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Muscat - His Majesty Sultan
Haitham bin Tarik, Supreme
Commander, conferred the
Order of Royal Commendation
and medals of excellent service
and competence on senior offi-
cers of Royal Oman Police (ROP)
on Sunday.

The medals were pinned by
Sayyid Shihab bin Tarik al Said,
Deputy Prime Minister for De-
fence Affairs, in a ceremony held
at Sultan Qaboos Academy for
Police Sciences, Nizwa, to cele-
brate ROP Day, which falls on
January 5.

Sayyid Shihab congratulated
the officers on the Royal felicita-
tion which, he said, reflects ap-
preciation for the continuous
efforts exerted by ROP personnel
under the wise leadership of H M
the Sultan, Supreme Comman-
der.

The ceremony was attended
by Lt Gen Hassan Mohsin al Shu-
raiqi, Inspector General of Police
and Customs, Maj Gen Abdullah
Ali al Harthy, Assistant Inspector
General of Police and Customs
for Operations, Maj Gen Khalifa
Ali al Siyabi, Assistant Inspector
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ROP MARKS ANNUAL DAY

Day marked graduation of 46th batch
of cadet officers, 43rd batch of
university cadet officers, 10th batch of
service system cadet officers and 54th
batch of specialised cadet officers

General of Police and Customs
for Administrative and Financial
Affairs, and several other senior
ROP officers.

The ceremony also marked
the graduation of the 46th batch
of cadet officers - holders of
Diploma in Law and Police Sci-
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ences, the 43rd batch of univer-
sity cadet officers, the tenth
batch of service system cadet of-
ficers and the 54th batch of spe-
cialised cadet officers. The
batches included officers from In-
ternal Security Service and Royal
Court Affairs.

The celebrations commenced
with a salute to Sayyid Shihab
and the commandant of the pa-
rade requesting him to inspect
the front row of the column. The
graduates presented a military
show before the dais, and the
chief guest handed over awards

Royal Orders conferred on ROP officers

to top graduate officers.

This was followed by the pro-
tocol of handing over the banner
of Sultan Qaboos Academy for
Police Sciences by the 46th to the
47th batch of cadet officers.

The column of the parade
chanted the ROP anthem and
took the Oath of Loyalty. They
chanted ‘Long Live His Majesty
Sultan Haitham bin Tarik, Supre-
me Commander thrice, after whi-
ch they saluted Sayyid Shihab,
marking the end of the parade.

A column of ROP cavalry pa-
raded past the dais to the accom-

paniment of musical tunes ren-
dered by the ROP band.

The names of winners of ROP
awards for 2023 were an-
nounced during the ceremony,
which was attended by Royal
Family members, ministers and
advisers, Camillus Wambura, In-
spector General of Police of Tan-
zania, members of State Council
and Majlis A'Shura, director gen-
erals at government units,
sheikhs and dignitaries of
Dakhliyah, and commanders of
Sultan's Armed Forces, ROP, se-
curity and military services.

Central Bank ends use
of some banknotes

Muscat - Central Bank of Oman
(CBO) has issued a circular
ending the use of certain de-
nominations of currency which
will be withdrawn from circula-
tion within a maximum period
of 360 days. These denomina-
tions will be deemed out of cir-
culation and have no legal
tender value after December 31,
2024.

The denominations listed in
the circular include banknotes
of the fifth issue of 1995, ban-
knotes of the upgraded issue of
2000, RO1 commemorative

banknotes of 2005, RO20 com-
memorative banknotes of 2010,
banknotes of the upgraded
issue of 2011 and 2012, RO1
commemorative banknotes and
upgraded RO50 of 2019.

CBO directed all banks oper-
ating in the sultanate to accept
the aforementioned banknotes
and replace these during the
aforementioned period. The
bank also directed all institu-
tions and retailers to accept
these banknotes from the pub-
lic and deposit these in banks
operating in the sultanate.

King Hamad of Bahrain confers
Royal Order on Sayyld Theyazm

Manama, Bahrain - Sayyid
Theyazin bin Haitham bin Tarik al
Said was received by King
Hamad bin Isa al Khalifa of
Bahrain, in the presence of Prince
Salman bin Hamad al Khalifa,
Crown Prince and Prime Minister
of Bahrain, at Al Safriya Palace on
Sunday.

Sayyid Theyazin conveyed to
King Hamad greetings of His
Majesty Sultan Haitham bin
Tarik, as well as his wishes for
good health and happiness to the
King, and continued progress to
Bahrain.

The king welcomed Sayyid
Theyazin and requested him to
convey his greetings to His
Majesty the Sultan, and wishes
for further progress and prosper-
ity to the Omani people.

King Hamad commended the
pioneering role played by H M
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Sayyid Theyazin receives the Order of Shaikh Isa bin Salman al Khalifa - First Class from King Hamad on Sunday

Sultan Haitham in strengthening
Omani-Bahraini relations, prais-
ing the progress witnessed by
Oman under his leadership.

The king held cordial talks with
Sayyid Theyazin affirming his
pride in the solid deep-rooted fra-
ternal bilateral relations, which
are growing steadily, in light of
the two countries' keenness to
constantly develop these to meet
the aspirations of their peoples.

Later King Hamad conferred
the Order of Shaikh Isa bin
Salman al Khalifa - First Class on
Sayyid Theyazin in recognition of
his role in enhancing Omani-
Bahraini relations.

Sayyid Theyazin expressed
gratitude and appreciation to the
king for conferring the prestigious
order on him, praising the warm
welcome and hospitality ac-
corded to him during his visit.

Bangla polls: Sheikh Hasina
wins fourth term

Best destinations - Where to
goin 2024

CPA doubles fine for selling e-cigarettes

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Consumer Protection Authority
(CPA) has doubled the penalty
for selling electronic cigarettes
and e-shisha from RO500 to
RO1,000.

Decision No 756/2023 is-
sued by Salim bin Ali al Hak-
mani, Chairman of CPA, recently
bans the trade of e-cigarettes
and e-shisha, and their acces-
sories.

Without prejudice to the
penalties stipulated in the Con-
sumer Protection Law, the deci-
sion stipulates an administrative
fine not exceeding RO1,000 for
anyone who violates its provi-
sions. The fine will be doubled in
the event of the violation being

repeated.

If violations continue, an ad-
ministrative fine of RO50 will be
imposed for each day, provided
that it does not exceed RO2,000.

The decision was issued on
December 31 and will be effec-
tive from the day following its
publication in the Official
Gazette.
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In 2015, CPA issued two deci-
sions - one banning import of e-
cigarettes and e-shisha and the
other prohibiting trading in these,
with penalties as high as RO500.

In a recent interview with
Muscat Daily, Dr Jawad al
Lawati, a senior consultant in
public health focused on tobacco
control, said, “There are no

definitive studies yet clearing va-
ping of health risks. However, its
many pitfalls are apparent. Some
vaping devices contain nicotine,
increasing risks of passive smok-
ing and introducing children to
the habit.”

Dr Lawati emphasised that
while vaping is marketed as a
'healthy’ alternative to conven-
tional smoking, sufficient re-
search on the subject is lacking.
Alarmingly, with nearly 20,000
flavours available to vapers, chil-
dren are often lured to these en-
ticing aromas.

Highlighting the risks, in
February 2020, the US Centers
for Disease Control and Preven-
tion reported 2,807 cases of va-
ping-associated lung injuries and
68 resultant deaths.

Oman offers two new
oil and gas concessions

Muscat - The Ministry of Energy
and Minerals signed a concession
agreement for oil and gas explo-
ration in concession areas No 38
and 74 with CC Energy Develop-
ment on Sunday.

The company will conduct ge-
ological and geophysical studies
and seismic surveys necessary
for oil and gas prospecting in the
designated zone.

Located in southwestern Dho-
far, Concession Area No 38 is
spread over approximately
17,425sgkm, while Concession
Area No 74, in the southeastern
part of the governorate, covers an
area of 3,064sgkm.

The agreement was signed by
H E Salim Nasser al Aufi, Minister

Agreement inked
with CC Energy
Development for
concession areas No
38 and 74 in Dhofar

of Energy and Minerals, and Mar-
wan Shafig Salloum, Director of
CC Energy Development.

H E Aufi said that the agree-
ment reflects the ministry’'s com-
mitment to expand exploration
and prospecting for oil and gas
resources in the sultanate. The
agreement also underscores the
confidence of local and interna-
tional investors in Oman.
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Muscat International Airport has been grappling with the
challenge of endless queues and limited immigration counters,
resulting in significant crowd congestion. Travellers arriving from
distant destinations endure prolonged waiting times, impacting
the overall airport experience. People have called for urgent
solutions to enhance the immigration process at the airport
focussing on strategies that can mitigate queue-related issues.
What can be done to improve the immigration process at Muscat
International Airport? Here’s what Muscat Daily readers said -
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e YOUR SAY

comments to muscatdaily@apexmedia.co.om

Lateef Shahdad
Board Member of Oman Switzerland
Friendship Association

The first improvement should be the use of
new digital technology, like face recognition,
e-recognition or any other automated access
control system. The other most important
thing is to use all the counters or open new
counters as well as open priority counters. In
other international airports of the world, they
use priority counters, family counters, elderly

The Ministry of Commerce, Industry and Investment Promotion has mandated all
fuel stations to provide charging points for electric vehicles. What other measures
should be adopted to encourage people to opt for electric vehicles?

The views stated here are those of the respondents and not endorsed by Muscat Daily. If you feel strongly about the issues discussed here, you can email your

travellers' counters, etc.

Long passenger queues and waiting time
can be easily taken care of with these mea-
sures. Simultaneously, passenger capacity
must be assessed on a timely basis and the
number of counters assigned accordingly. Par-
allelly, digital technology must be used to be
ready for the future.

Mohammad al Balushi
Cashier

| think a good solution can be to have a pre-
registration system and online check-in pro-
cedures that can empower passengers to
submit necessary documentation in advance.
This not only expedites the verification pro-
cess but also facilitates smoother transitions.
Also, regular training programmes for immi-
gration staff on the latest technologies and
customer service can improve procedural ef-
fectiveness.

Salim al Rashdi
Businessman

hours (mainly nights), the number of immi-
gration counters and staffing must be in-
creased. By optimising manpower allocation,
the airport can manage the influx of passen-
gers more effectively, minimising waiting
time.

Sourabh Saxena
Private sector employee

Restarting e-gates at the earliest and increas-
ing counters for manual immigration will im-
prove the immigration process at Muscat
International Airport.

Shabana
Psychologist

Working e-counters and more official coun-
ters will smoothen the process. Last week,
passengers had to stand for more than two
hours in immigration queues.

Amal al Hajari
Private sector employee

Advanced biometric systems and automated
kiosks must be introduced that can signifi-
cantly expedite the immigration process at
Muscat International Airport. This will save
time that is needed for verification through fa-
cial recognition and fingerprint scans. Such
steps will also reduce manual workload.

