the tempo-

rary seat of parliament in Tobruk 

at the same date and time’’, he said, 

adding that the military commit-

tee would need to advise the par-

liament in advance.

It was unclear whether the vote 

itself would take place on March 8 

or whether the meeting would be 

limited to talks.

Interim prime minister Abdul 

Hamid Dbeibah on Thursday said 

he faced a Friday deadline to form 

his government according to a UN 

road map.

He said he had submitted to 

Saleh a “vision” for a cabinet line-

up that would help steer Libya to 

elections in December, and that 

the names of proposed ministers 

would be disclosed in parliament 

during the confidence vote. Par-

liament has 21 days to vote on 

the line-up, according to the road 

map.

Dbeibah was selected early this 

month in a UN-sponsored inter-

Libyan dialogue, the latest interna-

tionally backed bid to salvage the 

country from a decade of conflict 

and fragmented political fiefdoms.

Saleh said on Friday that 

Dbeibah should choose “compe-

tent people with integrity, from 

across the country, in order to 

achieve (national) consensus” for 

his government.

“Everyone should be represent-

ed so that (Libya) can emerge from 

the tunnel’’, Saleh said. If approved, 

a new cabinet would replace the 

Tripoli-based GNA, headed by 

Fayez al Sarraj, and the parallel ad-

ministration in the east.

The premier will then face the 

giant task of unifying Libya’s pro-

liferating institutions and leading 

the transition up to December 24 

polls.

Meanwhile, the head of Libya’s 

parliament called on the country’s 

interim prime minister to form 

a government that represents all 

factions in the crisis-hit nation to 

overcome “differences”.

Interim Prime Minister Abdul 

Hamid Dbeibah on Thursday said 

he had submitted a “vision” for a 

cabinet line-up that would help 

steer Libya to elections in Decem-

ber.

Powerful parliament speaker 

Aguila Saleh said Dbeibah should 

choose “competent people with 

integrity, from across the country, 

in order to achieve (national) con-

sensus” for his government.

“There are differences’’, Saleh 

told reporters in Rabat, after talks 

with Moroccan Foreign Minister 

Nasser Bourita. “Everyone should 

be represented so that (Libya) can 

emerge from the tunnel’’, Saleh 

added.

Dbeibah on Thursday said he 

faced a Friday deadline to form his 

government. He also told report-

ers the names of proposed minis-

ters will be disclosed in parliament 

during a vote of confidence for his 

line-up. — AFP

Libyan Parliament to seek trust vote on March 8

SANAA/NEW YORK: 

Ahmadiya Juaidi’s eyes are wide 

as she drinks a nutrition shake 

from a large orange mug, her thin 

fingers grasping the handle. Her 

hair is pulled back and around 

her neck hangs a silver necklace 

with a heart and the letter A.

Three weeks ago the 13-year-

old weighed just nine kilograms 

when she was admitted to Al 

Sabeen Hospital in Yemen’s 

capital Sanaa with malnutrition 

that sickened her for at least the 

past four years. Now she weighs 

15 kilograms.

“I am afraid when we go back 

to the countryside her condition 

will deteriorate again due to lack 

of nutritional food. We have 

no income’’, her older brother, 

Muhammad Abdo Taher Shami, 

said.

They are among some 16 

million Yemenis — more than 

half the population of the Arabian 

Peninsula country — that the 

United Nations says are going 

hungry. Of those, five million are 

on the brink of famine, UN aid 

chief Mark Lowcock warns.

On Monday the United 

Nations hopes to raise some $3.85 

billion at a virtual pledging event 

to avert what Lowcock says would 

be a large-scale “man-made” 

famine, the worst the world will 

have seen for decades.

More than six years of 

war in Yemen have sent the 

impoverished country spiralling 

into what the United Nations 

describes as the world’s largest 

humanitarian crisis.

Some 80 per cent of Yemenis 

need help, with 400,000 children 

under the age of five severely 

malnourished, according to UN 

data. For much of its food, the 

country relies on imports that 

have been badly disrupted over 

the years by all warring parties.

“Before the war Yemen was a 

poor country with a malnutrition 

problem, but it was one which 

had a functioning economy, 

a government that provided 

services to quite a lot of its people, 

a national infrastructure and 

an export base’’, Lowcock told 

reporters. “The war has largely 

destroyed all of that.” — Reuters

TUNIS: Tunisia’s biggest political 

party rallied tens of thousands 

of supporters in the capital on 

Saturday in a show of strength that 

could fuel a dispute between the 

president and prime minister that 

has paralysed the government.

It is the biggest demonstration 

in Tunisia for years, and party 

faithful bussed in from across 

the country chanted “the people 

want to protect institutions” and 

“the people want national unity” 

as they marched in the centre of 

Tunis.

The moderate party Ennahda, 

led by Parliament Speaker Rached 

Ghannouchi, has backed Prime 

Minister Hichem Mechichi in his 

standoff with President Kais Saied 

over a cabinet reshuffle.

The dispute has brought to 

a head months of wrangling 

between the three men in 

Tunisia’s latest political crisis 

since a 2019 election delivered 

a fragmented parliament while 

propelling Saied, an independent, 

to the presidency.

It has played out against a

grim backdrop of economic 

anxiety, angry protests, 

widespread disillusionment with 

democracy and competing

reform demands from 

foreign lenders and the powerful 

labour union as sovereign debt 

repayments loom.

Saied nominated Mechichi 

as prime minister last summer 

when the government collapsed 

after only five months in office, 

but the two men soon fell out.

Mechichi then turned for 

support to the two biggest parties 

in parliament — Ennahda and 

jailed media mogul Nabil Karoui’s 

Heart of Tunisia.

Last month, Mechichi changed 

11 ministers in a reshuffle seen 

as replacing allies of Saied with 

those of Ennahda and Heart of 

Tunisia. 

The president has refused to 

swear four of them in, however, 

saying they had conflicts of 

interest.

Meanwhile, during protests 

last month over inequality and 

police abuses, demonstrators 

focused most of their anger 

against Mechichi and Ennahda.

Ennahda billed Saturday’s 

march as “in support of 

democracy”, but it was widely 

seen as an effort to mobilise 

popular backing against Saied —

raising the spectre of competing 

protest movements that could 

lead to polarisation or violence.

Tunisia’s 2021 budget forecasts 

borrowing needs of 19.5 billion 

Tunisian dinars ($7.2 billion), 

including about $5 billion 

in foreign loans. It puts debt 

repayments due this year at 16 

billion dinars.

The country’s credit rating 

has fallen since the coronavirus 

pandemic began and Tunisian 

credit default swaps — insurance 

against sovereign debt defaults 

— have soared in recent weeks, 

showing market concerns about 

its ability to raise funds. — Reuters

UN seeks billions to avoid vast 
‘man-made’ famine in Yemen

Tunisia’s main party holds protest

Libya’s new Prime Minister Abdulhamid Dbeibeh speaks during a news 
conference in Tripoli. — Reuters

A supporter of Tunisia’s biggest political party chants slogans during a rally in 
opposition to President Kais Saied in Tunis. — Reuters

A child cries at malnutrition treatment ward of Al Sabeen Hospital
in Sanaa. — Reuters

The premier will 
then face the giant 

task of unifying 
Libya’s proliferating 

institutions and leading 
the transition up to 
December 24 polls



VIETNAM SAYS PANEL 

CLEARS SPUTNIK V, 

MODERNA VACCINES

PARTIAL CORONAVIRUS 

CURBS IN MANILA

UNTIL END-MARCH

AUCKLAND BACK TO 

LOCKDOWN AFTER 

COVID-19 CASE

Vietnam plans to acquire 150 

million doses for its Covid-19 

vaccination programme, as the 

health ministry said a medical 

panel had recommended it 

approve Russia’s Sputnik V 

vaccine and the Moderna 

vaccine for use in the Southeast 

Asian country.

The 150 million doses will 

include both those directly 

purchased and doses obtained 

via the Covax vaccine-sharing 

scheme, according to a ruling 

posted on the government’s 

website. On Wednesday, 

Vietnam received its first 

batch of 117,000 doses of the 

AstraZeneca vaccine ahead 

of the planned rollout of its 

inoculation programme from 

next month. — Reuters

Philippine President Rodrigo 

Duterte has extended partial 

coronavirus curbs in the capital 

until the end of March, as 

the country awaits the arrival 

of vaccines, the presidential 

spokesman said.

With southeast Asia’s second-

highest tally of infections 

and deaths, the Philippines 

has suffered lengthy, strict 

lockdowns in Manila and 

provinces, hitting an economy 

that was among Asia’s fastest 

growing before the pandemic.

Curbs will stay for another 

month in Manila, which 

accounts for 40 per cent of 

national economic output, the 

spokesman, Harry Roque, said 

in a statement. — Reuters

New Zealand’s Prime Minister 

Jacinda Ardern said on Saturday 

that the country’s biggest city, 

Auckland, will be put into a 

seven-day lockdown from 

Sunday after a coronavirus 

community case of unknown 

origin was recorded.

The rest of New Zealand will 

be put into Level 2 restrictions 

that limit public gatherings, 

among others, she told a news 

conference on Saturday.

In mid-February, Auckland’s 

nearly 2 million residents were 

plunged into a snap three-day 

lockdown after a family of three 

were diagnosed with the more 

transmissible UK variant of 

Covid-19. — Reuters
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YANGON: Police in My-

anmar launched their 

most sweeping crack-

down in three weeks of 

protests against military 

rule on Saturday in towns 

and cities across the coun-

try, with media reports of 

a woman shot dead and 

dozens of people detained.

The violence came af-

ter Myanmar’s UN envoy 

urged the United Nations 

to use “any means neces-

sary” to stop the coup.

Myanmar has been in 

turmoil since the army 

seized power and detained 

elected leader Aung San 

Suu Kyi and much of her 

party leadership, alleging 

fraud in a November elec-

tion her party won in a 

landslide.

Uncertainty has grown 

over Suu Kyi’s wherea-

bouts, as the independent 

Myanmar Now website on 

Friday quoted officials of 

her National League for 

Democracy (NLD) party 

as saying she had been 

moved this week from 

house arrest to an undis-

closed location.

The coup has brought 

hundreds of thousands of 

protesters onto the streets 

and drawn condemnation 

from Western countries, 

with some imposing lim-

ited sanctions.

Police were out in force 

in cities and towns from 

early on Saturday in their 

most determined bid to 

stamp out the protests.

In the main city of 

Yangon, police took up 

positions at usual protest 

sites and detained people 

as they congregated, wit-

nesses said. Several jour-

nalists were detained.

 — Reuters

MELBOURNE: Life across 

Australia inched towards 

pre-pandemic normal on 

Saturday, with New South 

Wales and South Australia 

states allowing some dancing 

and Victoria permitting larg-

er crowds at sporting events.

The three states, home to 

nearly two-thirds of Aus-

tralia’s 25 million people, re-

corded no community trans-

missions on Saturday of the 

new coronavirus that causes 

Covid-19. 

For New South Wales, the 

most populous state, it was 

41st straight day without a 

local case.

The state, in addition to 

allowing up to 30 people to 

dance at weddings, eased 

further restrictions on the 

number of visitors at home. 

South Australia state allowed 

some club dancing from Fri-

day.

People in Victoria, which 

this month imposed a five-

day strict lockdown after a 

small outbreak of the corona-

virus, woke up on Saturday 

to rules allowing stadiums to 

seat 50 per cent of capacity 

for sporting events.

Australia has fared better 

than most advanced econo-

mies thanks to swift bor-

der closures, high commu-

nity compliance with public 

health measures and aggres-

sive testing and tracing. It has 

reported fewer than 29,000 

coronavirus infections and 

909 Covid-19 deaths.

On Monday, the coun-

try began vaccinations pro-

gramme, with about 60,000 

Pfizer/BioNTech doses ad-

ministered to priority popu-

lations, such as aged-care and 

disability staff, and border 

protection and quarantine 

workers. — Reuters

SEOUL: South Korea said 18,489 

people received their first doses 

of AstraZeneca PLC’s vaccine 

by midnight on Friday as it 

launched an ambitious Covid-19 

inoculation campaign, and will 

begin using Pfizer/BioNTech 

vaccines on Saturday.

The first to receive the shots 

are healthcare workers, staffers 

at assisted care facilities and 

other high-risk people, with a 

goal of vaccinating 32 million 

to 36 million people — some 

60 per cent to 70 per cent of the 

population — by September.

The government hopes to 

reach herd immunity, defined 

as at least a 70 per cent vaccine 

take-up, by November, as health 

authorities remain on alert for 

signs of sporadic infections.

The first AstraZeneca 

vaccines are to be administered 

to 289,000 people, while about 

55,000 healthcare workers in 

coronavirus treatment facilities 

will receive first batch of the 

vaccine developed by Pfizer 

Inc and BioNTech SE supplied 

through the COVAX global 

vaccine-sharing programme.

Aside from AstraZeneca, 

Pfizer and COVAX, South Korea 

has also reached agreements with 

Moderna Inc, Novavax Inc and 

Johnson & Johnson for vaccines.