Ahmed Amri
Private sector employee

Addressing the issue of long queues requires
a practical and patient solution. During peak

along with your full name and profession before next
Sunday, 10am, via WhatsApp, Facebook or Instagram

Share your comments in not more than 50 words \

Travellers with families and children suffer the
most. I've had the worst experience ever at im-
migration. We travelled twice in four months
and both the times were horrible, having to
stand for long time with children.

Anfal Shams
Photographer

The solution is already there, but never work-
ing. The e-gates in the old airport never had
any issues. The new ones are always out of
order.

SEND YOUR COMMENTS /)

NEW

'\ WHATSAPP NO
91953774

MOoCIIP approves special offers,
discounts for Accession Day

Our Correspondent
Muscat

power.

A statement issued by MoCIIP
said, 'The ministry calls on all
commercial centres and estab-

The Ministry of Commerce, In-

Bids invited to build
five bridges on
Sohar-Buraimi road

dustry and Investment Promo-
tion (MoClIIP), in collaboration
with Oman Chamber of Com-
merce and Industry and Con-
sumer Protection Authority, has
announced a national campaign
- for the period from January 11
to February 11 - for discounts
and promotional offers on the
occasion of the fourth anniver-
sary of His Majesty Sultan
Haitham bin Tarik’s accession to

lishments to participate in the
National Campaign for Discounts
and Promotional Offers under the
slogan Oman Renewed Renais-
sance.’

Those who wish to be a part of
the campaign can join by submit-
ting their list of goods to
alfahdiya@tejarah.gov.om

‘Commercial entities can use
the approved identity for promo-
tion by scanning the barcode.’

STILLA TOP SECRET ?
NOT ANYMORE !
Nothing can beat the powerful word of mouth.
Opened in Jan. 2011, Kids World Nursery, has built a reputation for

providing quality nursery education to children of all nationalities

Our formula is simple
Happy Staff, Happy Children, Happy Parents

For those who ap) ate the importance of early years education, we of fer:

. A safe, caring and fun environment,
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. We focus on language, writing, num
learning through play.

w

. British Managed Nursery and British Early Years Curriculum,

. Small class sizes with high adult to child ratio.
rs, counting, social skills, arts & crafts and

. We equip children with the knowledge and skills that provide them with a strong
foundation and prepare them fo be accepted at the best schools.
|6. We understand the importance of physical activity for children and have a large,
covered, outdoor playground, ideal for games & activities and a large indoor gym.
7. Our fees and payment terms are very competitive.
|8. 'Seeing is Believing' Come and see it for yourself !!

KidsWorldOman.Com

Happy Staff, Happy Children, Happy Parents
¥ Located just outside Al Mouj
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Pact inked to boost sports
development for students

Our Correspondent
Muscat

The Ministry of Education,
through Omani School Sports
Association, has signed a com-
prehensive cooperation pro-
gramme with Oman Football
Association for an ambitious
project aimed at enhancing
sports development for students.

The signing, which took place
on Sunday, marks a significant
step in bridging education and
sports in the sultanate.

The programme - under the
patronage of H E Dr Abdullah bin
Khamis Ambosaidi, Undersecre-
tary for Education and Chairman
of Omani School Sports Associ-
ation, and Sheikh Salem bin Said
al Wahaibi, Chairman of Oman
Football Association - outlines a
series of targeted initiatives.

These include organising
football tournaments for school
students, facilitating technical

and administrative cooperation,
and notably, promoting women's
football through a special girls'
football festival for schools.

The cooperation reflects
Omani School Sports Associa-
tion's commitment to nurturing
football talent in schools and of-
fering enhanced opportunities to
both male and female students.
The programme aligns with
Oman Vision 2040, focusing on
empowerment through rehabili-
tation and training programmes
for sports teachers.

H E Ambosaidi emphasised
the comprehensive nature of the
agreement, highlighting its focus
on tournaments and advance-
ment of football, including girls'
football. The partnership with
Oman Football Association, he
noted, is a testament to the sul-
tanate's dedication to fostering
school sports and sports in gen-
eral.

Appreciating the collabora-

tion, Sheikh Wahaibi described
the programme as a mission
aligned with both parties' aspira-
tions. “The partnership is ex-
pected to focus on selecting,
training and refining promising
talents from schools, aiming to
nurture a new generation of
players capable of achieving de-
sired outcomes for clubs and na-
tional teams.”

Sheikh Wahaibi also under-
scored the shared visions and
strategic goals that facilitated
this partnership. He expressed
hope of the programme's ex-
pansion and its role in creating
a stimulating environment for
young talent. “The partnership
is seen as a critical step follow-
ing the launch of the Talented
Centres project, which is antici-
pated to vyield quality out-
comes.”

The collaboration marks a sig-
nificant stride in developing stu-
dent sports in Oman.

Our Correspondent
Muscat

The Ministry of Transport,
Communications and Informa-
tion Technology (MTCIT) has
invited bids for five bridges on
the Sohar-Buraimi road.

In a statement, MTCIT said
that in cooperation with the
Secretariat General of the Ten-
der Board, the ministry has an-
nounced a tender for the
construction of five bridges on
the Sohar-Buraimi road for
companies registered with the
Tender Board, graded as 'Excel-
lent' and specialised in con-
struction and maintenance of
ports, roads, bridges, railways
and dams.

The last date for submitting
investment offers is January 15.

MTCIT is implementing
more than 240 projects listed
under 19 programmes related
to priority sectors of Oman Vi-
sion 2040.

It has confirmed earmarking
over RO890mn for strategic
road projects in the current
Five-Year Plan. These projects
are expected to fortify the na-
tion's infrastructure, making it
world-class and ensuring seam-
less interconnectivity across
various logistics and economic
sectors.

The projects include devel-

opment of alternative roads and
specialised ports, and enhanc-
ing operational capacity of ex-
isting ports like Khasab, Shinas,
Suwaiq and Dhalkut. Significant
emphasis has been placed on
collaborative efforts with the
private sector, as seen with ini-
tiatives related to marine and
land services such as marine
crew replacement, ship repair
and luxury ship berthing.

The ministry's key ventures
include the Shargiyah Express-
way, connection roads for Bati-
nah Expressway and road
dualisation projects in various
governorates.

Please contact +968 22060236/237
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Experts document

five endangered owl

species in Buraimi

Owl diversity
flourishing in
Buraimi is a
testament to
wildlife
conservation

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Environment specialists in Bu-
raimi have documented five en-
dangered species of owls in the
governorate, which lies in north-
western Oman bordering the
United Arab Emirates.

Buraimi, known for its diverse
terrain from mountains to plains
and valleys and wild trees, is a
sanctuary for wildlife, particularly
for a range of migratory and en-
demic birds.

This rich biodiversity has re-
cently been highlighted through
dedicated efforts of environment
specialists in the region, for the
protection and documentation of
wildlife.

Mohammed bin Salem al
Balushi, an environmental spe-
cialist at the Environment De-
partment in Buraimi, played a
pivotal role in these conservation
efforts. Over a span of four years,
Balushi and his team closely
monitored and documented five
rare owl species in the gover-
norate, emphasising the signifi-
cance of spotting these
endangered species.

The documented owl species
are:

Pharaoh eagle-owl: Widespread
in North Africa and the Arabian
Peninsula, this species is part of
the true owl family. With a
wingspan of approximately two
metres and distinct yellow-or-
ange eyes, it is known for nesting
on cliffs and in old crows' nests.
Short-eared owl: Common
across the Northern Hemisphere,
this species thrives in open areas
like swamps and is unique for its
daytime hunting habits.

Barn owl: Recognisable by its
medium size, golden colour, and
heart-shaped face, the Barn Owl

Key strategies to
protect them
include monitoring
their habitats and
keeping their loca-
tions confidential
so as to safequard
them from
potential threats
like poaching

is adaptable, living in open,
wooded areas and even urban
settings.

Little owl: With a round head and
long legs, the female Little Owl
boasts a gray-brown hue with
white dots on its upper parts. It's
identified by its yellow eyes and
light yellow beak.

Barred owl: This species, mea-

suring about 21cm in length, is
noted for its sandy gray colour
and distinct black stripes.

Balushi's team also did an in-
tensive study of the breeding
habits of these species, with the
exception of the short-eared owl,
which is migratory.

“Capturing these species on
camera proved challenging; it

showed that a high level of dedi-
cation and patience are required
for such conservation work.”
The way forward, Balushi said,
is to ensure their continued pro-
tection. “Key strategies include
monitoring their habitats and
keeping their locations confiden-
tial so as to safeguard them from
potential threats like poaching.”

Over 57,000 to sit for GED
exams beginning Tuesday

Our Correspondent
Muscat

The Ministry of Education (MoE)
has announced the commence-
ment of the General Education
Diploma (GED) first semester
examinations for the academic
year 2023-24, from Tuesday.

Approximately 57,093 stu-
dents are set to appear for the
exams, the ministry disclosed.

The ministry completed the
process for the examination,
forming several committees to
ensure smooth operations.

The Preparation Committee,
established at the ministry level
and represented by the Centre
for Educational Measurement
and Evaluation, is spearheading
the entire process for the evalu-
ation of the GED students.

At the governorate level, de-
partments of educational mea-
surement and evaluation formed
similar committees, focusing on
managing and overseeing the
exams in their respective areas.

Additionally, dedicated com-
mittees for exam management,
correction, and marking have
been established. These include
marking centres in educational
directorates within the gover-
norates to be managed by
around 800 nominated graders.

—

Over 6,000 teachers have
been assigned to supervise the
examinees across 361 examina-
tion centres, strategically dis-
tributed maintaining student
density of each governorate.

The evaluation of papers will
begin on Wednesday and con-
clude on February 8. “This pro-
cess involves  meticulous
planning and execution so as to
ensure fairness and accuracy in
evaluating  student  perfor-
mance,” an official said.

To facilitate an optimal exam-
ination environment, the min-
istry, through the Educational
Directorates in the governorates,
has set up exam centres ade-
quately to offer a conducive at-
mosphere to students.

“The focus is on enabling ex-
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aminees to take their tests in a
comfortable and tranquil set-
ting," the official added.

The ministry encourages stu-
dents to utilise their time effec-
tively for study and revision and
to remain focused during exams.

Key instructions for students
include arriving early at examina-
tion centres, bringing necessary
tools like pens, erasers, and ap-
proved calculators, and ensuring
proper identity verification. Stu-
dents must also adhere to the
rules and guidelines within the
exam centres and avoid bringing
prohibited items.

In case of any violations dur-
ing the exams, the ministry has
outlined strict penalties as per
Article 37 of Ministerial Resolu-
tion (588/2015).

Jabal Akhdar produces RO200,000 olive oil

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Jabal Akhdar, a region in the lap
of the Hajar Mountains in
Dhakhliyah governorate, has
come back to hit the headlines
with a massive production of
olive oil in 2022 valued at
R0O200,000.

Terming it a ‘remarkable
achievement’ for Oman's agri-
culture sector, the Ministry of
Agriculture, Fisheries and Water
Resources reported that the
mountainous region produced
over 10,000 litres of olive oil in
the 2022 agricultural season.

‘This substantial yield, valued
at around RO200,000, marks a
significant milestone for the re-
gion's olive cultivation,” the min-
istry noted.

Dr Abdul Aziz bin Mansour al
Shanfari, Director General of
Agriculture and Water Re-
sources in Dakhliyah gover-
norate, said that the area under
olive cultivation in Jabal Akhdar
expanded to over 40 hectares,

with over 20,000 fruit bearing
trees grown. "This growth is a
testament to the region’s com-
mitment to agricultural develop-
ment and sustainability.”

Various methods have been
employed in extracting olive oil,
and the traditional approach was
the most notable one, Shanfari
informed.

“This method preserves the
oil's flavour and nutritional ben-
efits, contributing to the high
consumer confidence in Jabal
Akhdar's olive oil.”

Centrifugation, another
method, is noted for its efficiency
and speed. The choice of extrac-
tion method hinges on the local
needs, producers’ preferences,
and the desired quality stan-
dards. The high prices of Jabal
Akhdar's olive oil, the Director
General said is attributed to its
purity, organic nature, and au-
thenticity. “The growing produc-
tion is expected to boost
farmers' incomes in the coming
seasons,” he added.

Jabal Akhdar is not only
known for its olive oil but also for
other olive-based products, in-
cluding soaps and skincare
items. There is also a movement
towards utilising olive waste for
producing charcoal, organic fer-
tilisers, and household products,
which promises to enrich the
local market.

The ministry is actively in-
volved in providing development
and extension services to further
increase olive cultivation and de-
velop olive-linked industries in
and around Jabal Akhdar.

Raha Oman teams up
with Tenx Software
for smooth workflow

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Raha Oman signed an agree-
ment with Tenx Software Foun-
dations to streamline the
operational workflow and digi-
tal processes of the popular
mattress brand in the country.

Tenx Software Foundations
is a well-known software solu-
tion provider which has been
providing its services to star-
tups and small to medium-sized
enterprises on a global scale
since 2018.

Speaking at a press confer-
ence at Raha Oman'’s headquar-
ters, Sukesh Govindan, CEO of
Tenx said, “This seamless tran-
sition shall ensure minimal dis-
ruption to daily operations, with
critical production processes
like inventory management, uni-
fied data management, stream-
lined manufacturing processes,
scalability and flexibility, order
processing and quality control

automated thus resulting in im-
proved operational efficiency,
real-time visibility, cost savings
and enhanced satisfaction. In-
corporation of artificial intelli-
gence will further augment
these efficiencies.”

The CEO of Tenx added that
these solutions have been suc-
cessfully implemented by nu-
merous global companies.

Fahmy Said al Hinai, Director
of Raha Oman, took pride in
noting that the company has
been a significant player in the
global mattress manufacturing
industry since 1979, with oper-
ations across the GCC.

“We have chosen Tenx as a
strategic partner to elevate and
streamline business operations.
Raha mattress, a renowned
global brand specialising in
sleep solutions, has also reaped
the benefits of Tenx's expertise,
catering to diverse markets and
establishing benchmarks in
sleep technology.”
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MARKET WATCH
MSX30 4,594.93
Sensex 72,026.15
FOREX RATES
(RO1 equals)
India 217.20
Pakistan 722.96
Bangladesh 285.37
Philippines 144.92
Sri Lanka 842.27
*Rates as on January 07
Source: xe.com
BRIEFS

China's cargo
throughput at
ports rise in 2023
China's cargo and container
throughput at the country's
ports logged robust
expansion during the first 11
months of 2023, official data
showed.

The country's cargo
throughput at ports
totalled 15.51bn tonnes
during the first 11 months of
2023, an increase of 8.4%
year-on-year, according
to the Ministry of
Transport.

Specifically, foreign trade
cargo throughput at the
ports rose 9.6% over one
year earlier, according to the
ministry figures.

In the same period,
China's ports handled
280mn twenty-foot
equivalent units (TEUs)
of containers, climbing
4.9% year-on-year in the
first 11 months of 2023
compared to the same
period a year ago.

Bank lending rises 5.2% in

October; deposﬂs jump 10%

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Total bank lending in Oman grew
by more than five per cent in the
first ten months of 2023 while
deposits jumped by more than 10
per cent as compared to the
same period of 2022, according
to the Central Bank of Oman.

Total outstanding credit ex-
tended by the sultanate’s banking
sector (both conventional and Is-
lamic banks) grew by 5.2% to
RO30.4bn as of October 2023
against the same month of the
previous year, the CBO said in its
monthly statistical bulletin.

Of the total outstanding credit,
bank credit to the private sector
demonstrated increased growth
of 6.2% year-on-year to reach
RO25.6bn in October. Non-finan-
cial corporations received the
highest shares of the total private
sector credit, at approximately
45.7%, followed by household
sector at 44.6%. The share of fi-
nancial corporations was 5.8%
while other sectors received the
remaining 3.7% of total private
sector credit.

Conventional banks' total out-
standing credit grew by 3.6%
year-on-year in October this
year. Conventional banks' credit
to the private sector increased
4.9% to RO20.3bn while their
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Total outstanding credit extended by
Oman's banking sector reached
R0O30.4bn at the end of October 2023,
while total deposits rose to RO28.2bn

overall investments in securities
increased by 6.4% to RO4.7bn,
the CBO data showed.

Banks’ investment in govern-

ment development bonds de-
creased by 7.7% year-on-year to
RO1.9bn in October, while their
investments in foreign securities

dramatically rose by 64.8% to
RO1.4bn.

On the other hand, total bank-
ing sector deposits in Oman grew
by 10.1% to RO28.2bn at the end
of October 2023 against the
same period a year ago.

Total private sector deposits
increased by 8.8% to RO18.6bn.
In terms of sector-wise composi-
tion of private sector deposits,

the biggest contribution was
from household deposits at
50.5%, followed by non-financial
corporations at 31.3%, financial
corporations at 15.3% and other
sectors at 2.9%.

Aggregate deposits held with
the conventional banks increased
by 99% year-on-year to
R0O22.9bn at end-October 2023.
Private sector deposits, which ac-
counted for 66.2% of total de-
posits with conventional banks,
increased by 8.1% as of October
2023 to reach RO15.2bn.

Government deposits with
conventional banks witnessed an
increase of 4.2% at RO5.2bn and
deposits of public enterprises in-
creased by 37.8% to RO1.8bn.

RO7.1bn Islamic assets
Total assets of Islamic banks and
windows in Oman increased by
11.6% on a year-on-year basis to
reach RO7.1bn at the end of Oc-
tober 2023.

Islamic assets now constitute
about 17.4% of the total banking
system assets in Oman as of the
end-October 2023.

Islamic banking entities pro-
vided financing of RO5.9bn at the
end of October 2023, recording a
growth of 12.1% over that a year
ago. Total deposits held with Is-
lamic banks and windows in-
creased by 10.7% to RO5.2bn.

OIFCgets
licence to
operate as
payment
service
provider

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Oman Investment & Finance
Company (OIFC) announced on
Sunday that the Central Bank of
Oman (CBO) has granted its
final approval and licence for
OIFC to operate as a payment
service provider in Oman.

‘We are pleased to inform the
shareholders, Muscat Stock Ex-
change, and the public that the
CBO has granted the company
its final approval and licence to
operate as a payment service
provider in Oman,’ the company
said in a disclosure submitted to
the Muscat Stock Exchange.

OIFC further stated that the li-
cence will enable the company to
offer new digital payment ser-
vices, such as the Khedmah e-
Wallet, and a variety of payment
channels for its clients.

OIFC Group reported a net
profit of RO3.549mn for the first
nine months of 2023, compared
to RO4.382mn for the corre-
sponding period of the previous
year.

In its third-quarter 2023 re-
port, OIFC mentioned that the
company is engaged with multi-
ple principles to explore new
business opportunities.

Moody's upgrades Bank Nizwa
rating with stable outlook

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Moody's Investors Service has
upgraded Bank Nizwa's long-
term foreign and local currency
deposit ratings to Bal from Ba2.

Furthermore, Moody's recent
rating action included upgrading
Bank Nizwa's Base Credit As-
sessment (BCA) and Adjusted
BCA ratings from b1to ba3. This
significant achievement high-
lights the bank's outstanding fi-
nancial prowess and
underscores the success of its
strategic initiatives.

While the upgraded deposit
rating is influenced by govern-
ment support, the BCA rating
serves as a testament to Bank

Nizwa's standalone creditwor-
thiness. With these upgrades,
Bank Nizwa now stands on par
with major banks, marking a sig-
nificant milestone in its journey
of excellence in the finance sec-
tor.

Commenting on Moody's rat-
ing action, Khaled al Kayed, Chief
Executive Officer of Bank Nizwa
said, “The recent upgrades by
Moody's are a resounding ac-

knowledgment of Bank Nizwa's
resilience and stability. Our ro-
bust capitalisation, coupled with
the consistent trajectory of im-
proving profitability, has been
underscored by these upgrades,
further solidifying our position in
the financial landscape. The up-
graded credibility bestowed by
Moody's upon Bank Nizwa res-
onates powerfully with both in-
vestors and depositors.”

As per Moody's, Bank Nizwa
has made strategic advance-
ments, fostering  cautious
growth and fortifying risk man-
agement systems. This con-
certed effort is distinctly
reflected in the bank'’s financial
performance metrics and its ro-
bust capital position.

Sohar International gets central bank
approval to start Saudi operations

Our Correspondent
Muscat

Sohar International Bank an-
nounced that it has obtained a
no-objection certificate from the
Saudi Central Bank (SAMA),
paving the way for the com-
mencement of Omani bank's op-
erations in the thriving Saudi
market.

With a focus on innovation,
pioneering digital solutions, and
customer-centric  ethos, this
strategic move aligns with the
bank's trajectory of growth,
Sohar International said in a
press statement.

The presence of Sohar Inter-
national in the Saudi Arabian
market not only positions the

COMMENTARY

bank as a key player in the region
but also opens doors for Omani
corporates aspiring to venture
into Saudi Arabia.

As the second-largest bank in
the sultanate, Sohar International
has garnered a commendable

reputation of being a reliable fi-
nancial advisor and partner for a
multitude of companies span-
ning various sectors. The bank is,
therefore, uniquely positioned to
provide robust financial support
as well as access to a wealth of

experience, expertise, and advi-
sory for corporates.