South Korea reported 415 

infections of the new coronavirus 

for Friday. 

The country has recorded 

89,321 infections and 1,595 

Covid-19 deaths, the Korea 

Disease Control and Prevention 

Agency said.

The authorities are extending 

social distancing rules by two 

weeks nationwide, including 

a ban on private gatherings of 

more than four, to blunt the 

coronavirus surge. 

 — Reuters

DHAKA: Hundreds of people in 

Bangladesh took part on Saturday 

in a second day of demonstrations 

sparked by the death of a writer 

at a high security prison in a case 

that has drawn international 

concern.

Protesters marched at the 

University of Dhaka chanting 

slogans condemning the 

government’s treatment of 

Mushtaq Ahmed as well as other 

dissident writers, journalists and 

activists.

Another protest was staged at 

the National Press Club.

Demonstrators demanded 

the scrapping of Bangladesh’s 

hardline Digital Security Act 

(DSA) under which Ahmed was 

imprisoned. The law has been 

used to crack down on dissent 

since it was enacted in 2018.

Security forces clashed with 

students in Dhaka on Friday 

night. Police said six people were 

arrested while activists said at 

least 30 were injured.

Ahmed collapsed and died at 

Kashimpur High Security Prison 

late on Thursday. He was first 

detained in May after criticising 

on Facebook the government’s 

handling of the coronavirus 

pandemic.

The 53-year-old, a crocodile 

farmer and a writer known for 

his satirical style, was charged 

with spreading rumours and 

conducting “anti-state activities”.

Protesters have called his 

death a “custodial murder” after 

he was denied bail six times in 10 

months. — AFP

Myanmar 
police 
launch most 
extensive 
crackdown

Australia moves closer 
to pre-pandemic life

South Korea starts ambitious 
Covid-19 campaign

Anger brews over prison 
death of Bangladesh writer

An aerial view shows devotees at the Sangam area, the confluence of rivers Ganges, Yamuna, and the mythical Saraswati, on the auspicious day of ‘Maghi Purnima’ 
during the annual traditional fair Magh Mela Festival in Allahabad. — AFP

Activists march during a demonstration in Dhaka following the death of writer 
Mushtaq Ahmed in jail months after his arrest under Internet laws which critics 
say are used to muzzle dissent. — AFP

 ANNUAL TRADITIONAL FAIR

A medical worker receives the first dose of the Pfizer-BioNTech Covid-19 
coronavirus vaccine at a vaccination centre in Seoul. — AFP
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Britain bid farewell on Saturday 

to Captain Tom Moore with a tel-

evised funeral for the 100-year-

old war veteran who became a 

global hero for his extraordi-

nary fundraising efforts during 

the pandemic. Soldiers formed 

a guard of honour at the small 

ceremony held by Moore’s family 

at a crematorium in Bedford in 

central England.

Six soldiers from the Yorkshire 

Regiment, the successor to the 

one Moore served in during 

World War II, carried his coffin, 

draped with the Union Jack and 

his military cap and sword as 14 

soldiers gave a firing salute. A 

World War II-era plane from a 

nearby RAF base flew over the 

crematorium and later a bugler 

sounded the Last Post, followed 

by a minute’s silence. — AFP

Italy’s government ramped up re-

strictions in five of the country’s 

20 regions in an effort to head off 

a rise in Covid-19 cases as scien-

tists warned of a growing preva-

lence of highly contagious new 

variants. Italy has established a 

four-tier colour-coded system 

(white, yellow, orange and red) 

which allows for measures to be 

calibrated according to infection 

levels, with assessments revised 

every week.

For the first time since the end 

of January, two regions — Basili-

cata and Molise — were shunted 

into the strictest red zone. This 

means bars and restaurants must 

be shuttered, movement severely 

restricted and all but essential 

shops closed. — Reuters

Former Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev urged Russian Presi-

dent Vladimir Putin and new US 

President Joe Biden to push for 

deeper restrictions on nuclear 

weapons. Tensions soared be-

tween the two nations under pre-

vious US leader Donald Trump, 

fuelled by allegations of sweeping 

cyber attacks and a litany of other 

disagreements.

But soon after Biden took of-

fice, the two powers extended a 

pact that limits each side to 1,550 

nuclear warheads, which Putin 

hailed as a positive development.

Gorbachev told the Interfax 

news agency that the two leaders 

— who spoke by phone after Bi-

den’s inauguration last month — 

should meet and discuss further 

arms curbs. — AFP

LONDON ROME MOSCOW

Farewell to pandemic hero Capt Tom Italy tightens Covid-19 curbs in several regions Putin, Biden should aim for more arms curbs

WASHINGTON: The US House 

passed an enormous, $1.9 trillion 

coronavirus relief package early 

on Saturday, hailed by Democrats 

as a critical step in funneling new 

funding towards vaccinations, 

overburdened local governments, 

and millions of families devastated 

by the pandemic.

Four days after the Covid-19 

death toll surpassed 500,000 in 

the United States, the sprawling 

measure backed by President 

Joe Biden and seen as a moral 

imperative by many now heads to 

the Senate for consideration next 

week.

“After 12 months of death and 

despair, the American recovery 

begins tonight,” congressman 

Brendan Boyle told the House 

chamber shortly before lawmakers 

approved the package on an rare 

post-midnight vote of 219 to 212.

No Republicans voted for the 

bill.

The sharply partisan result 

comes weeks after Biden’s January 

20 inauguration, when he called 

for unity in the face of a once-in-

a-century health crisis.

The package cleared the House 

despite a major setback for 

Democrats, when a key Senate 

official ruled on Thursday that 

the final version of the bill cannot 

include a minimum wage hike.

Biden had campaigned 

extensively on raising the national 

minimum wage to $15 an hour, 

from a rate of $7.25 that has stood 

since 2009.

He aimed to include it in 

the rescue plan, which directly 

provides $1,400 checks to most 

Americans and allots billions of 

dollars to boost vaccine delivery, 

help schools re-open and fund 

state and local governments.

It extends unemployment 

benefits, set to expire mid-March, 

by about six months, as well as 

a moratorium on evictions for 

millions of people struggling to 

pay rent.

The bill is on track to be the 

second largest US stimulus ever, 

after the $2-trillion package 

Donald Trump signed last March 

to fight the pandemic’s devastating 

spread.

Even as the Senate 

parliamentarian ruled against 

including the minimum wage 

language in the bill as written 

under budget reconciliation rules, 

Democrats kept the provision, 

highlighting their “fight for 15” as 

a top party priority.

“We will not rest until we pass 

the $15 minimum wage,” Speaker 

of the House Nancy Pelosi said.

Even without the wage hike, 

she said the bill was critical and it 

would be “catastrophic” if it does 

not become law.

“The American people need 

to know that their government 

is there for them,” she told the 

chamber. “As President Biden 

has said, help is on the way.” 

Republicans fumed over the 

bill’s historically high cost — 

and the optics of holding such a 

consequential vote in pre-dawn 

hours.

“Democrats are so embarrassed 

by all the non-Covid waste in 

this bill that they are jamming 

it through in the dead of night,” 

House Minority Leader Kevin 

McCarthy said. — AFP

US House approves Biden’s 
$1.9 trillion Covid-19 aid

LAGOS: Kidnappers have freed 

42 people, including 27 children, 

snatched from a school in central 

Nigeria 10 days ago, officials said 

on Saturday, a day after gunmen 

abducted more than 300 school-

girls in the northwest.

“The abducted students, staff 

and relatives of Government Sci-

ence College Kagara have regained 

their freedom and have been re-

ceived by the Niger state govern-

ment,” Niger state governor Abu-

bakar Sani Bello said on Twitter.

In mid-February, gunmen in 

military uniforms raided the col-

lege, killing one student and tak-

ing 42 others. They included 27 

schoolboys, three teachers and 

other relatives of school staff, offi-

cials said.

Northwest and central Ni-

geria have seen a surge in attacks 

by heavily armed criminal gangs 

raiding villages, killing and ab-

ducting residents after looting and 

torching homes.

On Friday, in the Jangebe, a vil-

lage in Zamfara state, a gang at-

tacked the Government Girls Sci-

ence Secondary School.

It was the country’s third school 

attack in less than three months — 

a series that has revived traumatic 

memories of the “Chibok girls” 

kidnapped by militants nearly sev-

en years ago. Zamfara State Police 

Command, working with the mili-

tary, “commenced a joint search 

and rescue operations with a view 

to rescuing the 317 students”, po-

lice spokesman Mohammed She-

hu said.

Local parents, angry at the ab-

ductions attacked an official con-

voy travelling to the site of the raid, 

seriously injuring a journalist.

Nigerian President Muham-

madu Buhari condemned the lat-

est kidnapping as “inhumane and 

totally unacceptable”.

“This administration will not 

succumb to blackmail by bandits 

who target innocent school stu-

dents in the expectations of huge 

ransom payments,” he said in a 

statement on Friday. — AFP

MOSCOW: Several thousand 

Russians along with Western 

diplomats gathered in Moscow 

on Saturday to mark the sixth 

anniversary of the assassination 

of opposition politician Boris 

Nemtsov.

Nemtsov was one of President 

Vladimir Putin’s loudest critics 

until he was shot and killed on a 

Moscow bridge near the Kremlin 

on February 27, 2015.

The sixth anniversary of his 

death comes after Putin’s current 

most prominent critic Alexei Na-

valny was sent to a penal colony 

this week to serve a nearly three-

year term he denounces as politi-

cally motivated.

Beginning on Saturday morn-

ing, a steady stream of Russians 

and Western diplomats took 

turns laying flowers at a make-

shift memorial at the spot where 

Nemtsov was felled with four 

bullets.

“We come together in this 

place on this day every year to 

show the authorities that we have 

not forgotten and will not forget,” 

former prime minister and op-

position politician Mikhail Kasy-

anov told journalists at the rally.

“I am sure that what Boris 

fought for — freedom for Rus-

sians, their well-being and a 

dignified life — will soon come 

about,” he added.

Usually marked by a march 

through central Moscow, the op-

position this year rallied instead 

at the makeshift memorial at the 

spot of his death that is regularly 

dismantled by the authorities, 

as restrictions on mass gather-

ings are still in place due to the 

pandemic. The White Counter 

monitor, which tallies attendance 

at rallies, said 3,700 people had 

gathered by 3 pm.

Also laying flowers on Satur-

day were the US, UK and EU am-

bassadors to Russia, among other 

Western representatives.

US Embassy spokeswoman 

Rebecca Ross wrote on Twitter 

that US Ambassador John Sul-

livan had marked the “brutal 

murder” of Nemtsov, whom she 

described as having been “dedi-

cated to pursuing a better future 

for his country”. — AFP

Kidnappers free 42 abducted Nigerian school victims

Russians mark anniversary 
of Nemtsov assassination

US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi during a news conference on the day the House of Representatives is expected to 
vote on legislation to provide $1.9 trillion in new coronavirus relief at the US Capitol in Washington. — Reuters

Photograph taken in central Moscow shows flowers and tributes at the site 
where late opposition leader Boris Nemtsov was fatally shot on a bridge near 
The Kremlin in 2015. — AFP

Discarded school furniture is seen within the premises of Government Science College in Niger state, Nigeria. — Reuters

The bill is on track to 
be the second largest 

US stimulus ever, after 
the $2-trillion package 
Donald Trump signed 
last March to fight the 

pandemic
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MORE THAN 300 

SCHOOLGIRLS WERE 

SNATCHED FROM 

DORMITORIES 

BY GUNMEN IN 

THE MIDDLE OF 

THE NIGHT IN 

NORTHWESTERN 

ZAMFARA STATE

Online learning tried hard,  
but it’s not ‘the answer’

CAMILLE MALPLAT & LOUISE 
DEWAST

Militants in northeastern Nigeria 

have long outraged the world with 

mass abductions of schoolchildren 

but now armed gangs in search of 

income are using the same tactic in 

other parts of the country, sparking 

warnings that no school is safe.

More than 300 schoolgirls 

were snatched from dormitories 

by gunmen in the middle of the 

night in northwestern Zamfara 

state on Friday, in the third known 

mass kidnapping of students since 

December.

Until lately, such attacks were 

the hallmark of militants who have 

waged a decade-long insurgency in 

the northeast, and where the kidnap 

of 276 girls in Chibok in 2014 sparked 

global outrage.

But mass abductions of civilians 

— including schoolchildren — 

for ransom are now on the rise in 

northwest and central Nigeria.

“The easiest way to get money 

from the government is now to 

kidnap schoolchildren,” warned 

Idayat Hassan, director of the Abuja-

based Centre for Democracy and 

Development think tank, after the 

By targeting schools, Nigerian 
kidnappers put country at risk

H
aving interacted with 

significant numbers of 

teachers and learners 

across the entire 

educational sector, all I am seeing 

is frustration and disappointment. 

Teachers have been forced to go, to 

paraphrase Star Trek, “where few have 

gone before,” in engaging with online 

learning and specially its technological 

requirements. Learners though, are just 

“getting what we can out of it.” Worse, 

the sector is, in real terms, ‘asleep at the 

wheel,’ in failing to address the many 

emergent teacher and learner concerns.