Ahmed al Musalmi, Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer at Sohar Interna-
tional, said, “The bank’s entry
into the Saudi Arabian market
goes beyond geographical ex-
pansion; it symbolises a conduit
for opportunities, bolstering
connections between both
countries. As Sohar Interna-
tional ventures into interna-
tional markets, it serves as a
means of bringing the best of
the world to Oman, while simul-
taneously showcasing the best
of Oman to the world. This un-
derscores the nation's economic
strength, resilience, and its pio-
neering take on strategic finan-
cial initiatives.”

Glimpses of Oman's General Budget 2024

he recently released Oman's

Budget 2024, encompassing

the financial programme of the
country reveals the objectives, priori-
ties, strategies and the resources,
paving the way for all-round improve-
ment in the socio- economic structure
of the country.

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

The sultanate's 2024 budget lays
down the guide-posts for accelerating
the growth and creating a conducive
business environment. Achievement of
fiscal sustainability, stimulating national
economy, accelerating non-oil revenue,
improving spending efficiency, attract-
ing foreign investments, controlling
deficit, lowering of public debt, stabilis-
ing the inflation rate, sustaining employ-

ment creation, implementation of high-
priority projects, fulfilling basic needs,
continuing welfare subsidies and har-
nessing human resources are all the
chosen areas for priority.

It is heartening to note that the
proactive steps taken in the earlier
years towards the management of the
economy under the broad framework of
the 10th Five-Year Development Plan
(2021-2025) have yielded positive re-
sults during 2021 to 2023. Overall re-
duction in fiscal deficit in 2021 by
RO1.233bn, achievement of fiscal sur-
plus by RO1146bn in 2022 and
RO931mn in 2023 have therefore
added new dimensions to the five-year
development plan of the country.

Going by the strategies being fol-
lowed towards management of the fis-
cal figures, it is likely that the year 2024
will again end with a decent amount of
fiscal surplus, though Oman Budget
2024 projects a fiscal deficit of
RO640mn. Any upward swing in oil
price from $60 per barrel, being taken
in budget against the global price of $80
projected by IMF for 2024, will augur
well for this optimism and favourable

shift in the fiscal position.

In terms of real GDP growth, the
main indicator for assessing the effi-
ciency of the economy, Oman will
achieve 2.3% in 2023 and 2.4% in
2024. However, the biggest impetus
being given towards acceleration of in-
vestments in projects in the country will

now and is aligned with well managed
economies.

The expected fiscal deficit of
RO640mn is proposed to be funded by
external borrowings by RO240mn, (in
2020, it was RO2bn), substantially re-
duced from the earlier years and
RO400mn from sovereign reserves, as

AV MANOHAR

The author is the Chief Executive Officer of Wisdom
Business and Training Services LLC

pave the way for enhancing the income
stream and contributing to the growth
of the economy in the future.
Reduction in public debt by RO2.4bn
in 2023 i.e from RO17.6bn in 2022 to
RO15.2bn in 2023 is a notable achieve-
ment. The surplus generated from oil
revenue has been substantially de-
ployed to reduce the borrowings and
consequently the debt service costs.
Debt as a % of GDP works out to 35%

in earlier years.

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

It is heartening to note that the above
salient measures such as strengthening
of public finance, reduction in public
debt and rebound in oil prices have re-

sulted in enhancing the credit rating
from the various agencies such as
Moody's, S&P and Fitch Ratings and the
outlook for the country, which will set
the trend for generating higher inflow of
Capital into the country by way of in-
vestments.

While analysing the income stream,
the proportion between hydrocarbon
and non-hydrocarbon which was 72:28
in 2023 is expected to become 68:32 in
2024, which is indeed a good develop-
ment. The 5.7% increase in non-hydro-
carbon revenue by RO190mn (from
R0O3.33bn in 2023 to RO3.52bn in
2024) has made a shift in this ratio,
which is a welcome feature.

Gross revenue is estimated to grow
by 9.5% over the budget 2023 in 2024
to touch RO11.01bn. Gross spending is
likely to go up by 2.6% over 2023 bud-
get in 2024 to RO11.65bn (RO3.07bn
for defense & security, RO4.453bn for
civil ministries expenditure, RO1.05bn
for public debt service, RO900mn for
development projects and RO2.177bn
towards social protection contributions,
subsidies and other expenditure).

As the spending is more than the in-

come generation, Oman's Budget 2024
carries a fiscal deficit of RO640mn,
working out to 6% of the total revenue
and 1.5% of the GDP of the nation.

Oman's investment and develop-
ment landscape includes proposed
spending of RO3.9bn in 2024 through
government's investment arms namely
RO1.25bn by Oman Investment Au-
thority (OIA), RO1.5bn by Energy De-
velopment Oman (EDO) and RO1.14bn
through development budget alloca-
tions. Besides, Oman Future Fund,
Oman Development Bank, Public Pri-
vate Partnership Programme shall con-
tinue to enhance the investment
climate in Oman.

Overall, Oman's Budget 2024 is a
well-crafted blue-print of action, com-
prehensively covering different facets of
the economy and balancing between
the challenges on hand and the objec-
tives set for achievement in future.

The views and opinions expressed
in this column are solely those of
the author and do not necessarily
represent those of Muscat Daily or
Apex Media Publication
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Markets expect interest rate cuts

and bright

London, UK - With the world
leaving behind a year when inter-
est rate decisions and high infla-
tion were the main agenda topics,
markets expect less inflationary
pressure, easier conditions, and a
brighter year in 2024.

The US Fed, which began in-
creasing its benchmark policy in-
terest rate in March 2022,
gradually raised it from 0.25% to
a range between 5.25% and
5.5%, a 22-year high, and kept it
constant during the last three
monetary policy meetings.

Starting from July 2022, the
European Central Bank (ECB) in-
creased its fixed interest rate
from 0% to 4.5% gradually until
September and kept it un-
changed during the last two
meetings.

Beginning its rate-increase
cycle earlier, the Bank of England
(BokE) raised its benchmark rate
from 0.1% to 5.25% from De-
cember 2021 to August 2023,
while it held the rate at the same
level during the last three meet-
ings.

The Bank of Canada also
raised its policy rate from 0.25%
to 5% from March 2022 to July
2023 and kept it steady in the last
three meetings. From April 2022
to November 2023, the Reserve
Bank of Australia raised its cash
rate from 0.1% to 4.35%.

On the other hand, the Bank of
Japan's policy rate has been at

US Federal Reserve headquarters in Washington, DC

minus 0.1% since 2015. Despite
discussions, the bank has never
abandoned its loose monetary
policy, even in the post-pandemic
period when the world decided to
implement tight policies.

The People's Bank of China
has also adopted a different
stance by decreasing its one-year
loan prime rate since 2021 from
3.85% to 3.45%.

Given that the major central
banks have kept interest rates
unchanged for the last few
months, markets do not expect a
rise in interest rates this year, and

some banks are even expected to
start lowering them.

Inflation easing

The annual inflation rate, which
reached a record level of 6.5% in
the US in December 2022,
dropped to 4% in November
2023.

The rate is at 3.9% in the UK
after reaching 11.1% in 2022 and
at 2.4% in the euro area, drop-
ping from a record 10.7% in Oc-
tober 2022. Canada is also in a
similar position on the inflation
side. The rate slowed to 3.1% in

October after reaching over 8%
in 2022, but there was a fluctuat-
ing decrease.

In Japan, the inflation rate in-
creased by over 4% level in the
summer period of 2023 but de-
creased to 2.8% in November. In
China, the monthly inflation rate
ranged at -0.5% in Nov. 2023
compared to the same month in
the previous vyear. Inflation
peaked at 2.8% in September
2022.

Max Gillman, a professor of
economic history at the Univer-
sity of Missouri in the US, said the

US Fed, which

began increasing its
benchmark policy
ratein March 2022,
gradually raised it
from 0.25%toa
range between
5.25%-5.5%, a 22-year
high, and kept it
constant during last
three meetings

current inflation rate in the US is
very low.

"The inflation rate rarely ex-
actly equals the 2% Fed target.
Rather, the inflation rate has
bounced around 2%, and a 3%
number for six months leaves lit-
tle doubt that the Fed success-
fully has met its target range," he
noted.

In fact, the Fed should imme-
diately begin lowering the inter-
est rate on reserve balances
(IORB rate) because the real rate
after inflation is above 2%.

"This is a very high real rate,
only seen during strong growth
periods,” he told Anadolu
Agency.

"Such a high real rate, and
such a sudden increase in rates
as occurred in 2023, endangers
large sectors of the economy, es-

er 2024 for economies

pecially commercial real estate.”

2024 to be bright
Gillman added that all of the Eu-
ropean central banks have fol-
lowed the US interest rate policy
at a lag, so they also will start
lowering rates as soon as the Fed
does so, "which | hope is very
very soon."

"Global inflation was from in-
creased COVID-19 spending fi-
nanced by printing money and
raising the 'inflation tax' rather
than other taxes.

"This happens when the Trea-
sury borrows and the central
bank then buys the Treasury
debt. Thereby, one part of the
government gives fresh money to
the Treasury to finance spending
and inflation goes up," he added.

This is common during crises,
and now that the crisis has
passed, he believes that exces-
sive spending and money printing
should be curtailed, which will re-
duce inflation.

He added that "2024 will be
bright if the US Fed begins lower-
ing interest rates immediately,
but not if they keep them at the
current level.”

"World growth will pick up.
There is definitely light as long as
we can avoid any financial col-
lapse in the commercial real es-
tate sector by lowering interest
rates now."

Anadolu Agency

China’s forex
reservesrise
to $3.2tn

Beijing, China - China's
forex reserves totalled
$3.238tn as of the end of
December 2023, rising by
$66.2bn, or 21% com-
pared to the end of
November, according to
data released on Sunday
by the State Administra-
tion of Foreign Exchange
(SAFE).

In a statement, the
SAFE said that, affected by
factors such as the mone-
tary policies of the world's
major economies as well
as expectations, the US
dollar index saw a decline
in December while global
financial asset prices gen-
erally increased.

It attributed the in-
crease in the scale of the
country's foreign exchange
reserves to the combined
effects of currency transla-
tion and changes in asset
prices and other factors.
Xinhua

Euro area inflation rises less
than expected in December

Brussels, Belgium - Annual infla-
tion in the Eurozone rose again in
December after seven consecu-
tive months of declines, albeit at
a slower rate than anticipated.

According to the latest flash
estimates released by Eurostat,
the harmonised consumer price
index (HICP) in the Euro area
recorded a year-on-year increase
0f 2.9% in December. This figure
is higher than November's 2.4%,
and marginally lower than the
forecasted 3%.

On a month-to-month basis,
the inflation rate exhibited an
uptick of 0.2%, signaling an in-
crease from November's levels,
and advancing from the prior
0.6% monthly drop.