Look at the sector. Whether a pupil, 

student, teacher, lecturer, educational 

administrator, institution owner, or a 

ministry official, the reality is that the 

current learner experience right now, 

is in freefall. The sector cannot hide 

behind developing blended learning 

and online educational opportunities 

within mainstream education, as 

neither was ever intended to be 

anything other than complementary to 

classroom teaching. 

Something had to be done, quickly, 

but having made that decision, further 

options should have still been explored. 

Simple solutions such as socially 

distanced class options, morning, 

and afternoon shifts, paying teachers 

more to split shift, would have been a 

logistical challenge, but you don’t not 

do something because it’s difficult, 

do you? These would have left the 

learners with a less scarred educational 

experience, but no, all your eggs went 

into one basket, you dropped it, and 

now what a mess!

The entire concept of educational 

psychology in a 2020 pedagogical world 

was never predicated upon Zoom, 

Teams, Meet, or any other platform 

being a single method of learning 

delivery, but was of continuously 

enhancing the classroom learning 

experience, and providing more 

effective avenues of academic support. 

We cannot think that online learning is 

‘the answer.’ It is nothing more than an 

educational sticking plaster, a McGyver 

duct tape solution to a short-term need, 

and Covid-19 is not short term!

Asking “How do we learn something 

we do not know anything about?” 

Educators have sought the answer for 

centuries, and the reality is that the 

psychology of learning is incredibly 

complex. Teaching has resolved that 

we must understand the theory, to 

understand the process of learning, 

the acquisition, retention, and 

recollection of knowledge, can happen. 

These theories never evolved in the 

progressive style of manned flight, or 

the internal combustion engine, but 

have emerged from research rather like 

a jigsaw puzzle of teaching and learning 

with each bringing greater clarity.

Teachers learn to teach, by learning 

how learners learn, by forming 

knowledge bases that include Benjamin 

Bloom’s ‘Taxonomy,’ in which he creates 

a cognitive roadmap for learning, and 

‘domains.’ Through the behavioural 

stimulus of Ivan Pavlov’s dogs and their 

‘conditioned reflexes,’ the cognitivism of 

Wolfgang Kohler’s ‘Gestalt’ psychology, 

and Jean Piaget’s ‘schema.’ David Kolb’s 

recent ‘Experiential Learning Cycle,’ 

encourages us to understand knowledge 

through experiences, while B Frederic 

Skinner theorised on ‘conditioned 

learning,’ and ‘positive reinforcement’ 

as elementary.

The incredible John Dewey’s ‘whole 

child,’ approaches to the learner and 

their environment is sustained through 

our understanding of Abraham 

Maslow’s ‘Hierarchy of Needs,’ 

while Erik Erikson’s ‘Eight Stages of 

Development,’ are deeply unsettling, but 

deeply rationalised in understanding the 

psychosocial experience. The effects of 

social education through Lev Vygotsky’s 

‘Zones of Proximal Development,’ 

and ‘scaffolded’ learning are immense, 

while Robert Gagne’s framework for 

‘differentiation,’ ensures all learners 

learn. Further, Jerome Bruner’s ‘spiral 

curriculum’ idea identified structural 

learning, and Howard Gardner’s 

‘Multiple Intelligences’ affect deeply the 

ways we teach and learn.

Such are the elements of 

understanding this ‘holy grail,’ this 

pedagogical concoction, that where 

you ‘find’ them is in your recognition 

and response abilities, the ‘lightbulb 

moments,’ in a classroom. The ability 

to implement the theories upon which 

teaching has its foundations is beyond 

compromised. I don’t doubt the sector’s 

intent and will to find a Covid responsive 

solution, however, this society, in failing 

to respond to Covid-19 measures, is 

perpetuating it, and the blinkers must 

come off. To say further change is 

‘difficult,’ is an understatement, and I 

empathise with the sector, but online 

classes flunk the learner test!

ERADICATING 

BARRIERS 

TO GIRLS’ 

EDUCATION 

HOLD THE KEY 

TO ACHIEVING 

UN SUSTAINABLE 

DEVELOPMENT 

GOALS

NONE  IS  SAFE

abduction of 27 students last week in 

Kagara in the central Niger state.

“When kidnappers see they are 

not being sanctioned, that they are 

given amnesty in a grand ceremony, 

it becomes a good opportunity for 

them,” said Yan St-Pierre, consultant 

with the Berlin-based Modern 

Security Consulting Group. He 

referred to the case of a gang leader 

behind the kidnapping of more than 

300 schoolboys in northwestern 

Katsina state in December. He gave 

himself up, with officials saying they 

had struck an amnesty deal and 

denying a ransom was paid.

But “whatever the government 

says”, St-Pierre argued, “ransoms 

are paid, whether it is by families of 

victims or the authorities”. — Reuters

In this file photo Musa Maina holds a picture of her kidnapped daughter, Hauwa, in Chibok. — AFP

A  DIVISIVE  SUBJECT

Urban states 
come out 
ahead in Covid 
relief bill

ANDY SULLIVAN AND JASON LANGE

The $1.9-trillion Covid-19 relief package now 

making its way through the US Congress would 

provide $350 billion to help pandemic-hit state 

and local governments balance their budgets, 

more than twice the amount lawmakers approved 

last year.

But not every state comes out ahead: urban, 

Democratic-leaning states like Connecticut, New 

York and Massachusetts that took drastic steps to 

stop the coronavirus’ spread would get about three 

times as much money per person as they did in 

the package passed at the beginning of the health 

crisis in March.

Rural, Republican-led states including 

Wyoming, North Dakota and South Dakota that 

did less would see less cash.

That’s because Congress is giving greater weight 

to poverty and unemployment this time as it 

considers how to distribute money to keep police, 

firefighters and other public employees on the 

job during a pandemic that has killed more than 

500,000 Americans and thrown millions out of 

work.

Advocates say 

the new formula 

ensures the money 

goes where it is 

needed, as Covid-

19’s toll has been 

uneven across 

the country. 

Unemployment 

in December 

topped 9 per 

cent in tourism-

dependent Nevada 

and Hawaii, triple 

the 3 per cent in 

Nebraska and 

South Dakota.

“This is a more targeted approach,” said 

Michael Leachman, a budget expert at the left-

leaning Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 

who supports additional state and local aid.

Republicans say the bill short-changes states 

that have imposed fewer coronavirus-related 

restrictions. “The real reason for this bill is to send 

billions to bail out blue-state governors and reward 

their harmful lockdown policies,” Representative 

Jason Smith of Missouri said at a House Budget 

Committee hearing on Monday.

It also reflects the fact that Democrats who 

control both chambers of Congress drafted the 

package for their fellow Democrat President Joe 

Biden without Republican input.

Under the new bill, named the American 

Rescue Plan, 61 per cent of the aid would end up 

in states that voted for Biden in November, up 

from 56 per cent in the bipartisan CARES Act 

passed last March.

Reuters examined House Oversight Committee 

projections on how much direct fiscal aid each 

state would receive in the bill, which is set for a 

vote in the House of Representatives this week 

before moving to the Senate. — Reuters

The real reason 
for this bill is to 
send billions to 
bail out blue-

state governors 
and reward their 

harmful lockdown 
policies

JASON SMITH 
Representative

WRITE FOR US
Oman Daily Observer welcomes 

original contributions for publication 
in its opinion page. The newspaper 

reserves the right to publish or edit the 
article accordingly. The article’s length 

must not exceed 550 words.
Please send the articles to

opinion@omanobserver.om

Ray Petersen
petersen_ray@hotmail.com
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AHLI SIDAB
SET UP
SEMIFINAL
CLASH
WITH SEEB

HARIDEV PUSHPARAJ

MUSCAT, FEB 27

Last edition’s runner-up Ahli 

Sidab wreaked havoc on a clueless 

Majees outfit with a 4-1 victory 

to set up a semifinal clash with 

Seeb while Bausher and Sohar 

will lock horns in the second 

semi of the 50th HM Cup hockey 

championship, later today. 

Ahli Sidab, who lost in the final 

of the 49th edition to Al Nasr, will 

be looking to go two steps further 

and annex the much sought after 

crown in Oman hockey. 

As a result of their crushing win 

over Majees, Ahli Sidab topped 

the points table handsomely in 

Group A with nine points while 

Sohar progressed as the second 

team with six points. 

In Group B, Bausher managed 

to emerge toppers despite their 3-2 

defeat to Dhofar, who registered a 

win that was of no consequence in 

the end. 

Seeb held on and scraped 

through to the semifinals after a 

2-2 draw with holders Al Nasr as a 

result of a superior goal difference 

in comparison to the defending 

champions. 

The 11-times champions’ 

6-3 victory over Dhofar on 

Wednesday night proved to be the 

key difference in their progress 

to the last four. The high scoring 

thriller coupled with the draw 

against Al Nasr ensured Seeb 

booked a clash with Ahli Sidab. 

Bausher’s stunning 1-0 victory 

against Al Nasr on the same day 

and their 4-2 triumph against 

Seeb on Tuesday helped them 

garner six points and advance to 

the semis. 

Sohar’s 10-0 drubbing of Nizwa 

early on Thursday had helped 

them gain a strong foothold in the 

semis, which was confirmed later 

after Majees’ defeat to Ahli Sidab. 

DISTINGUISHED GUESTS 

TO GRACE SEMIS

Oman Hockey Association (OHA) 

Chairman Talib al Wahaibi stated 

that couple of highly distinguished 

guests would grace the semifinals 

on Sunday. 

“Shaikh Said bin Saleh al Hinai, 

first captain of Al Ahli club and 

the man who received the first 

Sultan’s Cup (HM Cup) in 1971, 

will be the chief guest for the 

second semifinal. We were also 

planning to get Ahmed al Riyami 

who was the captain of Oman 

club in  1971 to be our chief guest 

for the first semifinal. However, 

due to health reasons, he will not 

be able to make it, and since the 

Asian Hockey Federation (AHF) 

Chairman Dato Tayyib Ikram is in 

Oman, we decided to invite him as 

chief guest for the first semifinal.’’

Results (Friday): Dhofar: 3 bt 

Bausher: 2; Seeb: 2 drew with Al 

Nasr: 2

(Thursday): Ahli Sidab: 4 bt 

Majees: 1

B A U S H E R  A N D  S O H A R  W I L L  P L A Y  T H E  S E C O N D  S E M I

HM CUP 
points table

Group A 
Ahli Sidab 9 

Sohar 6
Majees 3
Nizwa 0

Group B 
Bausher 6 

Seeb 4 
Al Nasr 4
Dhofar 3

AHLI SIDAB VS SEEB (6 PM), BAUSHER VS SOHAR (8 PM)
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Bumrah leaves Test squad for ‘personal reasons’

India said on Saturday that star fast bowler Jasprit Bumrah has left the squad for the 
England Test series for “personal reasons”. The surprise move came only two days 
after India, with Bumrah in the side, thrashed England in the third Test inside two 
days to take a 2-1 series lead. The final match starts on Thursday.

Popyrin crushes Cilic’s Singapore title hopes

Australia’s Alexei Popyrin took out third seed Marin Cilic in an absorbing contest at 
the Singapore Tennis Open on Saturday, prevailing 7-6 (5),7-6 (2) over the Croat to 
make it to his first ATP Tour final. Popyrin let out a huge roar after sealing his victory 
in front of 250 fans.

AHMEDABAD, India: The 

Indian Test pitch on which 

England lost in two days pushed 

the players to “extremes” but the 

experience will toughen them for 

the final clash of the series, coach 

Chris Silverwood said on Friday.

Trailing 2-1 to India after 

the 10-wicket mauling in 

Ahmedabad, Silverwood said 

captain Joe Root and his players 

must now find a way to “come out 

fighting”.

The pitch has faced criticism 

from pundits though the England 

management have said nothing 

publicly.

“Whatever the pitch did or 

didn’t do, India ultimately played 

better than us on that surface,” 

said Silverwood.

“But it probably pushed us to 

the extremes of what any of our 

players... have experienced.”

The conditions have clearly 

rankled within the England 

camp.

“We will be talking about 

certain things behind the scenes. 

Joe and I have to sit down, have a 

conversation and see where we go 

with it,” the coach added.

After scoring just 193 runs 

in two innings, Silverwood 

acknowledged that England 

will have to work hard on their 

confidence before the fourth and 

final Test starts on March 4 at the 

same 110,000 capacity stadium.

The coach said the team must 

aim to “make amends and come 

out fighting for the next one and 

hopefully draw the series.”

Many of the young side, 

ranging from Zak Crawley to 

Olly Pope and Dom Sibley, on 

their first tour of South Asia, 

have come through a traumatic 

experience in Ahmedabad.

- ‘Hungry’ - “As tough as it is 

at the moment, hopefully this will 

galvanise them,” said Silverwood.

“When they do get on flat 

surfaces, better surfaces, it will 

make them even more hungry 

and desperate to make sure they 

get runs.

“When we travel to other 

countries, such as Australia, 

hopefully if they get themselves 

in they’ll get greedy and go big. 

This experience will just harden 

them towards that.

“Equally, the next time they 

experience a situation like this, 

it won’t be as much of a shock 

to them. As tough as it is and as 

painful as it is at this moment, 

hopefully we can take some good 

lessons.”

Silverwood backed India 

captain Virat Kohli’s assertion 

that the batting on both sides had 

suffered.

He said the coaching staff were 

coming up for “counter-actions” 

for the next time they have to 

face spin duo Axar Patel, who 

took 11 wickets in the match, and 

Ravichandran Ashwin, whose 

seven wickets took him past 400 

in Tests.

 — AFP

MUSCAT: Oman all-rounder 

Mehran Khan’s 5 for 23 was the 

highlight of Al Turki’s 4-wicket 

win against IT Works in a Premier 

Division 50-over League game at 

OC Turf 1 in Al Amerat on Friday. 

IT Works was shot out 

for a disappointing 121 in 41 

overs as Mehran picked up five 

wickets while Jay Odedara and 

Hemalkumar Tandel claimed two 

wickets each. 

Al Turki stuttered before 

surpassing the modest total in 26 

overs, scoring 122 for 6 thanks 

to Akshaykumar Patel’s superb 

66-ball 58. Oman all-rounder 

Muhammed Nadeem picked up 4 

for 48.

BRIEF SCORES (PREMIER DIVISION 50 OVERS): 
IT Works 121 all out in 41 overs (Rana Naeem 37 
– 2x4, 2x6, Mehran Khan 5-23, Odedara Jay 2-29, 
Hemalkumar Tandel 2-31) lost to Al Turki NMC 122 
for 6 in 26 overs (Akshaykumar Patel 58 – 8x1, 1x6, 
Twinkal Bhandari 28 – 4x4, Muhammed Nadeem 
4-48) by 4 wickets.

ASIF HELPS RENAISSANCE 

TO VICTORY

Asif Khan’s excellent all-round 

show powered Renaissance to an 

emphatic 65-run victory against 

AER in a Premier Division T20 

League match at OC Turf 1 on 

Friday. Renaissance posted a 

robust 176 for 7 on the board 

thanks to Asif ’s 44-ball 51 and 

Rafiullah’s whirlwind 39 off 18. 

Muzahir Raza took 2 for 34.

AER failed to make a match of 

it, folding up for a paltry 111 in 

19.2 overs as Faizal Jerome picked 

up 4 for 15 while Asif Khan bagged 

2 for 21. Mahbub Alam topscored 

with 34. 

BRIEF SCORES (PREMIER DIVISION T20): 
Renaissance 176 for 7 in 20 overs (Asif Khan 51 
– 5x4, 1x6, Rafi Ullah 39 – 3x4, 3x6, Muzahir Raza 
2-34) beat A E R 111 all out in 19.2 overs (Mahbub 
Alam 34 – 3x4, 1x6, Faizal Jerome 4-15, Asif Khan 
2-21) by 65 runs. 

PRASAD STARS IN BASTA 

WIN

Prasad Peruli struck a solid 83 

to steer Basta CT to a tense 12-run 

win over OCT Muscat in a 50-over 

A Division game at OC Turf 2 on 

Friday. 

Apart from Prasad’s superb 

knock, fellow opener Chirag 

batted well too for his 41 in Basta’s 

204 all out in 47 overs. Khalid al 

Balushi, Mohammed Aslam and 

Shaed Ali took two wickets each. 

OCT Muscat gave it a good 

chase but fell short by 12 runs, 

getting dismissed for 192 in 

the 47th over due to brilliant 

bowling by Shaheer Najeeb and 

Mohammed Abbas who claimed 

three wickets each while Nazish 

Mohammed bagged 2 for 34. 

Munthir al Balushi and Shaed Ali 

scored 36 and 25 respectively. 

BRIEF SCORES (A DIVISION): Basta CT 204 all out 
in 47 overs (Prasad Peruli 83 – 5x4, 1x6, Chirag 
41 – 7x4, Khalid al Balushi 2-25, Mohammed 
Aslam 2-28, Shaed Ali 2-38) defeated OCT Muscat 
192 all out in 46.2 overs (Munthir al Balushi 36 
– 5x4, Shaed Ali 25- 3x4. Shaheer Najeeb 3-22, 
Mohammed Abbas 3-24, Nazish Mohammed 
2-34) by 12 runs.

ADIL AL BALUSHI 

MUSCAT, FEB 27 

The return match between the 

defending champions Dhofar and 

the league leaders Seeb will decide 

the first arrival to the final fixture 

of the 2020-21 His Majesty’s Cup 

Football Championship as the first-

leg match ended in a goalless draw 

on Friday at Seeb Stadium. 

Al Ittihad put one foot in the 

final match of coveted cup as they 

recorded a 2-1 convincing victory 

over Al Suwaiq at Al Saada Sports 

Complex late on Friday. 

Back to the champions clash, the 

referee Omar al Yaqoobi showed 

six yellow cards during the match 

due to the toughness between both 

parties. 

In the dying minutes of the first 

half, the match saw some exciting 

action and hard tussle including 

the cancellation of Abdulaziz al 

Maqbali’s goal by the first assistant 

referee as he was standing in the 

offside position. 

Dhofar’s Omar al Malki spoiled 

a golden chance as he missed the 

panty shootout in the additional 

time of the first half. Earlier in the 

first half, Seeb’s Salah al Yahyaei 

was very close to scoring as he hit a 

strong ball that went above the net 

in the 15th minute. 

Two minutes later, the striker 

Abdulaziz al Maqbali missed 

another scoring attempt as he shot 

the ball towards Fayez al Rushaidi 

and the ball went beside the net. 

In the second half, Rasheed 

Jaber’s men began with exploring 

the opening goal as Khalid al Jabri 

and Abdullah Fawazi tried but both 

attempts failed to convert into a 

goal in the first ten minutes. 

Despite the replacement made 

by coaches Bruno Miguel and 

Rasheed Jaber, the result remained 

the same until the end of the 

match. The decision will be made 

in the return match at Al Saada 

Sports Complex on Tuesday. Seeb 

may have a better chance if they 

score a goal and the match ended 

in a draw.  

The head coach of Seeb, Bruno 

Miguel, affirmed that the match was 

very tough between both teams. 

“The win was the target for both 

teams and both of them missed 

the chances. Still we have one more 

game and we are confident to end 

it with positive result,” he added in 

the post-match press conference. 

On the other hand, coach 

Rasheed Jaber said that team 

made many scoring attempts but 

unfortunately not converted to 

goals. “Missing the penalty in the 

first half impacted in the team. In 

the second half, we had showed 

different style but acceleration and 

absence of the control were behind 

non scoring goals,” he ended. 

Al Ittihad made the right move 

towards their presence at the final 

encounter after beating Al Suwaiq 

2-1 at Al Saada Sports Complex. 

Junior gave hosts Al Ittihad the lead 

in the ninth minute.  

Essam al Subhi equalised for Al 

Suwaiq as he netted the goal ten 

minutes later. 

Al Suwaiq’s defender Yusef al 

Saadi scored an own goal in a lapse 

of concentration in the 63rd minute 

which delivered the triumph for 

the hosts. Despite the loss, Iraqi 

coach Hakeem Shaker’s team have 

the chance in the return match 

which will take place on Tuesday at 

Al Rustaq Sports Complex.

‘Motera pitch pushed 
England to extremes’

Mehran bowls Al Turki to victory, 
Asif helps Renaissance to easy win

Seeb-Dhofar game ends in stalemate
Al Ittihad put one 

foot in the final match 
of coveted cup as 

they recorded a 2-1 
convincing victory over 
Al Suwaiq at Al Saada 

Sports Complex late on 
Friday

Mehran Khan 
and Akshay Patel 
of Al Turki NMC
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Heat cool off  
red-hot Jazz, Celtics 
snap losing streak
LOS ANGELES: Jimmy Butler 

scored a season high 33 points as 

the Miami Heat beat the NBA-

leading Utah Jazz 124-116 on 

Friday to extend their winning 

streak to five games.

Butler also added 10 rebounds 

and eight assists to lead giant-

killers Miami, who have toppled 

the NBA’s two most recent 

champions in the past week — 

the Toronto Raptors and the 

defending champion Los Angeles 

Lakers.

“I don’t want to say that we’re 

good yet,” Butler said. “We’ve got 

so much more that we can be 

better at. Myself, anybody, I don’t 

want us to get complacent and 

think that we’re cool.”

Goran Dragic scored 26 

points, centre Bam Adebayo had 

19 points, 11 rebounds and seven 

assists in the win. “We just tried 

to take away their easy shots,” 

Dragic said. “And we did.”    

Donovan Mitchell shot 11-

of-26 from the field and finished 

with 30 points for the Jazz, who 

dropped to 26-7 overall but still 

have the best record in the NBA.

The Jazz also got 17 points 

from Bojan Bogdanovic as well as 

15 points and 12 rebounds from 

Rudy Gobert. They missed their 

last seven shots and were three-

for-16 from the floor in the final 

eight minutes.

“We just made a lot of mistakes, 

had too many breakdowns on 

both ends,” Jazz coach Quin 

Snyder said.

Utah beat Miami 112-94 in 

Utah earlier this month in the 

only previous meeting between 

the teams this season.

- Celtics snap streak - In Tampa, 

Kyle Lowry recorded a triple 

double as the Toronto Raptors 

beat the Houston Rockets 122-

111 despite missing six members 

of their coaching staff, including 

head coach Nick Nurse.

The Raptors announced just 

prior to the game that the six 

would be unavailable for the 

NBA contest because of Covid-19 

health and safety protocols. 

Toronto forward Pascal Siakam 

also sat out the game due to the 

same protocols.

The 53-year-old Nurse, who 

is the reigning league coach of 

the year, is in his third season as 

Toronto’s head coach. Assistant 

coach Sergio Scariolo took 

charge of the Raptors bench 

against the Rockets. The Raptors 

led by eight points at the half, 

had a 23-point lead at one stage 

in the third and took a 15-point 

lead into the final quarter.

Lowry finished with 20 points, 

11 rebounds and 10 assists to 

post his 16th career triple-double 

as a Raptor.

Victor Oladipo had 27 points 

and John Wall had 21 points and 

12 assists for the Rockets, who 

lost their 10th straight game. 

Eric Gordon had 17 points and 

PJ Tucker and Danuel House 

each scored 11 points.

Elsewhere, Kemba Walker 

scored a season-high 32 points 

as the Boston Celtics recovered 

from a slow start to defeat the 

Indiana Pacers 118-112.

Daniel Theis had 17 points 

and Jaylen Brown 15 as the 

Celtics snapped a three-game 

losing streak, winning for just 

the fourth time in their last 12 

games.  — AFP
Miami Heat’s Jimmy Butler (22) drives towards the basket as Utah Jazz’ Royce O’Neale (23) defends in the first quarter at American 
Airlines Arena. — USA Today Sports

RESULTS:

Detroit: 107 lt to Sacramento: 110

Miami: 124 bt Utah: 116

 Boston: 118 bt Indiana: 112

Toronto: 122 bt Houston: 111

Golden State: 130 bt  
Charlotte: 121

LA Lakers: 102 bt Portland: 93

 Chicago: 97 lt to Phoenix: 106

Memphis: 99 lt to  
LA Clippers: 119

 Oklahoma City: 118 bt  
Atlanta: 109

I don’t want to say that 
we’re good yet. We’ve 

got so much more 
that we can be better 
at. Myself, anybody, 
I don’t want us to get 
complacent and think 

that we’re cool

JIMMY BUTLER

Miami Heat

Swiatek claims second career title with Adelaide crown
ADELAIDE: French Open champion Iga 

Swiatek breezed past second seed Belinda 

Bencic 6-2 6-2 in the Adelaide International 

final on Saturday to claim the second title of 

her career.

The 19-year-old Pole shot out of relative 

obscurity last year when she became the 

youngest woman to win the Roland Garros 

title since Monica Seles in 1992.

The world number 18 showed again why 

she is so highly rated with a superb week in 

Adelaide.

Swiatek did not drop a set throughout 

the WTA 500 tournament and lost only 22 

games in all. She fired 22 winners and made 

only six unforced errors in the final.

“For sure, there is something that clicks,” 

Swiatek, who will rise to a new career-high 

ranking of number 15 on Monday, said of 

her good form during her title runs.

“Not only in my head but also tennis-

wise. I feel pretty good on court. I feel 

sometimes I have weeks when everything 

clicks and that’s the effect of the work we’re 

doing.

“It’s good because I can see that I can 

play good tennis for the whole week. It 

wasn’t like one time during the French 

Open. It gives me more confidence that I’m 

more developed (as a) player... It gives me 

motivation.”

Swiatek went ahead 3-2 in the opening 

set of the final and broke Bencic’s serve 

when the Swiss double-faulted three times 

before switching gears to gain the early 

advantage in the contest at Memorial Drive 

Park. The fifth seed then surged ahead 

3-1 in the second set before closing out a 

comfortable victory. — Reuters Poland’s Iga Swiatek
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STATE-OF-THE-ART: Oman 
International Hospital 
prepares to offer multi-
super-specialty healthcare 
services

BUSINESS REPORTER
MUSCAT, FEB 27

Oman International Hospital 
will soon open its doors to 
Oman’s public sector. The 
hospital, backed by Oman Brunei 
Investment Company together 
with Suhail Bahwan Group and 
Idealmed GHS, is a state-of-the-
art multidisciplinary hospital 
focusing on women and children 
excellence.