The prices of food, alcohol,

and tobacco increased the most
in December, up by 6.1% year-
on-year, which is a little less than
November's 6.9% annual rate.
Services costs held steady at
4.0% year-on-year. Prices for
goods other than energy
dropped to 2.5% from 2.9%, and

energy prices fell by 6.7%, which
is a lower drop than last month's
11.5% fall.

Core inflation, excluding
volatile components such as en-
ergy and food, was recorded at
3.4% year-on-year, a slight dip
from November's 3.6%, but in
line with market expectations.

The Eurostat also unveiled the
producer price index (PPI) infla-
tion data for November 2023,
which revealed a monthly con-
traction of 0.3%, a decrease
from October's 0.3% rise, and
below the expected 0.1% drop.
Notably, the PPl was 8.8% lower
compared with December 2022
levels, slightly below the ex-
pected 8.7% contraction.

Agencies

India to set up ‘Bharat Park’ in UAE

Mumbai, India - India plans to set
up 'Bharat Park' in UAE where In-
dian goods showroom and ware-
houses will come up. This will be
to facilitate other countries of the
world to buy Indian goods from
'‘Bharat Park’ as the payment sys-
tem is secured in UAE, stated
Union Minister of Textiles &
Commerce Piyush Goyal.

Goyal was speaking as chief
guest during Export Awards
function of The Synthetic &
Rayon Textiles Export Promotion
Council (SRTEPC) on 4th Jan-
uary, 2024 held at Mumbai. He
further stated the future be-
longed to Man Made Fibre Tex-
tiles (MMF).

According to a press release,
Goyal informed while speaking
on FTA (free trade agreement)
with Japan, Australia, UAE, South

Piyush Goyal

Korea etc. that the utilisation of
FTA benefits are very poor in
India is a matter of concern.
Piyush Goyal announced that BIS
will spend Rs400mn to set up 21
testing laboratories at various

places in India.

Bhadresh Dodhia, Chairman -
SRTEPC stated that man-made
fibre textiles export in 2022-23
touched $ 5.8bn as against
$6.8bn in 2021-22, registering a

negative growth of 15.3%. Export
of technical textiles touched
$2.5bn in 2022-23 as compared
to $2.8bn 2021-22, registering a
negative growth of 11.9%.

India's exports of man-made
fibre textiles during April to Oc-
tober 2023 have touched $3.1bn
as compared to $3.4bn during
the same period last year, regis-
tering a negative growth of 9.4%.
Likewise export of technical tex-
tiles touched $1.51bn during April
to October 2023 as compared to
$1.5bn during the same period
last year, registering a positive
growth of 0.5%.

Bhadresh  Dodhia further
stated, “We are confident that
export of man- made fibre tex-
tiles will cross $6bn in 2023-24
and export of technical textile will
cross above $3bn.”

China sanctions 5 US defense companies

Beijing, China - China has sanc-
tioned five US defense industry
companies in response to a sim-
ilar move by Washington, a For-
eign Ministry spokesperson said
Sunday.

The move came after the US'
call to sell arms to Taiwan and
Washington sanctioned Chinese
businesses and individuals for
different reasons.

Beijing described the arms
sales by Washington to Taiwan
as a "blatant violation of the one-
China principle,” and criticized
“the illegal unilateral sanctions
the US has imposed on Chinese
companies and individuals under
false pretexts,” claiming that
they “seriously harm China's
sovereignty and security inter-
ests.”

US sanctions also “undermine
the peace and stability across the
Taiwan Strait, and violate the le-
gitimate and lawful rights and in-
terests of” sanctioned-Chinese
actors, said the statement.

“In response to these gravely
wrong actions taken by the US
and in accordance with China’s
Anti-Foreign Sanctions Law,

Beijing described the arms sales by
Washington to Taiwan as a blatant
violation of the one-China principle

China has decided to sanction
five US defense industry compa-
nies, namely BAE Systems Land
and Armament, Alliant Techsys-
tems Operation, AeroViron-
ment, ViaSat and Data Link

Solutions,” read the statement.
“The countermeasures con-
sist of freezing the properties of
those companies in China, in-
cluding their movable and im-
movable property, and

prohibiting organizations and in-
dividuals in China from transac-
tions and cooperation with
them,” it added.

China, which considers Tai-
wan a breakaway province, does
not recognize the median line or
the air defense zone. Taipei,
however, has insisted on its inde-
pendence since 1949.

Anadolu Agency

an authorized well.

45,000 square meters.

a commercial building on it

TOGETHERNESS COMPANY ANNOUNCES SELLING

THE FOLLOWING LANDS AND PROPERTIES:

1- Residential/commercial Land with an area of 2934 square meters in Ghala Heights

2- 5agricultural plots in Barka, a total area of 84,000 square meters, each plot with
3-Residential/commercial Building with an area of 1883 square meters in Saham, with

4-Residential/commercial Building with an area of 547 square meters in Buraimi, a building
containing 8 shops and 10 apartments

5- Two farms in the state of Bidiya/Ghubra, with an area of 22,619 square meters, the other

6- Residential plot for the Wilayat of Bidiya/ Al Wasel, total area 96,847 square meters

7- Residential/commercial building, with an area of 1,572 square meters, it includes hotel
apartments and shops in wilayat bidyah

8- Residential/commercial shops, with an area of 1944 square meters, it includes a market
consisting of 19 shops in wilayat bidyah

9- Residential/commercial Land with an area of 1044 square meters and an existing hotel in
the Wilayat of Mahut/Hajj

10- 4 industrial plots in Dugm, total area 30,000 square meters

11- One residential/commercial plot with an area of 900 square meters and a residential plot

with an area of 594 square meters in Al-Qabil

12- Residential/commercial Land with an area of 750 square meters in Dugm

Contact at: - + 968 92822040, +968 97365897

www.togethernessrealestate.com
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AAOIFI - IsDB 18" Annual lslamlc Banklng and Flnance Conference

ahli islamic signs MoU with
AAOIFI at annual conference

As part of its ongoing efforts to
support the Islamic banking in-
dustry, Ahli Islamic, recently
signed a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MoU) with the Ac-
counting and Auditing
Organisation for Islamic Finan-
cial Institutions (AAOIFI).

The primary goal is to rein-
force collaboration in capacity
building within ahli Islamic and
foster the growth of the Islamic
finance sector in the Sultanate of
Oman. The signing ceremony
occurred concurrently with the
AAOIFI-IsDB 18th Annual Is-

lamic Banking and Finance Con-
ference, a press release said.

The signing occurred on the
second day of the conference,
graced by Sheikh Ebrahim bin
Khalifa al Khalifa, chairman of
AAOIFI's Board of Trustees,
alongside members of ahli Is-
lamic’s  Shari'a  Supervisory
Board. Yousuf Al Rawahi, DGM -
head of Ahli Islamic, signed the
MoU, solidifying the commit-
ment to advancing Islamic bank-
ing in Oman.

This unique MoU aims to syn-
ergise the expertise of Ahli Is-

lamic and AAOIFI, by way of col-
laboration that involves a series
of technical and professional ac-
tivities intended to fortify the de-
velopment of Islamic banking
and subsequently, the economy.

Dr Mohammed Taher al
Ibrahim, chairman of Shari'a Su-
pervisory Board at Ahli Islamic,
said, “The Islamic finance indus-
try greatly values the role of
AAOIFI in developing and pro-
gressing the standards of global
Islamic finance. It acknowledges
the contributions made towards
the professional development of

Islamic finance. This MoU re-
flects ahli Islamic's commitment
to collaborate with AAOIFI
within their respective domains
for the mutual benefit of both

institutions and their stake
holders.”
Yousuf al Rawahi, AGM -

head of Ahli Islamic, said, “We
are delighted to enter this note-
worthy partnership with AAOIFI.
The advancement of profes-
sional capabilities and the expan-
sion of Islamic banking in Oman
are crucial in our current land-
scape.”

CheryTiggo 8 Series
boasts advanced systems

Chery's autonomous driving
technology boasts over a decade
of profound accumulation. From
2010 to 2013, Chery engaged in
R&D of active safety technology,
successfully implementing vehi-
cle detection, FCW (forward col-
lision warning), lane detection,
and LDW (lane departure warn-
ing), among other technologies.

In 2014, Chery began con-
structing an intelligent driving
platform and completed the de-
velopment of the first generation
of intelligent vehicles. By 2016,
Chery's second generation of in-
telligent vehicles had achieved
autonomous driving based on
map and positioning systems. In
2017, Chery achieved the devel-
opment of the third generation of
autonomous driving vehicles,
with functionalities encompass-
ing autonomous driving in high-
speed road conditions and fixed
areas within urban zones.

Currently, Chery has indepen-
dently mastered intelligent pro-
cessing technologies such as
lane detection, millimeter-wave
radar data processing, vehicle
detection, local path planning,
vehicle low-level control, and
map data processing, achieving
technological breakthroughs in
the field of intelligent driving.

At the ‘Chery Tech Day 2023,
Chery unveiled two new devel-
opment routes in the field of in-
telligent driving. The first is the
Chery Pilot, directly aimed at
mass-produced vehicles.

Chery has already imple-
mented the Chery Pilot 2.0 sys-
tem, capable of achieving L2
level ADAS capabilities. On the
other hand, the Chery Pilot 3.0

system can achieve L2 + level
high-speed NOA (Navigation on
AutoPilot) and is expected to
enter mass production in the
second quarter of 2024.

The Chery Pilot 4.0 system
will realise L2++ level urban
NOA capabilities and is expected
to enter mass production in the
first quarter of 2025. The second
route is the L4 level solution de-
veloped around Robotaxi, named
‘Drive’. The Drive 1.0 version was
launched in the third quarter of
this year, with multi-scenario op-
erations expected to be realised
by the fourth quarter of 2024.

With continuous innovation in
technological prowess, Chery
empowers users with highly in-
telligent driving experiences.
Currently, Chery products have
garnered affection in over 80
countries and regions worldwide,
with a global user base exceed-
ing 12.7 million.

The Tiggo 8 series, as one of
Chery's globally best-selling
models, has accumulated over
800,000 users. Leveraging the
Chery Intelligent Driving Plat-
form, the Tiggo 8 series come
standard with L2level ADAS.
This not only alleviates the oper-

ational burden on drivers but also
effectively mitigates road safety
risks, providing users with all-
weather and all-scenario intelli-
gent assistance.

The Tiggo 8 series are
equipped with an ACC (adaptive
cruise control), enabling the ve-
hicle to automatically follow the
preceding vehicle to start and
stop. maintaining a safe driving
distance with the preceding ve-
hicle. This system also includes
TJA (traffic jam assist) for low-
speed scenarios and ICA (inte-
grated cruise assist) for
high-speed scenarios.