The OIH is the largest private 
health entity in Oman, with an 
area of 42,000 sqm built from 
the ground up, as per the highest 
standards of quality, and it´s 
ready to allocate +200 beds, 
have 41 medical consultation 
offices, 73 observation/treatment/
exam rooms, five operating 
theatres, three delivery rooms, an 
emergency department, full range 
of intensive care units, a radiology 
department, a medical SPA, R&D 
facilities and four laboratories”, 

said Dr José Alexandre Cunha, 
Chairman of Idealmed GHS and 
Board Member of OIH.

Integrated into the same 
complex, OIH has four main 
Excellence Centres, namely the 
Women’s & Children’s Centre, the 
Heart & Vascular Centre, Ortho 
& Spine Centre and the Oman 
Vision Centre. 

Each Centre adopts the latest 

medical practices and state-of-
the-art medical technologies.

Idealmed GHS, which operates 
the hospital, is an integrated 
European Health Group based 
in Coimbra, Portugal, operating 
hospitals and clinics across the 
globe, and has been recognised 
for its mission to provide the 
highest standard of healthcare by 
incorporating the latest medical 

technology in the most modern 
and sophisticated facilities with 
highly skilled and trained Human 
Resources.

Commenting on the new 
landmark in Oman’s healthcare 
sector, Sheikha Amal Suhail 
Bahwan, Chairperson of Oman 
International Hospital, said, “At 
Oman International Hospital, we 
are committed to extending world-

class medical and health services 
to the people of Oman and setting 
a new standard in the sector. We 
believe that this new investment 
in the health sector is a major 
milestone, which has resulted 
from a strategic collaboration 
between the government and 
private sectors that is focused 
on delivering high-quality and 
efficient healthcare. Our mission 
is to provide excellence in terms of 
healthcare, diagnosis and clinical 
treatment to all the people.”

Oman International Hospital 
was established with the objective 
of creating a unique environment 
for the implementation of clinical 
and research activity in Oman.

It hosts health professionals 
in various specialisations, 
international key leaders 
from abroad and has different 
partner entities — from the 
academic world to medical and 

pharmaceutical domains, as well 
as IT, Architecture, Certification 
Companies, offering the best 
services, while keeping in mind 
patients’ well-being and comfort.

The OIH has recognised 
institutions as partners, such as 
the University of Coimbra, which 
is considered to be one of the 
oldest and the most prestigious 
Academic Institutions in the 
world, Siemens, IBM and Ciberbit 
among many other well-known 
organisations that will add value 
to this outstanding hospital 
and make the difference in the 
healthcare scenario of the Gulf 
region.

Highlighting the strategic 
importance of the hospital, 
Fathi al Balushi, Chief Executive 
Officer, Oman Brunei Investment 
Company (OBIC) and Vice-
Chairman of the OIH Board said, 
“We are proud and honoured to 
play our part in contributing to 
the country’s healthcare sector, 
in line with the objectives of the 
Omani government to develop 
integrated medical services 
and medical training. With the 
government encouraging the 
private healthcare sector, we look 
forward to being recognised as the 
reference private hospital in the 
entire region.”

Oman’s biggest private hospital set for launch

CONRAD PRABHU
@conradprabhu

The Sultanate’s leading producer 
of fresh mushrooms secured 
export markets for more than 
80 per cent of its total output 
last year, adding locally grown 
mushrooms to a growing list of 
‘Made in Oman’ products that are 
quintessentially Omani in their 
appeal.

Publicly traded Gulf 
Mushroom Products Co SAOG, 
which operates the Middle East’s 
largest high-tech mushroom farm 
at Barka in South Al Batinah 
Governorate, said it earned over 
RO 5 million in revenues from 
exports of around 84 per cent of its 
total fresh mushroom production 
of 3,859 metric tonnes last year

Countries of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) 
represent the predominant 
market for a range of the 
company’s fresh mushroom 
varieties, including the popular 
white button mushroom (also 
known as champignon de 
Paris), giant white mushroom, 
brown button mushroom, 
portabella mushroom, baby 
white button mushroom, oyster, 
shiitake, Vitamin-D and sliced 
mushrooms.

However, the pandemic did 
have an impact on the company’s 
output and sales, said Gulf 
Mushroom’s Chairman.  

Disruptions caused to the 
airline, travel, tourism and 
hospitality sectors — all of which 
represent important constituent 
markets for Gulf Mushroom’s 
products — had a knock-on 
effect on the company’s overall 
performance during the year, he 
noted.

“(Gulf Mushroom) was able 
to minimise the impact by 
proactively securing its supply 
chain, protecting its human 
resources by implementing plans 
to control the pandemic spread 
among the employees and finding 
alternative transport logistics 
to export mushrooms to GCC 
markets after the disruption of 
airfreight logistics. Production 
and sales were reduced, but there 
was no interruption, and the 

company’s cash flows remained 
positive despite the effect of 
the pandemic,” he stated in the 
Chairman’s Report for fiscal 2020.

Output slumped 15 per cent 
to 3,859 metric tonnes last year, 
down from 4,545 metric tonnes 
a year earlier, primarily due to 
the pandemic. Revenues also 
declined 19 per cent to RO 6.087 
million in 2020, compared to 
RO 7.522 million a year earlier. 
Net profit after tax dropped 55 
per cent to RO 272K for 2020, 
down from RO 600K in 2019, the 
company said.

Established in 1997, Gulf 
Mushroom operates a modern, 
climate controlled facility at 
Barka with a capacity to produce 
15 metric tonnes per day of the 
vegetable all year-round. 

Over 80 per cent of Omani 
mushrooms exported

Oman International 
Hospital was established 

with the objective 
of creating a unique 
environment for the 

implementation of clinical 
and research activity in 

Oman.

MSM30 Index climbs 1.02 per cent
MUSCAT: The MSM30 Index 
ended the week up by 1.02 per 
cent, supported by the Financial 
index, which rose by 1.44 per 
cent. The Services Index, however, 
declined by 0.51 per cent and 
the Industrial Index declined by 
0.36 per cent. The MSM Shariah 
Index was higher by 0.79 per cent. 

Omanis and foreigners absorbed 
selling pressure from GCC 
Investors.  

SMN Power disclosed in 
its annual report that excess 
cash generated by the project 
companies will be paid to 
lenders and will not flow to the 
shareholders.  TURN TO P15
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I
n late December I wrote a 

column about investing in 

art. As always, I must and 

I want to clarify that I am 

in no position to give any 

investment advice to anyone. 

The content of my articles are 

for pure informative purpose 

and the reader shall always 

seek professional advice before 

investing on anything found on 

the Internet or in a newspaper.

Having said so, I could not 

miss the crazy — and I use this 

word with purpose — volatility 

of the crypto art market. 

Let us move one step back and see 

what is all about. 

First of all, almost everything 

that is preceded by the prefix 

crypto implies that what follows is 

based on some sort of blockchain 

and as such is believed to be 

immutable.

This last sentence alone would 

deserve an entire article on its 

own, but let us — as usual — 

oversimplify the concept to make 

it accessible to every reader, 

regardless of their background.

Technically speaking, in order 

for anything to be on a blockchain, 

there should be a token. 

The reason why this 

happens is because blockchain 

transactions are validated by a 

collectivity acknowledging — 

thus permanently write on the 

blockchain — that the ownership 

of a digital asset moved from one 

owner to another.

When it comes to art — in its 

traditional form — it moves as a 

physical asset, therefore it is clear 

who owns a painting: The one that 

has it on the wall, in simple terms.

Similarly with digital art — let 

us say a digital picture for example 

— the file can be moved at will 

from one device to another, but 

because duplication is a matter of 

a simple copy and paste, anyone 

can have the same digital painting 

in virtually infinite copies.

But when it comes to crypto art 

things are substantially different. 

Because the blockchain is able to 

state without a doubt who is the 

owner of any digital asset, the 

ownership is absolutely unique. 

And so the latest craze is to 

stock up crypto-paintings that are 

bought and sold at light speed. 

Through digital auctions or 

making direct offers to the owner, 

anyone can buy and sell art in 

minutes. 

Artists are now creating pieces 

that are sold in limited editions, 

so that the supply is scarce. For 

instance, the first crypto-painting 

that I have ever bought from a 

fellow Italian artist, was number 

18 of 51 available in the world.

Right now, as the 

cryptocurrency market is 

precipitating after one of the 

fastest “bull run” in history, many 

are exchanging their crypto-

currencies into crypto art. A 

crypto-painting is called NFT, 

Non Fungible Token.

In other words, the painting 

and the token are the same think. 

To simplify this to its maximum, 

imagine someone who buys an 

ancient coin. That coin is not 

spendable in the market, yet it is 

a coin and it has its own value. 

That value of crypto art is 

skyrocketing as I am writing this 

column. 

On January 7, 2021, world 

famous auction house Christie’s 

sold for $3.5m a digital collage 

made by Mike Winkelmann, aka 

Beeple. The painting contained 

5,000 pictures that the artist created 

every day since May 1, 2007.  

“The sky is the limit” said the 

confident investor, while others 

fall on the floor. [The writer is 
a member of the International 
Press Association]

Crypto art as a form of investment?

FIRST OF ALL, ALMOST 
EVERYTHING THAT IS 

PRECEDED BY THE PRE-
FIX CRYPTO IMPLIES 

THAT WHAT FOLLOWS 
IS BASED ON SOME SORT 
OF BLOCKCHAIN AND AS 
SUCH IS BELIEVED TO BE 

IMMUTABLE

STEFANO VIRGILLI
stefano@virgilli.com

Energy firms’ digital focus pays off

$
2.6 trillion. This is the 

staggering sum that 

can be unlocked via 

digitalisation in the 

Middle East and North 

Africa (MENA) by 2025 — a very 

short four years away.  As market 

pressures intensify, no energy firm 

can afford to ignore this potential.

The Middle East’s interest in 

digital tools that fall under the 

umbrella of the 4th Industrial 

Revolution has been gradually 

increasing. But now appetite is 

soaring; energy stakeholders not 

investing in digitalisation are fast 

becoming outliers.  

This is especially true in times 

of strain — and have no doubt, 

this is certainly one of them. 

Oil prices continue to hover 

in the $50s/bl range and the 

International Energy Agency says 

at least $1 billion must be spent 

per year in the near-term to create 

an environmentally friendly 

energy economy. 

Meanwhile, the International 

Monetary Fund warns of a ‘long 

and difficult ascent’ out of the 

global economic plunge that is 

being spurred by the Covid-19 

pandemic. 

The squeeze on economics, 

operational norms and talent 

development is very real, 

particularly for nations that 

have had restricted travel and 

lockdowns over the last year.  

Pandemic bounce-back? 

These difficulties only 

emphasise the value of investing 

in digitalisation. For example, 

digital tools and technologies 

thread into each of the three traits 

that the Boston Consulting Group 

said the companies best able to 

rebound from the pandemic 

have: end-to-end supply chain 

transparency, agile operations 

and quickly digitised customer 

interactions. 

The unpredictability wrought 

by Covid-19 has put many energy 

companies on a level playing field 

in the Middle East and beyond. 

But it has made it clearer than 

ever that the size of an energy 

company is not everything — its 

smarts are. 

With that, firms’ growing 

appetite to ramp up digital 

growth together as they rebuild 

their economic robustness could 

organically nurture a digital 

ecosystem in the region. 

It makes sense to leverage 

each other’s expertise to 

accelerate progress as the 

global clock for energy security 

and decarbonisation ticks on 

relentlessly.  Therein lies the 

rapid rise of digitally orientated 

partnerships across the region. 

A+ for progress  

Many are now vigorously 

walking what has long been 

just digital talk in the GCC. In 

January, Saudi Aramco — the 

world’s biggest oil producer — 

launched Dammam 7, a new 

supercomputer which is among 

the top ten most powerful in the 

world. 

This boost for exploration 

and development marks the 

next step in Aramco’s digital 

transformation. Plus, Saudi 

Aramco Development Company, 

a subsidiary of Aramco, signed a 

deal with Cognite to establish a 

new company that will focus on 

digitalisation in Saudi Arabia and 

the broader MENA.  

In the UAE, energy leader 

ADNOC has saved $2 billion 

over the past five years by 

leveraging advanced technologies 

and digitalisation to enhance 

drilling efficiencies and optimise 

operations. It has also recently 

awarded a $519 million contract 

to further expand the world’s 

largest 3D seismic survey.

And most recently, ADNOC 

teamed up with ExxonMobil 

to jointly identify areas where 

advanced technologies can 

further increase operational 

efficiencies and unlock value. 

To the east, Petroleum 

Development Oman (PDO), 

the Sultanate’s largest oil 

and gas exploration and 

production company, has 

wrapped up phase three of its 

Information Management digital 

transformation journey with 

Hexagon. This includes a single 

platform where all the lifecycle 

information is centralised for 

more than 4,100 employees 

and contractors — bolstering 

transparency and efficiency in 

one go. 

Keeping pace

The Middle East’s push is well-

timed, for its progress is key to 

sustaining global competitiveness 

on both the energy and digital 

stage. For example, 50 per cent 

of oil and gas respondents of 

a survey by Deloitte said their 

company is already investing in 

energy efficiency, cleaner fuels 

to power field operations, and 

acquiring businesses outside their 

core focus. 

And another 50 per cent of 

industry respondents said they 

would invest in digital technologies 

to boost energy efficiency and in 

operational technologies, such as 

carbon capture to reduce future 

emissions.

Another area that the region 

needs to keep abreast of? 

Cyberthreats. Globally, across all 

industries, a staggering 36 billion 

records were exposed in data 

breaches in the first half of 2020, 

according to a report detailed by 

Risk Based. 

And last year was already the 

“worst year on record” by the 

end of Q2 in terms of the total 

number of records exposed. 

Plus, Saudi Aramco was just one 

of many energy firms that has 

reported a recent rise in attempted 

cyberattacks.

Far more digital sheriffs are 

needed to safeguard operations, 

especially as cybersecurity is 

fast being woven into energy 

companies’ competitiveness.

Greater transparency and 

accountability are increasingly 

coveted by digitally aware 

investors. What were daily, or 

even weekly, checks must now be 

done on a minute-by-minute or 

second-by-second basis. 

Especially in these times 

of both uncertainty and great 

growth, there is no such 

thing as excessive diligence.  

The same applies to exploring and 

applying digital solutions.

Considering 1 billion people 

worldwide still lack access to 

electricity and that we are lagging 

on the Paris Agreement goals, 

our exploration of digitalisation 

to streamline efficiency and 

bolster scalability should know no 

bounds. 

[Badar Chaudhry is Senior 
Vice President, Sector Head – 
Energy, Mashreq Bank]

The Middle East’s interest in digital tools that fall 
under the umbrella of the 4th Industrial Revolution has 
been gradually increasing. But now appetite is soaring; 
energy stakeholders not investing in digitalisation are 

fast becoming outliers  

BADAR CHAUDHRY 

MUSCAT: Bank Muscat 

has been awarded the Best 

Investment Bank in Oman 

award by Global 
Finance magazine 

for 2021. 

The prestigious 

award recognises 

Bank Muscat’s 

market leading 

investment banking 

offerings.

Global Finance editors used 

a series of criteria including 

entries from banks, market 

share, number and size of 

deals, service and advice, 

structuring capabilities, 

distribution network, efforts 

to address market conditions, 

innovation, pricing, after-

market performance of 

underwritings and market 

reputation along with inputs 

from industry experts to score 

and select winners. 

The magazine added 

that deals announced or 

completed in 2020 

were considered 

for the awards.

Commenting on 

the achievements, 

Saleh bin  Nasser al 

Habsi (pictured), 

Deputy General 

M a n a g e r , 

Investment Banking, said: 

“Bank Muscat is delighted to 

be ranked by Global Finance 
as the Best Investment 

Bank in Oman. The bank is 

synonymous with innovation, 

customer-centricity, agility 

and trustworthiness and 

always aims to deliver reliable, 

dynamic and customised 

solutions, which suit the 

unique requirements of our 

customers.”

Bank Muscat wins Best 
Investment Bank in Oman 
Award from Global Finance

Global law firm 
advises BP on 
$2.6 bn Oman 
Block 62 stake sale

BUSINESS REPORTER

MUSCAT, FEB 27

US-based international law 

firm Norton Rose Fulbright 

has advised energy major BP 

on its $2.6 billion sale of a 20 

per cent stake in Oman’s Block 

61 to PTTEP MENA Limited, 

a subsidiary of Thailand’s PTT 

Exploration and Production 

Public Company Limited.

Block 61 is one of the 

largest gas developments 

in the Middle East. It is a 

producing onshore gas field 

with enormous resources 

and significant importance to 

Oman’s natural gas market. 

Block 61 has the capacity to 

deliver approximately 35 per 

cent of total gas output in 

Oman.

Own a Ford Explorer and 
save with exclusive benefits
MUSCAT: Here’s a good 

opportunity for Ford Explorer 

fans to make the most of. Own 

a Ford Explorer and benefit with 

cash gift RO 6,000 to RO 6,500, 

service 3 yrs/60,000 kms and 

registration. (Conditions apply. 

For More details, customers are 

advised to visit their nearest Ford 

showroom.)

The Explorer is a complete 

redesign with more power and 

space than ever, and smart new 

technologies to help tackle life’s 

adventures. Explorer is now 

more capable, comfortable, 

sportier and roomier in all three 

rows thanks to Ford’s flexible 

new chassis architecture.

Improved off-road capability 

comes courtesy of intelligent 

four-wheel drive and an available 

new Terrain Management 

System that features seven 

easy-to-engage drive modes. 

Standard features include a 

power liftgate, 8-inch digital 

touch screen with SYNC 3, and a 

comprehensive package of driver 

assist and safety technologies.

The Explorer is equipped with 

a revised 2.3-litre turbocharged 

EcoBoost engine that produces 

300 horsepower and 420Nm of 

torque. The engine is matched to 

an all-new 10-speed transmission 

and Intelligent All-Wheel-Drive 

system.

The Explorer features design 

and engineering updates 

throughout that deliver comfort 

and SUV functionality. Explorer’s 

stylish, sloped-roof silhouette 

protects rear-seat headroom, 

while its comfort-enhanced 

second-row seats slide to improve 

access to the third row.

In Oman, Ford vehicles are 

brought to you by Arabian Car 

Marketing Co LLC.
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WASHINGTON: US consumer 

spending increased by the most 

in seven months in January as 

the government doled out more 

pandemic relief money to low-

income households and new 

COVID-19 infections dropped, 

positioning the economy for 

faster growth in the first quarter.

Despite the strong rebound 

in consumer spending reported 

by the Commerce Department 

on Friday, price pressures were 

muted. Inflation is being closely 

watched amid concerns from 

some quarters that President Joe 

Biden’s proposed $1.9 trillion 

Covid-19 recovery package 

could cause the economy to 

overheat.

The plan, being considered 

by the US Congress, would 

be on top of a rescue package 

worth nearly $900 billion 

approved by the government in 

late December. Federal Reserve 

Chair Jerome Powell has played 

down the inflation fears, citing 

three decades of lower and stable 

prices.

“Thanks to Washington, the 

economic outlook in the near 

future is sunny’’, said Sung Won 

Sohn, finance and economics 

professor at Loyola Marymount 

University in Los Angeles. 

Consumer spending, which 

accounts for more than two-

thirds of US economic activity, 

jumped 2.4 per cent last month. 

That was the biggest gain since 

last June and ended two-straight 

monthly declines. 

Personal income shot up 10 

per cent, the largest increase since 

last April when the government 

disbursed the first round of 

stimulus checks. Income rose 

0.6 per cent in December. 

The recent stimulus package 

included $600 cheques to mostly 

low-income and some middle-

income Americans. 

The package also extended 

a government-funded weekly 

unemployment subsidy as well 

as benefits for millions of people 

who do not qualify for state 

unemployment programmes as 

well as those who have exhausted 

their six months of eligibility. 

These benefits expire in mid-

March.

The consumer spending 

report added to upbeat data this 

month on manufacturing output, 

building permits and home sales. 

Consumers bought motor 

vehicles, recreation goods, 

food and beverages. They also 

boosted spending on services 

such as hotel accommodations 

and restaurants, as well as doctor 

visits.

Economists had forecast 

consumer spending rebounding 

2.5 per cent in January and 

income accelerating 9.5 per cent. 

US stocks were trading lower. 

When adjusted for inflation, 

consumer spending increased 

2 per cent last month after 

decreasing 0.8 per cent in 

December. But robust consumer 

spending is drawing in imports.

In a separate report on Friday, 

the Commerce Department said 

the goods trade deficit increased 

0.7 per cent to $83.7 billion last 

month, with imports outpacing a 

rise in exports. The department 

also reported a 0.6 per cent 

decrease in retail inventories, 

though stocks at wholesalers 

surged 1.3 per cent.

The drag on economic growth 

from the widening goods 

trade deficit and slower pace 

of inventory accumulation will 

likely be blunted by the strong 

consumer spending.

Following this month’s 

slew of solid reports, Morgan 

Stanley raised its first-quarter 

gross domestic product growth 

estimate to an 8.1 per cent 

annualised rate from a 7.3 per 

cent pace. Growth forecasts for 

the quarter were boosted last 

week from as low as a 2.3 per cent 

pace. The economy grew at a 4.1 

per cent rate in the fourth quarter. 

 — Reuters

Fiscal stimulus fires up consumer 
spending in US; inflation benign

CEOs urge White House support for greener aviation fuel
WASHINGTON: The CEOs 

of American Airlines, United 

Airlines and Delta Air Lines and 

other airline officials met virtually 

with White House officials to 

discuss tackling aviation pollution 

and urge US support for greener 

aviation fuel.

United Chief Executive Scott 

Kirby made clear the carrier was 

fully committed to confronting the 

climate crisis and sought White 

House support for “incentives 

for sustainable aviation fuel and 

carbon capture in the forthcoming 

economic stimulus proposal.” 

White House National 

Climate Adviser Gina McCarthy, 

economic adviser Brian Deese 

and Transportation Secretary Pete 

Buttigieg took part in the meeting, 

including discussion of using 

biofuels to power air travel and 

reduce carbon emissions.

US airlines and renewables 

companies have been lobbying the 

Biden administration to back a 

big increase in subsidies for lower-

carbon aviation fuel, arguing new 

incentives are needed to help fight 

climate change and will also make 

their recovery from the pandemic 

much greener.

The White House said in 

a statement the officials were 

“optimistic to hear airline 

leaders share information 

about the industry’s ongoing 

and future efforts to address 

climate change, and they offered 

the administration’s support 

to strengthen and advance the 

airlines’ climate goals.” 

Currently, Airlines for America 

(A4A) uses only about 1.5 million 

gallons of green plane fuel in the 

United States a year, out of a total 

commercial jet fuel market that 

exceeds 620 million barrels.

The price of sustainable 

aviation fuel can be three or four 

times higher than traditional jet 

fuel, making it uneconomical 

without government support.

A4A CEO Nick Calio 

said airlines had “a positive, 

constructive conversation about 

our shared commitment to 

fighting climate change. Airlines 

are ready, willing and able 

partners.” — Reuters

Delta Air Lines passenger planes are seen parked at Birmingham-Shuttlesworth 
International Airport in Birmingham, Alabama. — Reuters

Malaysian pension 
fund EPF assets 
grow to value of 
$252 bn in 2020

KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia’s 

Employees Provident Fund 

(EPF) saw its investment assets 

grew 7.9 per cent from a year 

earlier to a market value of 1.02 

trillion ringgit ($252 billion) at 

the end of 2020, the fund said 

on Saturday.

At that growth rate, assets 

under management grew to 

998 billion ringgit, said the 

70-year-old government-

linked pension fund.

The fund said it achieved a 

record gross investment income 

of 60.98 billion ringgit, despite 

market volatility last year. 

The fund said equities remain 

its main driver of returns while 

fixed income assets provided 

stability.

Equities, particularly 

foreign stocks, brought in 

28.71 billion ringgit while 

fixed income instruments 

provided 25.42 billion ringgit. 

“While leading stock indices 

lost as much as 40 per cent in 

the first quarter, the EPF took 

the opportunity to rebalance its 

portfolio by acquiring shares 

that were fundamentally strong 

at attractive prices’’, it said.

Thirty-three per cent of the 

EPF’s investments across all 

asset classes were overseas as of 

December. — Reuters

ROME/BRUSSELS: The world’s 

financial leaders agreed on 

Friday to maintain expansionary 

policies to help economies 

survive the effects of Covid-19, 

and committed to a more 

multilateral approach to the 

twin coronavirus and economic 

crises.

The Italian presidency of the 

G20 group of the world’s top 

economies said the gathering 

of finance chiefs had pledged to 

work more closely to accelerate a 

still fragile and uneven recovery. 

“We agreed that any premature 

withdrawal of fiscal and monetary 

support should be avoided’’, 

Daniele Franco (pictured), Italy’s 

Finance Minister, told a news 

conference after the videolinked 

meeting held by the G20 finance 

ministers and central bankers.

The United States is readying 

$1.9 trillion in fiscal stimulus and 

the European Union has already 

put together more than 3 trillion 

euros ($3.63 trillion) to keep its 

economies through lockdowns. 

But despite the large sums, 

problems with the global rollout 

of vaccines and the emergence of 

new coronavirus variants mean 

the future path of the recovery 

remains uncertain.

The G20 is “committed 

to scaling up international 

coordination to tackle current 

global challenges by adopting a 

stronger multilateral approach 

and focusing on a set of core 

priorities’’, the Italian presidency 

said in a statement.