In the realm of intelligent
monitoring, the Tiggo 8 series
features a RCTA (reverse cross
traffic assist) and a BSD (blind
spot detection). During reversing
maneuvers, RCTA aids the driver
in monitoring the rear area for
potential obstacles, while BSD
employs radar sensors to moni-
tor the blind spots behind the ve-
hicle. Even in challenging
conditions such as rainy or foggy
weather, as well as low-light sit-
uations at night, these two func-
tionalities  provide  timely
warnings for enhanced safety
protection.

HUAWEI
launches
GoPaint

creativity

Huawei officially kicked off
the  Huawei  GoPaint
Worldwide Creating Activ-
ity. From January 5 to
February 29, participants
can showcase their digital
art skills in an online activity
that embodies Huawei's
commitment to sparking
creativity.

Huawei GoPaint World-
wide Creating Activity is a
platform for creatives or
anyone who loves to create
to express themselves, in-
spire all nature of creativity,
and empower more people
in artistic creation, a press
release said.

With Huawei tablets,
designed to deliver delight-
ful creating features, the
activity aims to stimulate
global consumers to ex-
press the ‘Creation of
Beauty’ concept. The
Huawei GoPaint World-
wide Creating Activity ex-
tends an invitation to those
passionate about artistic
creation, continually inspir-
ing and energising the cre-
ative spirit within.

Huawei not only pro-
vides a creative platform
for artists and enthusiasts
to express themselves but
also elevates the creative
experience with the latest
Huawei MatePad Pro 13.2".
This device features a flex-
ible OLED screen, an ultra-
thin design at just 5.5mm,
and a lightweight frame
weighing only 580g.

Paired with the Huawei
M-Pencil (3rd generation),
which offers 10,000+ pres-
sure sensing levels, it en-
ables mastery over a
variety of artistic styles.

Bank Muscat hosts special event for Muscat customers

Bank Muscat hosted a special
event for customers employed in
the public and private sectors in
Muscat Governorate with the
aim to consider their feedback
and suggestions on the various
banking products and services.

The event was attended by
Abdulnasir N al Raisi, general
manager - Personal Banking, in
addition to other senior officials,
a press release said.

Saleh Mohammed al Maaini,
deputy general manager - Capi-
tal Regions, Bank Muscat, said,
“Throughout the bank's long his-
tory, we have been keenly and
continuously keeping pace with
the latest developments in the
banking and financial sector. We
are proud of the many achieve-
ments so far and we look forward
to achieving many more suc-
cesses in the future.

“These events are important
as they allow us to know more
about customers' feedback re-
garding the services and facilities
offered, which are encouraging
factors for development. | would

like to take this opportunity to
thank our valued customers on
their continuous trust with the
services and products provided
by the bank.”

Radhiya Hassan al Lawati,
head of Sales, Bank Muscat, said,

"For the past years, Bank Muscat
has been focusing on continu-
ously enhancing banking ser-
vices and facilities for the benefit
of its customers across the Sul-
tanate of Oman. We are contin-
uously working to provide the

most innovative banking solu-
tions. The world is witnessing
rapid changes brought about by
the technological developments
and digital transformations
which have influenced the pre-
sent in many aspects including

the lifestyle.

“Bank Muscat is working hard
to keep base with the rapid tech-
nologies and continuously up-
date customers and keep them
well-informed. We are pleased
to once again enhance our part-

nership with our valued cus-
tomers and offer them the best
benefits and financing services.
we will continue organizing sim-
ilar events to work together to-
wards achieving our common
goals.”

Sharakah joins Al Rahma Association to champion sustainability

Sharakah, Oman'’s leading SME
development company, has initi-
ated a partnership with Al
Rahma Association, a charitable
organisation, by contributing its
surplus marketing materials.

This eco-conscious gesture
includes the donation of a variety
of items such as A4 bags, A4,
A3, and DL envelopes, notepads,
and sunshades. This collabora-
tion is a reflection of Sharakah's
commitment to environmental
sustainability and social respon-
sibility, a press release said.

As part of its strategic evolu-
tion, Sharakah has recently un-
dergone a significant brand
refresh to better align with its
modern vision. The brand uplift
which is more than a visual

makeover represents Sharakah's
dedication to sustainable prac-
tices and its support of Oman’s
long-term environmental objec-
tives. The new brand uplift also
signals Sharakah's expansion
into emergent sectors like green
energy, ICV, and ICT, emphasiz-
ing digital innovation across its
product offerings.

Al Rahma Association has
welcomed this initiative, eager to
repurpose Sharakah's previous
branding materials in support of
a more sustainable future. A
spokesperson for Al Rahma As-
sociation said, “Our partnership
with  Sharakah reflects our
shared vision for a sustainable
future, turning aspirations into
actions.”

Ali Ahmed Muqaibal, CEO of
Sharakah, said, "This partnership
with Al Rahma Association
marks a milestone in our journey
towards environmental steward-
ship, allowing us to give back to
the community in a sustainable
manner. By uniting with Al
Rahma, we are recycling materi-
als, and we are cultivating a cul-
ture of sustainability that
resonates with our values and
our new brand ethos.”

In its brand uplift exercise,
Sharakah  has  consciously
adopted a new colour scheme to
embody its ethos of growth and
sustainability. The choice of Ba-
nana Palm Green as the primary
colour underscores the com-
pany's emphasis on progress.
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WAR ON GAZA

2 more journalists killed in bombing

Ankara, Tirkiye - Two more
Palestinian journalists were
killed in Israeli attacks in the
Gaza Strip on Sunday, bringing
the death toll of journalists since
October 7 to 109, the Pales-
tinian media office said.

In a statement, the office
identified the two victims as
Hamza Wael al Dahdouh, the
son of Al Jazeera Gaza bureau
chief Wael al Dahdouh, and
Mustafa Thuraya.

They lost their lives in an Is-
raeli bombing on their car in the
city of Khan Younis in the
southern Gaza Strip.

The media office denounced
‘in the strongest terms this
heinous crime’ committed by
the ‘Israeli occupation army
against journalists’.

Israel aims to ‘intimidate
journalists in a failed attempt to
obscure the truth and prevent
media coverage', the office
added. The media office called
‘on all press unions, human
rights and legal bodies to con-
demn this crime and denounce
its repeated commission by the
occupation'.

It also called for pressuring
‘the occupation to stop the
genocidal war against our de-

The latest attack takes the death toll of journalists to 109 since October 7

Palestinian media
office called on
all press unions,
human rights
and legal bodies
to condemn
this crime and
denounce

its repeated
cominission by
the occupation

fenseless people in the Gaza
Strip".

Since Hamas' cross-border
attack on October 7, Israel has
continued relentless attacks on
the Gaza Strip, killing at least
22,722 Palestinians and injuring
58,166, according to local health
authorities.

Israeli authorities claimed
that the Hamas attacks have
killed around 1,200 Israelis.

The Israeli onslaught has left
Gaza in ruins, with 60% of the
enclave's infrastructure dam-
aged or destroyed and nearly
2mn residents displaced.
Anadolu News Agency
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Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi (right) during his meeting with US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, in Amman

Jordanian foreign minister
renews calls for halt to war

Amman, Jordan - Jordan's top
diplomat on Sunday reiterated
his demand for an immediate
halt to the ongoing Israeli war
on the Gaza Strip.

Foreign Minister Ayman
Safadi's call came during his
meeting in the capital Amman
with US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken, on the third
stop of a tour he began in
Turkiye, according to the Jorda-
nian Ministry of Foreign Affairs
and Expatriates.

During their extensive talks
on the situation in Gaza and the
worsening humanitarian catas-
trophe there, Safadi stressed
“the need to immediately stop
the aggression, protect civilians,
and ensure adequate and sus-
tainable access of humanitarian
and medical aid to all areas of
Gaza." They also discussed “the
need to stop the illegal Israeli
measures in West Bank and
Jerusalem,” as well as other bi-
lateral and regional issues.

On Saturday, ahead of
Blinken's visit, the ministry said
Safadi would ‘reaffirm the firm
Jordanian position in rejecting
the displacement of Palestini-
ans inside or outside their land
... and rejecting any future ap-
proach to dealing with Gaza
from a security standpoint and
outside the context of a com-
plete and comprehensive plan
based on the unity of Gaza, the
West Bank and East Jerusalem'.
Anadolu News Agency

Situation remains dire: Blinken

Istanbul, Turkiye - Too many
people in Gaza face major hur-
dles just to fulfill their basic daily
needs, US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken said, decrying
the ‘dire’ situation in the be-
sieged and blockaded Gaza
Strip.

“The situation for men,
women and children in Gaza re-
mains dire. Far too many Pales-
tinians have been Killed,
especially children,” Blinken
said in remarks posted on X on
Sunday amid his current
Mideast tour.

“Far too many remain incred-
ibly challenged in terms of their
access to food, to water, to
medicine, to the essentials of
life.”

On his tour, Blinken said in a
statement that he came to dis-
cuss the situation in Gaza with
regional partners - including
Turkiye - adding “These are not
necessarily easy conversations.
There are different perspectives,
different needs, different re-
quirements.”

"But it is vital that we engage
in this diplomacy now, both for
the sake of the future for Gaza

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken

Blinken is now on a regional tour
covering Tlirkiye, Greece, Jordan,
Qatar, and United Arab Emirates for
talks on Gaza's humanitarian crisis,
peace talks, and hostage issue

itself, and more broadly, the
sake of the future for Israelis and
Palestinians and for the region
as awhole,” he added.

Saying this is his fourth visit
to the region since October 7,
when the current Gaza conflict
began, he stressed that they

have been focused on prevent-
ing the spread of the conflict
since day one.

Highlighting that they will dis-
cuss with their partners during
his visit what can be done to pre-
vent the conflict from spreading,
Blinken said they will address the

protection of civilians, delivering
more humanitarian aid, and re-
leasing the detainees remaining
from Hamas' October 7 surprise
attack.

To have Palestinian-
led governance
Emphasising their focus on
steps towards a sustainable,
peaceful, and secure future for
everyone in the region, Blinken
stressed, “That starts with the
work that's going to be neces-
sary in Gaza itself to rebuild, to
have security, to have Pales-
tinian-led governance.”

Blinken last week embarked
on a regional tour starting with
Turkiye and then moving on to
Greece, Jordan, Qatar, and the
United Arab Emirates.

His focus on the bleak hu-
manitarian situation in Gaza
seemed to highlight what some
analysts see as a growing rift be-
tween traditional allies the US
and lIsrael, with Washington
urging Tel Aviv to pull back its
operation in Gaza to reduce the
weighty human cost of some
23,000 lives taken so far.
Anadolu News Agency

Israeli apartheid far more brutal than a

Andrew
Feinstein
explains why
South Africa is
bringing Israel
to International
Court of Justice

London, UK - A former col-
league of South African human
rights icons Nelson Mandela
and Archbishop Desmond Tutu
expressed strong support for his
country's decision to take Israel
to the International Court of
Justice,  condemning  the
months-long siege and block-
ade of Gaza as nothing short of
a genocide against Palestinians.