The meeting was the first 

since Joe Biden — who pledged 

to rebuild US cooperation in 

international bodies — US 

president, and significant 

progress appeared to have 

been made on the thorny issue 

of taxation of multinational 

companies, particularly web 

giants like Google, Amazon and 

Facebook. — Reuters

G20 promises no let-up in stimulus, sees tax deal by summer

FROM PAGE 13

This is until the loans 

are fully settled or until 

the time the loans can be 

restructured. The power/

water purchase agreement 

extension projects for 

both Al Rusayil and SMN 

Barka will be a key factor 

to potentially restructure 

the debt in the coming 

years and allow further 

dividend.   

The Capital Market 

Authority has approved 

the results of the Initial 

Public Offering (IPO) 

of Oman REIT Fund. 

A total of 49.9 million 

units valued at around RO 

5 million were subscribed, 

out of 261.9 million units 

offered for subscription. 

The Authority gave its 

green light for the allocation 

of the subscribed units. 

Oman REIT Fund offered 

40 per cent of its issued 

capital of RO 65 million 

for public subscription at 

an issue price of 120 baisas 

comprising 100 baisas per 

unit and 2 baisas as issue 

expenses.  

The total number 

of small and medium 

enterprises (SMEs) at the 

end of January 2021 were 

49,337 which is an increase 

by 14 per cent compared to 

the same period of 2020. 

Among the 

governorates, Muscat 

topped the list with 34 per 

cent SMEs registered in 

January 2021, followed by 

North Al Batinah with 16 

per cent, Al Dakhiliyah 

with 12 per cent, Dhofar 

with 8 per cent and the rest 

of governorates with 30 per 

cent.

The Governorate of 

Muscat had 16,583 SMEs 

registered at the end of 

January 2021, followed 

by North Al Batinah with 

7,750, Al Dakhiliyah 

with 6,217, Dhofar with 

4,111, South Al Batinah 

with 3,704 and North 

Al Sharqiyah with 3,309 

SMEs registered. This was 

followed by Al Dhahirah 

with 2,839 SMEs, South 

Al Sharqiyah with 2,938 

SMEs and Al Buraimi with 

1,052 registered SMEs. 

  [Courtesy: U-Capital]

MSM30 
Index climbs 
1.02 per cent

A delivery person passes by a sign for a new Best Buy store in New York, in this file photo. — Reuters

A woman walks past the 
Employees Provident Fund office 
in Kuala Lumpur. — Reuters

US airlines and 
renewables companies 
have been lobbying the 
Biden administration 

to back a big increase in 
subsidies for lower-carbon 

aviation fuel, arguing 
new incentives are needed 

to help fight climate 
change and will also make 

their recovery from the 
pandemic much greener
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SPECIAL Rates on New 
Cars & 4 WDs RENTING 

& LEASING
Tours and Airport Transfer

Tel: 24582663 GSM: 
95859497, Fax: 24582664, 
abcrent@omantel.net.om

Buttercup 
Rent A Car

AMAZING OFFERS Rent a car for 10 days and get an extra free day. Rent for one month and get 5 days free.All the cars are 2016 brand new special prices for public departments, companies and long-term contracts. 
972494490.

LUXURIOUS 
Toyota bus 2016, 
air-conditioned, 30 
passengers, offered for 
daily/monthly/annually, 
Muscat.  Contact: 
98080609, 96316269.

STAFF for office 
99323957.

2 BHK and 3 BHK 
Flats for rent in Al 
Khuwair and Ruwi 
with good rent. Al 
Noor Commercial. 
99339942, 24480487, 
98403020.

2 BEDROOM flat Al 
Khuwair.  99322344.

WELL maintained 
1&2 BHK and office 
space/store available 
at Rex Road. Contact 
92227165

NEW penthouse, N 
Ghubra — 2 bedroom 
+ 3 toilets + 1 maid 
room with toilet and 1 
big hall 99370300.

FLAT for rent at 
Al Khuwair 33, 4 
bedrooms, majlis, 
2 halls, kitchen and 
store. 99383446.

NEW apartment in 
Ruwi near church 
consists of 2 rooms 
with its facilities. 
Contact. 94664635, 
95850345.

1BHK & 2 bhk  flats 
for rent at Ruwi  and 
Al Khoudh. 93994402, 
93994403, 24834644.

3 BHK Flat & studio 
flat in central Ruwi & 
2 BHK in Medinat Al 
Ilam. Call 99238012/ 
24704994.

WE supply quantities 
of excellent 
mountainous soil in 
Bausher  (suitable 
for compaction and  
filling)  99242445, 
99327939.

FLAT for rent in 
Maabela 3 master 
rooms. 96088926.

SMART Indian, 

excellent English, 

Arabic speaker, 

17 years Oman 

experience in 

Airport, Hospital, 

Media EPC seeks 

Admin/ Hr/ Project 

coordinator/ 

Operations. 

99283938.

A STORE which can 
be made into a two-
storey building, has a 
350 sqm area.Contact 
97811111.

INSTITUTION 
Licence contact 
95595512.

DIESEL Tanker, 

1,600 gallon Volvo, 

1987. 92836774

COLD store in 

Al Seeb for lease 

or sale. Contact: 

94272979, 

96252664.

NEW 3 

storey villas 

for sale/rents 

Wadi Kabir/

Al Khuwair), 

(Shops/offices 

for rent/ Al 

Khuwair) 

(Flats for rent/

Wadi Kabir). 

96596348.

1. AC 
maintenance 
and servicing.  2. 
Fridge, washing 
machine and dish 
washer repairing.  
3. Painting and 
cleaning services. 
4. Electrical, 
plumbing and 
carpentry work 
97014234, 
99447257, 
24290686.

ORIENT Trading 
llc, Shampooing, 
sofa, carpet, floor 
polishing. Old 
house repairing. 
99834373.

A LEGAL 

translation office 

needs Marketeers. 

Contact E-mail: 

oman4n@gmail.

com

AL SUMRI AC 
maintenance. We 
are ready to repair 
and install all types 
of Air-Conditioner 
within Muscat 
Governorate. 
94301888.

 RENT A CAR  SERVICES FOR RENT   

 FOR SALE  OR LEASE 

 FOR SALE   SIT. WANTED   SIT. WANTED  

 SIT. VACANT  

 FOR SALE/RENT

 WANTED

Classified Section Saada al Rashdi
95919344

Ali al Maashari:  99639264
ali.almashari@omandaily.om

Mohammed al Rashdi:  99841230  
m.alrahdi86@yahoo.com

 94501166
 24649593

    24649595

To receive news updates 
from , 

WhatsApp

<your name> to

96473232

AN organic jaggery 

(Al Harifayuh)1 

manufacturing 

industry available 

for partnership 

or investment in 

Hubli India. 0091 

9742421122.

 INVESTMENT

MECHANICAL 
engineer, 21, Indian 
male currently in 
Oman looking 
to work at any 
engineering 
field. Contact  
96511338. Email: 
rkdhanush11@
gmail.com

LOOKING for 
senior accounts 
professional. Email: 
CV to ddes.hr@
gmail.com 
Contact: 92878705.

Head Office

Mohd Al Rashdi  

99841230
m.alrahdi86@yahoo.com

Ali Al Maashari

99639264
wadialmeeh@yahoo.com

Salalah Office

Bakhit Al Shihri

92998577
bakhit.omandaily@gmail.com

Nizwa Office

Abdullah Al Abri 

99429094
nizwaofc@omandaily.net.om

Suhar Office

Musalam Al Saidi 

99429192
sohardaily@outlook.com

Please Contact our Team

For Advertisements

SINGLE room with 

attached bathroom 

and air-condition for 

executive bachelor, 

non- cooking, Wadi 

Kabir/ Al Falaj/ Ruwi 

High Street area. 

Contact  99657906

AL Awsad Modern llc, 
electronic and furniture 
used.  99834373.

 BUYING

 ACC AVAILABLE

THARANATH P looking 
for job as Safety officer. 
3  years experience in 
Dubai. Please contact 
tharanath0007@gmail.
com Mob +968 90252569.

OMANI male, 17 years 
experience as driver. 
Looking for transporting 
job for nurses, office 
goers, sight seeing. 
Contact: 97947900.

SALES ENGINEER 
(PEB) B.Tech Mechanical 
with minimum 7 
years of experience in 
Pre Engineered Steel 
Building (PEB) sales and 
marketing. Responsibility 
involves Technical 
discussion with the 
customers, preparing 
proposals, cost estimation 
and quotation. Valid GCC 
driving licence is a must. 
Contact: hrjob191@
yahoo.com.

STORE for Rent. 
Industrial City,  Al 
Rusayl 1,000 sqm RO 
2.4/sqm, (negotiable) 
including electricity & 
water. Fire and safety 
system installed. Easy 
transport. Contact: 
95926439.

URGENTLY required 
assistant HR & 
Admin manager (only 
Omani national), 
oil & gas experience 
must. Contact: 
hrrecruit2828@gmail.
com

INDIAN, male, Master 
Degree in Accounting, 
15+ years of experience 
in Oman, UAE & India 
as Finance / Accounts 
Manager / Chief 
Accountant. looking 
for a job and have 
noc on visit. contact: 
79007124 / 78039524. 
email: kadercok@
outlook.com 

MANAGER Sales and 
Distribution seeks 
suitable placement. 
Sales Professional with 
25 years’ experience in 
Oman, includes 12 years 
in Sales Management, 
with leading FMCG, 
Consumer Durables 
Companies. Currently 
working with a leading 
group as Branch 
Manager for Retail 
and Distribution. 
Accountable for the total 
business and P&L. NOC 
available. 99369127.

EXPERIENCE in 
outdoor Sales & 
Operations with 
Oman driving license, 
looking for suitable job 
opportunities in Sales/ 
Operations. Mobile: 
79857155.

FINANCE Manager/ 
CFO. Indian Chartered 
Accountant and Cost 
Accountant with 25 
years of experience in 
Trade Finance, MIS, 
Budget, Planning, 
Strategy, Projects, 
Procurement, Admin, 
seeks suitable placement. 
Contact. 99884291 
/ 99741875 Email 
vipul70@gmail.com

THREE years 
experienced in 
administration / sales 
and marketing seeking 
placement. Omani D/L, 
and NOC available.  
Gsm- 98270993

SALES/Marketing/
retail executive 
BMS in Marketing. 
6 years experience. 
Contact  93920174. 
Rehankadri91@hotmail.
com

YOUNG experienced 
Pakistani driver with 
Omani light vehicle 
driving licence seeks 
suitable opening. Speaks 
Arabic, Hindi, English 
and familiar with 
interior and Muscat 
areas. Contact  GSM 
95856719. 

CIVIL engineer/QS 
engineer, 11 years   in 
UAE, freelance &  Oman 
driving licence available, 
looking for full-time  or 
part-time job 97299165.
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Seeking 
refuge in 
water as a 
therapy

Tariq Jawad al Khabouri 
has been promoting wider 
acceptance of society of 
the physically and mentally 
challenged. While he dreams 
that one day this will happen, 
he is taking action by turning 
to water for therapy to help 
the physically-challenged 
gain better control of their 
limbs... P18

Born in different 
parts of Africa but 

all operating under 
the Made in Italy 

brand, here are the 
five designers who 

opened Milan 
Fashion Week as 

part of a collective 
last Wednesday.... 
Story on Page 20

BORN IN AFRICA, 
MADE IN ITALY: 

FIVE DESIGNERS 
IN MILAN

Nora Seed finds a library beyond 
the edge of the universe that 
contains books with multiple 
possibilities of the lives one 
could have lived.

A kangaroo painting created 
over 17,000 years ago by 
Aboriginal artists has been 
identified — with a little help 
from some ancient wasps — as 
Australia’s oldest intact rock 
art... Story on Page 19

A bird last seen more than 170 years 
ago in the rainforests of Borneo has 
been rediscovered, amazing 
conservationists who have long 
assumed it was extinct... Story on 
Page 19

IT’S ALIVE! BLACK-
BROWED BABBLER 
EMERGES AFTER 170 
YEARS

German two-piece rock band Milliarden 
have turned a van into a club where they 
stage gigs for one fan at a time as a way 
of reaching music-lovers during the 
pandemic.... Story on Page 19

GERMAN BAND 
TURN VAN INTO 
CLUB SO FANS CAN 
ROCK OUT ONE AT 
A TIME

INSIDE STORIES

FASHION WILDLIFE READ DISCOVERY ENTERTAINMENT

THE MIDNIGHT 
LIBRARY
BY MATT HAIG

KANGAROO PAINTING 
IS AUSTRALIA’S 
OLDEST ABORIGINAL 
ROCK ART
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T
ariq Jawad al Khabouri is a 
man of dreams who struggles 
to fulfil them. His dream is to 
see a society where physically 
and mentally challenged peo-

ple will be considered effective mem-
bers who can contribute productively in 
their own capacities. How can this 
dream be achieved? Tariq is also a man 
of action who believes in finding new 
ways to help the differently-abled people 
living in Oman to be treated respectfully 
and also make them competent. 