Andrew Feinstein, a onetime
key figure in the ruling African
National Congress (ANC) who
now lives in Britain, emphasised

his unique perspective as a Jew-
ish son of a Holocaust survivor.

"My mother survived the war
in occupied Vienna itself. She
lost dozens of members of her
family, mainly in the death
camp of Auschwitz, where I've
lectured on genocide preven-
tion,” he explained.

“l am here today to talk about
why it is that South Africa have
taken Israel to the International
Court of Justice, because I think
it's particularly symbolic be-
cause South Africa knows what
apartheid it is.”

Feinstein pointed to a legal
document from South Africa
presenting evidence of Israeli
actions in Gaza as genocidal in
both conduct and intent.

“So, | think it's incredibly im-
portant that South Africa has
brought this case to the Interna-
tional Court of Justice describ-
ing what is happening in Gaza
as a genocide of the Palestinian

i L

Andrew Feinstein, a onetime key figure in the African National Congress

people,” he said.

“And it's absolutely clear
from the South African docu-
ment, which is an extraordinary
legal document, that this is a
genocide, both in terms of the
conduct of the Israeli operation
in Gaza, and because of the in-
tent that has been voiced by Is-
raeli politicians to remove all

Palestinians from Gaza and for
Israel to effectively take over
Gaza completely,” said Fein-
stein.

Far more brutal

While acknowledging differ-
ences between the situations in
South Africa and Israel, Fein-
stein underscored the shared el-

ements of racial discrimination,
the creation of separate territo-
ries, and the use of brutal force
against oppressed populations.

Feinstein began by highlight-
ing the discrimination faced by
the Palestinian population in Is-
rael, drawing a parallel with the
decades of mistreatment of
black Africans in South Africa.

He argued that even Pales-
tinian citizens of Israel are rele-
gated to lesser rights than even
their Jewish counterparts - a
stark violation of principles of
equality under the law based on
race, ethnicity, or religion.

On the apartheid-era strat-
egy of creating 'little home-
lands’, or Bantustans, in South
Africa, he compared it to Israel's
insertion of settlements and
separation of territories in Gaza,
the West Bank, Hebron, and Ra-
mallah.

Feinstein said the deliberate
division hinders the possibility

of a two-state solution, echoing
oppressive tactics seen in the
apartheid system.

“And then most importantly,
both Israel and South Africa
have used brutal military force
to oppress those populations
that they see as somehow infe-
rior to themselves, which is a
system of racism. So, by all of
those similarities, Israel is an
apartheid system, according to
the Rome statute of interna-
tional law,"” he said.

"My former boss, Nelson
Mandela, and my friend and po-
litical  mentor  Archbishop
Desmond Tutu, they knew bet-
ter than anyone I've ever met
what an apartheid state is. And
they were very critical of
apartheid because apartheid Is-
rael was a very close ally of
apartheid South Africa - they
helped each other become nu-
clear powers, to develop nuclear
weapons,” said Feinstein.

nything we saw: Ex-politician

Israel has never acknowl-
edged its status as a nuclear
power, while South Africa offi-
cially abandoned its nuclear
arms development program in
1989.

While recognising the signif-
icant similarities in the two sit-
uations, Feinstein did
underscore one crucial differ-
ence.

Unlike South Africa, which
heavily relied on the black
African community for its econ-
omy and workforce, Israel is less
dependent on Palestinians for
its economic stability, he said.

“And that is one of the rea-
sons why Israel has killed tens
of thousands of innocent Pales-
tinian civilians. They don't want
them, they don't need them.
And that has made Israeli
apartheid far more brutal than
anything we saw or experienced
in South Africa,” he said.
Anadolu News Agency
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Bangladesh PM Shei

Dhaka, Bangladesh - Bangladesh
held its 12th general elections on
Sunday with Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina winning a fourth
consecutive term.

Voting in the south Asian
country - boycotted by the main
opposition Bangladesh National
Party (BNP) - ended at 4pm and
the counting of votes started
soon after.

Awami League chief Sheikh
Hasina has been re-elected, with
her party winning more than
50% in an election marred with
violence and boycott from the
main opposition BNP, media re-
ported, adding that the full re-
sults are expected to be out by
Monday.

The voters outside polling
booths said that most people are
not with the BNP, but with the
progress that the country has
witnessed in the last 15 years.

Notably, around 170mn peo-
ple in Bangladesh are voting to
elect 299 lawmakers during the
12th national election amid a
boycott by the main opposition
BNP.

“"We are very happy, it is a fes-
tive mood, people are coming
out to vote. It's nice. People are
very very excited to cast their
vote. They are voting because
they believe this government has
done a lot of development which
will continue if the party comes
back to power. We think they will
win and continue with the devel-
opment,” voter Rober Simon
Gomez told ANI.

The voters said that people

b

Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina casts her vote for the general elections 2024, in Dhaka on Sunday (ANI)

across the country are coming
out to vote because they want
this government to continue and
also refuted any impact of the
protests carried out by BNP.
“No, there will be no impact of

BNP protests because people are
not with the BNP, they are with
the Bangladesh government,
Awami League and other parties
taking part in the election...the
country has developed in the last

15 years. Asaduzzaman Khaniis a
very good person. He is a very
successful Home Minister. Many
votes will be cast in his name,”
another voter, Nirmal Rogerio
said.

Gilbert Gomez said, “As a re-
sponsible citizen, | have cast my
vote in a free and fair way. The
environment is very enjoyable.
We are from a Christian commu-
nity and living very peacefully.

We have established
people’s democratic
rights...Iwant to
make sure that
democracy should
continue in this
country and
without democracy,
you can’t make

any development

SHEIKH HASINA

We want to live together and
want the country to develop effi-
ciently.”

Ahead of the polls, the locals
in Bangladesh said that they are
looking forward to the polls as
they want to exercise their
democratic rights. They also re-
futed any impact of the protests
called by BNP on the people and
said that they are not following
the ‘democratic process'.

“In our country, there are 46
registered parties from the elec-
tion commission. BNP is just one
party. Only one party cannot de-
fine our country’s political sys-
tem. | will go to the vote centre to
cast my vote because | want to
elect my representative,” a local
resident said.

Earlier in the day, Sheikh
Hasina emphasised the impor-
tance of democracy for the de-
velopment of the country as the
Asian nation goes to the polls for
the 2024 general elections

kh Hasina wins 4th term

today.

“Our country is sovereign and
independent..We have a big
population. We have established
people’'s democratic rights...|
want to make sure that democ-
racy should continue in this
country and without democracy,
you can't make any develop-
ment. As we are a long-term
democratic system from 2009
to 2023, that is why Bangladesh
made this much of an achieve-
ment,” she said.

She also extended her wishes
to India and said that Bangladesh
is lucky to have a trusted friend
like India. She also highlighted
India’s support during the Liber-
ation War in 1971.

In her message to India,
Sheikh Hasina said, “We are very
lucky...India is our trusted friend.
During our Liberation War, they
supported us...After 1975, when
we lost our whole family...they
gave us shelter. So our best
wishes to the people of India.”

International election expert
teams from the European Union
are present in Dhaka, and foreign
observers from various coun-
tries, including a Commonwealth
team, are monitoring the polls.

Voting was ‘very quiet and
peaceful’, the CEO of Central
Election Commission of Pales-
tine Hisam M Y Kuhail made the
remarks during a media briefing
in Dhaka, Al Jazeera reported.

"Voting process in all the cen-
tres that we visited were very
quiet and peaceful,” Kuhail said.

Agencies

Maldives ministers suspended over Modi jibe

Malé, Maldives - The Maldivian
government on Sunday report-
edly suspended ministers for
their social media posts against
India and its Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.

‘The Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs issued a statement on the
stand of the Government of India
in relation to some posts on so-
cial media that are insulting to
neighbouring India,’ the Maldives
government said in a statement.

The controversy erupted after
three ministers attacked Modi
after his photos visiting the pris-
tine white sand beaches of Lak-
shadweep went viral.

Their comments sparked a
massive firestorm with several
Indians even claiming to have
cancelled their scheduled trip to
the island nation known for its
pristine beaches.

‘Those who made such posts
on social media while in govern-
ment positions have now been
suspended from their jobs,’ the
statement said without revealing
the names of those who have
been suspended.

Sharing photos of his visit to
the virgin beaches of Lakshad-
weep, Modi sought to draw
global attention to the untapped
tourism  potential of the

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi relaxes on one of the pristine beaches in Lakshadweep on Thursday (aND

archipelago.

India’s Lakshadweep can be a
potential challenge to the Mal-
dives as an alternative tourist
destination.

Local media outlet Adhadhu
in Malé reported that deputy
youth ministers Mariyam Shiuna,
Malsha Shareef, and Mahzoom
Majid were suspended over so-
cial media posts, making mock-
ing references to the Indian
Prime Minister.

Former Maldivian vice presi-
dent Ahmed Adeeb said the

derogatory remarks against
Modi are ‘'not acceptable on any
level' and such unsavoury posts
should not have been shared on
social media.

“Itis a very sad incident which
should not have happened.
When you are in an elected po-
sition, you should not engage as
an activist. One has to be more
responsible and also these de-
graded remarks towards the
global leader Prime Minister
Modi are not acceptable. We
build our tourism on the basis of

tolerance, harmony, friendship
and hospitality. This is not ac-
ceptable on any level..." the for-
mer Maldives vice president said
on the disparaging posts.

Earlier during the day, the
Maldivian government sought to
distance itself from Shiuna's
derogatory remarks against the
Indian Prime Minister, saying her
opinion does not reflect the gov-
ernment's views.

‘These opinions are personal
and do not represent the views of
the Government of Maldives,’

read an official release by the
Maldivian Foreign Ministry on
Sunday.

The government added that it
believes that the freedom of ex-
pression should be exercised in a
‘democratic and responsible
manner, and in ways that do not
spread hatred, negativity, and
hinder close relationships be-
tween the Maldives and its inter-
national partners’.

‘Moreover, the relevant au-
thorities of the government will
not hesitate to take action
against those who make such
derogatory remarks,’ the govern-
ment release had earlier stated.

Her post even featured im-
ages of the Indian Prime Minister
from his visit to Lakshadweep.

Posting images from his visit
to the Union Territory on January
2, Modi also shared an 'exhilarat-
ing experience' of him trying his
hand at snorkelling.

In a series of posts on X,
Prime Minister Modi shared pic-
tures of the white beaches and
the pristine blue skies and the
ocean, and tagged them with a
message that read, “For those
who wish to embrace the adven-
turer in them, Lakshadweep has
to be on your list.”