Tariq found the answer for this in 
water. “Yes water,” he quipped when 
asked for clarification. Tariq has sought 
refuge in water as a therapy for the dif-
ferently-abled people who are unable to 
lead a normal life and also get the self-
respect that they deserve. 

He and his like-minded friends 
thought of bringing such people togeth-
er in a swimming pool to shed their 
fears and thoughts of feeling inferior. It 
was a spark kindled by his friend 
Stephanie Trier with an idea of making 
such people swim. And thus ‘Oman 
Disabled Divers’ (ODD) was born. “I want-
ed to do something for our handicapped 
friends. ODD is not an organisation, 
rather it’s a team of few friends who 
have collaborated. We have been given 
permission by the competent authori-
ties in sports and social development,” 

he explains. 
Tariq, the founder member and team 

coordinator says, “Water is a great heal-
er as it helps the disabled people to feel 
normal when they do so many activities 
underwater, which is almost impossible 
in other situations.” 

The ODD was able to attract target 
group from all parts of the Sultanate to 
enable them to undergo training from 
professional trainers and to practice 
scuba diving in the Arabian Sea. 

“Establishing an association from 
scratch without initial assistance from 
the government requires faith, courage 
and to believe that will resonate with the 
society,” says Tariq. 

He continues, “The first activity for 
ODD was a Dive Challenge in 2009 held 
at Oman Dive Centre in Qantab, Muscat.” 

He says with pride about the positive 
responses he received from the partici-
pants, and “this encouraged us to do 
more and try to reach more people 
across the Sultanate. We have organ-
ised events in Oman from Khasab to 
Salalah along with other activities like 
getting an office space for Autism 
Society.” After the success of this event, 
there was no looking back for Tariq. 

He organised similar events in differ-
ent cities which were successful in 
bringing a smile on the swimmers’ faces 
and lighting a ray of hope among their 
family members. Soon he was able to 
connect with organisations that were 
willing to sponsor the events and sup-
port his mission. 

With this strong support, ODD was 
able to organise diving events and races 
for the handicapped under the supervi-
sion of a team consisting of diving 
instructors and physiotherapists. The 
mission of this association is to dedicate 
itself to improve the physical and social 
well-being of people with disabilities 
through an adventurous sport like 
scuba diving. 

Another aim is to develop a network 
of professional facilities for disabled 
divers in the Sultanate of Oman.   

The ODD launched a diving challenge 
tour between 2011 and 2017 in different 
cities of Oman. This was supported by 
the International Association of 
Handicapped Divers (IAHD), along with 
the then Ministry of Sports Affairs, 
Ministry of Social Development and the 
National Youth Commission. 

“For the first time, in 2012 ODD had 15 
disabled Omanis who were prepared for 
scuba diving at Marina al Rowdah,” Tariq 
recollects with a sense of contentment. 

Such activities have led people with 
physical challenges, low vision, blind and 
down’s syndrome to be a part of the ODD 
family over some time. 

Tariq appeals to the local swimming 
experts to come forward to help in his 
mission. He says, “Omanis are good 
swimmers and I appeal to the profes-
sional swimmers and local trainers to 
come forward and support our associ-
ation because it is not easy to organise 
such activities alone. We have trainers 
who come from other countries every 
time we organise activities.” He also 
requests social welfare groups and 
Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs) to “come together under one 
umbrella and work together to build 
Oman”. The government has played its 
role in providing us with the infrastruc-
ture, “now it is the duty of the society to 
come forward and do its bit” he adds.  
Presently due to the pandemic, “our 
activities have slowed down” but that 
doesn’t dampen the spirits of Tariq. 
When asked about the plans of ODD, he 
says, “to make sure they (the physically 
challenged people) get a job.” To achieve 
this, “we are now in the process of dis-
cussing to set up a vocational training 
centre,” Tariq says with a lot of hope.  

A collaborative effort will help ODD 
to overcome all challenges and help 
contribute to Oman Vision 2040. It will 
be an attempt to kindle hope among the 
differently-abled and feel useful for 
society. For Tariq, it will give him wings 
to dream new dreams to bring a smile 
and confidence.

BY ANWAH MUSALLAM AL AAMRI

Seeking 
refuge in 
water as a 
therapy
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INSTAGRAM TOP PICKS

MISSING THE BEACH

S H A R E  A  S L I C E  O F  Y O U R  L I F E

We select three photos daily for 
our Instagram Top Picks of the 
Day. The rules are simple. Follow 
us on Instagram. Upload your
photos. Tag us and use 
#OmanObserver and #BeAnObserver.

ALONE WITH NATURE

VIEW FROM THE TOP

AROUND THE WORLD
Get full stories online at www.omanobserver.om 

A BIRD LAST seen more than 170 years ago in 
the rainforests of Borneo has been rediscov-
ered, amazing conservationists who have long 
assumed it was extinct.

The Black-browed Babbler has only ever 
been documented once — when it was first 
described by scientists around 1848 — eluding 
all subsequent efforts to find it.

But late last year, two men in Indonesian 
Borneo saw a bird they didn’t recognise and 
snapped photos of it before releasing the palm-
sized creature back into the forest, according 
to Global Wildlife Conservation.

Ornithologists were astounded to find that 
the Black-browed Babbler was alive and well, 
despite not having been seen since before 
Charles Darwin published “On the Origin of 
Species”.

“It was a bit like a ‘Eureka!’ moment,” said 
Panji Gusti Akbar, lead author of a paper on the 
discovery published on Thursday in the journal 
BirdingASIA.

“This bird is often called ‘the biggest enigma 
in Indonesian ornithology.’ It’s mind-blowing to 
think that it’s not extinct and it’s still living in 
these lowland forests.”

Little is known about the creature with brown 
and grey feathers, which has been “missing” 
longer than any other Asian bird, according to 
the paper.

Researchers hoped to go back to the area 
where it was recently spotted, but Covid-19 
travel restrictions could slow the effort.

“There is now a critical window of opportu-
nity for conservationists to secure these for-
ests to protect the babbler and other species,” 
said Ding Li Yong, a co-author on the paper and 
a Singapore-based conservationist with BirdLife 
International.

More than 150 species of birds around the 
world are considered “lost” with no con-
firmed sightings in the past decade, conser-
vationists say.

“Discoveries like this are incredible and give 
us so much hope that it’s possible to find other 
species that have been lost to science for dec-
ades or longer,” said Barney Long, Global Wildlife 
Conservation’s senior director of species con-
servation. — AFP

A kangaroo painting created 
over 17,000 years ago by 
Aboriginal artists has been iden-
tified — with a little help from 
some ancient wasps — as 
Australia’s oldest intact rock art.

The two-metre-long (six-feet) 
artwork on the sloped ceiling of 
a rock shelter in Western 
Australia’s Kimberley region 
was painted in an early natural-
istic style, which often features 
life-sized renderings of animals, 
according to research published 
on Monday.

Scientists worked with the 
local Aboriginal community, who 
can trace their heritage in the 
region back tens of thousands of 
years, to establish the age of 
original rock artworks, many of 
them worked and reworked over 
millennia.

“The main challenge, globally, 
in dating ancient paintings is 
that they very rarely employed a 
pigment that can be dated with 
any of the current, quantitative 
dating techniques,” lead author 
Damien Finch, a geochronologist 
at the University of Melbourne, 
said.

To get around this the 
researchers identified a way to 
work out the age of the painting 
using ancient mud wasp nests.

Finch and his colleagues 
found that some of the rock 
paintings had the remains of 
these nests — which can be radi-
ocarbon dated — above and 
below the images.

They estimated that the kan-
garoo painting was between 
17,500 and 17,100 years old, the 
oldest discovered to date.

“It’s important that Indigenous 
knowledge and stories are not 
lost and continue to be shared 
for generations to come,” said 

Cissy Gore-Birch, head of the 
Balanggarra Aboriginal 
Corporation, in a statement from 
the University of Western 
Australia.

600 GENERATIONS AGO
She said partnerships could 

weave together traditional 
knowledge with western science, 
adding that the dating of the old-
est known rock shelter painting 
“holds a great deal of signifi-
cance for Aboriginal people and 
Australians and is an important 
part of Australia’s history.”

In total, the team dated 27 
mud wasp nests around 16 dif-
ferent paintings from eight 
rock shelters, and found that 
the artworks in this same nat-
uralistic style were produced 
between around 17,000 and 
13,000 years ago.

The images were mostly 
depictions of animals, including 
a snake, a lizard-like figure, and 
three macropods — marsupials 
including kangaroos, wallabies 
and quokkas.

“This is a significant find as 
through these initial estimates, 
we can understand something 
of the world these ancient art-
ists lived in,” said Finch in a 
statement, adding that the envi-
ronment would have been cool-
er and drier than today.

“We can never know what was 
in the mind of the artist when he/
she painted this piece of work 
more than 600 generations ago, 
but we do know that the 
Naturalistic period extended 
back into the Last Ice Age.”

The research, part of 
Australia’s largest rock art dat-
ing project, was published in the 
journal Nature Human 
Behaviour. — AFP

It’s alive! 
Black-browed 

Babbler 
emerges after 

170 years

German two-piece rock band Milliarden 
have turned a van into a club where they 
stage gigs for one fan at a time as a way of 
reaching music-lovers during the pandem-
ic.

Separated by a plastic sheet, Milliarden 
www.milliardenmusik.de, which translates 
as Billions, treat fans to acoustic versions 
of their songs, recreating a club atmos-
phere with lighting effects, posters and 
plastic roses.

Large cultural events, including con-
certs, have become virtually impossible in 
Germany due to the pandemic.

“The fact that we have the club with us, 
that we are the club owners, so to speak, is 
something we use to get to the people who 
are not so close to this, to this cultural 
landscape, who are not in the big cities,” 
band member Ben Hartmann said.

“We actually went to the villages and 
stopped in front of people’s houses and 
played for them. A crisis like this one 
brings so many opportunities that you only 
recognise once you do stuff. You just have 
to do it.”

Milliarden this month released their 
third studio album, “Schuldig” (“Guilty”). 
Fans can win tickets for the exclusive 
shows via social media.

“I think it’s so nice that it works like this 
and that people respect it and accept it like 
that and get so emotionally connected to 
us here on this van. I think that is a gift,” 
said Johannes Aue, in charge of keyboards 
and clapping.

“And that’s why it is awesome that we 
were able to pull it off without thinking how 
we could earn money with it. Because we 
are in an immense debt with our fans.”

“I’m just happy. Just happy. It was so 
nice... It was so great, it was really great,” 
said fan Nadine Spichal, exiting the van 
parked outside a Berlin nightclub. 

 — Reuters

German band 
turn van into 
club so fans 
can rock out 
one at a time

Kangaroo painting 
is Australia’s 

oldest Aboriginal 
rock art
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Born in 
Africa, 
made 
in Italy: 
Five 
designers 
in Milan

Born in different parts of Africa 
but all operating under the Made 
in Italy brand, here are the five 
designers who opened Milan 
Fashion Week as part of a collec-
tive last Wednesday:

FABIOLA MANIRAKIZA, 50, was 
born in Burundi but it was in Zaire, 
which became the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, that she 
learned how to sew, in a school 
run by Italian nuns.

A doctor by training, she used 
this skill when she founded her 
label Frida Kiza in Italy in 2016, 
the name a tribute to Mexican 
artist Frida Kahlo.

She describes her work as a 
“mix between Africa and Italy”, 
like her silk scarves with Masai 
prints inspired by Botticelli’s 
painting, “Primavera” (Spring).

CLAUDIA GISELE NTSAMA, 
29, born in Cameroon, has 
since childhood wanted to be 
a designer and particularly in 
Italy, as “fashion is Italy”.

She spent eight years learn-
ing Italian before moving to 
Italy in 2012, where she 
worked in odd jobs — in 
cleaning and at football 
stadium entrances 
among others — 
before getting a diplo-
ma in design from 
Bologna.

She “fell in love” 
with hemp, “one of the 
most ecological 
fibres”, and built her 
own label.

MOKODU FALL, 45, originally 
from Senegal, has worked as a 
cartoonist, actor and then 
painter. He came to Italy at the 
age of 22 “to experience the art 

and culture”.
“My collection reflects 
my African origins,” 
explained the diplomat’s 
son who splits his time 
between Rome and 
Dunkirk in the north of 
France.

“They are works of 
art that I trans-
pose onto 
clothes.”

JOY MERIBE, 43, 
left Nigeria where 
she was born 
because there, 
“designers have no 
status”.

She obtained a 
masters in interna-
tional business 
before entering fash-
ion, adding: “I’m not 
an ethnic designer, I 
live in Italy, I studied 
in Italy and I produce 
in Italy.”

Her inspiration? 
“Strong, intelligent 
African women, like 
my grandmothers.”

KARIM DAOUDI, born in 
Morocco 27 years ago, arrived in 
San Mauro Pascoli in northern 
Italy at the age of 13 with his fam-
ily, “looking for a better future”.

“At 17, I started working in a 
workshop making shoes for major 
brands’’, before winning a compe-
tition on shoe design in Rome.

His collection, entitled “Journey 
into the forest”, brings together 
shoes in bright colours that 
remind him of Morocco.

To finance his passion, he works 
as a postman
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