Agencies
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Visitors to Japanese
Sakura Garden drawn
by unique experience

Jeddah, Saudi Arabia - Sakura
Garden, in the Little Asia enter-
tainment zone organised as part
of Jeddah Event Calendar 2023,
is impressive, dazzling visitors
with the peaceful and poetic gar-
den that abounds in cherries in
blossom.

The Japanese Sakura Garden
also hosts shops with popular
Japanese toys and goods, and a
section dedicated to famous
Arab restaurants that serve
Japanese food in a fusion of
tastes. The garden witnesses a
large turnout as people come to
enjoy the view and the many
recreational and commercial ac-
tivities.

The cherry blossom, also
known as a Japanese cherry or
Sakura, holds a prominent posi-
tion in Japanese culture. It sym-
bolizes  beauty and the
ephemeral nature of life.

When cherry trees blossom,
the Japanese gather for an out-
door party beneath the sakura to
enjoy the beautiful scenery.

The Little Asia zone, with its
services, leisure and entertain-
ment venues, has 12 areas that
represent eight Asian countries:
Japan, China, the Republic of

Korea, Thailand, Singapore,
Malaysia, Indonesia, and The
Philippines.

SPA

Year of the Camel: Honouring the heritage, resilience of Arabic culture

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia - The time-
less bond between Arabs and
camels weaves a tale of compan-
ionship and reliance in the vast
desert landscape.

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

Chairman of the Saudi Society
for Camel Studies Dr Mo-
hammed al Otaibi sheds light on
the profound connection be-

tween Arabs and camels, tracing
its roots back to ancient times.

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

Among the notable camels of
history, Otaibi highlighted the
renowned she-camel Al-Qaswa,
ridden by the Prophet Mo-
hammed, peace be upon him.
This camel, considered the sec-
ond most famous in history after
the she-camel of the Prophet
Saleh, etched its mark in the col-
lective memory of Arabs and
Muslims.

The sacred texts also mention
the significance of camels. The
Quran makes multiple refer-
ences to these magnificent crea-

tures, emphasising their role as a
sign of Allah’s munificence. Var-
ious Hadiths shed further light on
the revered status of camels in

Arab society.

The Arabs’' deep-seated at-
tachment to camels is palpable.
In ancient times, Arabs used the

words wealth and camels inter-
changeably in their vernacular. Dr
Hind al Mutairi, a faculty member
at King Saud University, explains
that camels, often referred to as
the ‘ships of the desert’, symbol-
ise the continuity of movement,
work and survival in the barren
and harsh environment.

These resilient creatures serve
as a lifeline, protecting their own-
ers from the perils of the unfor-
giving desert. The Arabs,
therefore, developed an intimate
bond with camels, carefully ob-
serving their well-being, strength,
and unique characteristics.

According to Mutairi, the
Arabs bestowed a myriad names
on camels, capturing their di-

verse characteristics. Hundreds
of names were assigned to de-
scribe adult camels, herds, fe-
males, males, offspring, and
camels distinguished by weight,
blindness, milk production, or
swiftness. Even camels carrying
warriors or plagued by thirst
were granted distinct names.

This rich lexicon of camel-re-
lated terms enriched the Arabic
language and found expression
in ancient poetry. In fact, Arabic
boasts a staggering 10,046
words related to camels, as doc-
umented in the book Camels in
the Ancient Near East and the Ara-
bian Peninsula.

Arabic poetry has long cele-
brated the she-camel, held in

high regard by the Bedouin
tribes. Mutairi remarks on the in-
timate bond between Arabs and
she-camels, a bond so profound
that conversations flow as if they
were cherished confidants.
Highlighting their multifaceted
contributions, Otaibi emphasises
the numerous benefits of camels.
These remarkable creatures pro-
vide sustenance through their
meat and milk, their wool is
utilised to make tents, and they
have the ability to carry weary
travellers across vast distances.
Camels hold a place of honour as
gifts presented to kings and dis-
tinguished leaders, symbolising
reverence and respect.
SPA
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CROSSWORD

14

3 4 5 FB 7 8 4

10

17

16

18

20

26

19

65

ACROSS

1) Problems for directors

5) At a quick rate, poetically
10) Some precipitation

14) Eye layer

15) '70s White House name
16) Shoppers' bag

17) Easily achieved goals
20) Dark

21) Aspen features

22) Whacks

25) Insult but good

26) After-hours school gp.
29) Common welcomers
31) Last name for an
unbalanced egghead?

35)_ Gabriel

36) Very angry

38) Buffalo's canal

39) It may be needed to

animal

51) Minnow variety

53) Bygone despot

55) Some kind of nut

58) Pigeon's perch

62) Weaponry that's neither
large nor small

65) Black cat, to some
66) Chose not to dine out
67)_vera

68) British title

69) Year-end tunes

70) Some evergreens
DOWN

1) Streaming service

18) Type of energy

19) German wife

23) "Legal" prefix

24) Drag one's feet

26) "Don't give me that!" old-
style

27) Evergreen-forested land-
scape

28) Black_ ( cattle breed)
30) Posture problem

32) Donna's intro?

33) Stadium features

34) Abominable creatures
37) Cereal grain killer

40) It's designed to get your

61) Storm centers

62) Like hip Brits in the '60s

NOTE PAD

63) "Shop_ you drop"
64) _and outs

be an

NFL player

43) Cause of some shivers

44) Begin an Internet session

68

67 45) 3-D hospital procedure
46) Pungent condiment
69 70 49) Duck's domain

50) Stereotypically stubborn

2) Shakespeare's river attention 'RIE s AW ‘ofmimi'a 'B ‘b 'B
3) Cry like a baby 41) Charged particles “I RIA|TI|E 'i\ Vil |ON ‘h R|E
4) Colonial title in India 42) Ultimate object Bla|T|T[eE[R|Y|A[C|I1|D T |E
5) _Arbor 47) Hindu Mr. EN|A[B[LIE 1 TIEIR
6) "Animal Farm" critter 48) "The_Cometh" % E A : IIE ; e o : g IE- LIS
7) Line on a graph 52) A Muse mb RIT|s ‘BlyrRlOIN A

8) Hits on the head 54) Pass oninarace, as a ‘blo|H ‘olr NIEIT]S ‘RINA
9) Decorate with gold leaf baton 'SR 1 N|I|C|E sl1lg|N
10) Played a banjo, in a way 55) Disaster relief grp. ‘o|N|clE|S M|E|L |A
11) It may be proper in a sen- 56) Footnote word ?I G E|E 5 EM/U|SI|E|S
tence 57) Leaves home? o 8.8 n Srialr|E|D -
12) Mayberry's self-jailer 59) Take-out order? sqr : l: B ; : : U‘E 2 :! ! 2
13) Moist 60) Shoot up ‘olc|T ElwiTls plelmla

ol g
-@ ‘s

ARIES MARCH 21-APRIL 19

When you're put into an environment that involves delicate egos today,
trust your own judgment. Be sure of what you do. You can handle this
tricky situation without any missteps, believe it or not. When you have
conviction in your ideas, that faith gives you a strength that no one else
can match. If you think something is a bad idea, say so. Just make sure
you're diplomatic about it, especially if it's your supervisor's idea. You
are free to criticize now, so take advantage of this.

TAURUS APRIL 20-MAY 20

If you want to lend a friend some money, that's your choice, but make
sure that you don't get caught up in giving them any kind of long-term
support. You could end up supporting their negative behavior without
meaning to. But if you do give them some money, you must let them
decide how they'll use it. If you give it, you give it, and there should be
no strings attached. Telling someone how to use it will only come off as
arrogant.

GEMINI MAY 21-JUNE 21

You have every right to use all of your skills, not just your
intelligence, when working toward a goal. Today is the day to
pull out your secret weapon: your charm! Flash that smile and
tell people just how wonderful you think they are. Folks enjoy
being recognized for their unique contributions. You know how
to boost someone's ego appropriately without flirtation or
manipulation.

CANCER JUNE 22-JULY 22

Impulse buying might feed your desires for a minute or two, but the
drain it creates on your wallet will be a pain you'll feel for a long, long
time. You cannot opt for temporary joy when you could be looking at an
even bigger debt. Start thinking more long term and pay attention to
saving more money now. There could be some unexpected bills and a
few interesting investment opportunities coming up, and you need to
have the money it takes to handle them.

DAILY

LEO JULY 23-AUGUST 22

When you greet the world with a smile, you inspire confidence and
trust in what you're doing. If you want to win people over, you need to
stop playing hard to get and start being more open to questions.
Make it clear that you have nothing to hide and that you are more
than happy to be working with other people. Just because you got off
on the wrong foot doesn't mean that things can't get better. You
simply have to show that you have good intentions.

VIRGO AUGUST 23-SEPTEMBER 22

Don't be too rigid about things today, especially social arrangements.
You might have a specific idea about what you want to do for fun, but
not everyone is going to agree with you, and they won't be flexible
about it. You're going to have to be flexible. It's a familiar pattern with
you and this person, and one that might be starting to get on your
nerves. Do it again this one last time. Then make a mental note that if
this happens again, you two need to have a long talk.

LIBRA SEPTEMBER 23-OCTOBER 22

Follow the most logical path of reasoning today, and don't let anyone
make you believe something that seems too good to be true, no matter
how much you might want to believe them. Your heart's desire can be
tough to counter when you want things to be a certain way (and they
can't be). But your brain has to the one in charge right now. Facing
reality now is a lot better than being disappointed later. Stop wasting

your time trying to come up with answers that just don't make sense.

SCORPIO OCTOBER 23-NOVEMBER 21

Goals that are too easy to attain aren't very fulfilling. So today, you
need to aim a little bit higher and choose a challenge that is tough.
Few things are as rewarding to your ego and as educational as a hard-
won victory, so take the more difficult route, and don't be too rigid
about what you are willing to do. Open up your mind and tell the
Universe that you are up for anything! Look for something that puts
you outside of your comfort zone and intimidates you just a bit.

SAGITTARIUS NOVEMBER 22-DECEMBER21
Today, you should start removing your emotions from conversations
you have with the people who have some power over your life. They
need to see you as someone who follows their intellect more than
someone who goes with their gut. So while your devotion to your job
or your current project is passionate, that shouldn't be the first thing
you talk about. Stick to numbers and facts. Later on, once you two
have developed a stronger relationship, you can get more personal.

~=

.waf/

TEST YOUR

CAPRICORN DECEMBER 22-JANUARY 19

/ »‘ No matter whether it's a friendship or romance, you deserve a
relationship that is based on mutual respect. Is that what you have?

01. The fifth longest river in
Africa, the Rhumel (or Amp-
saga) River, runs through
which country?

Take a long, hard, honest look at your relationships today. If you don't A. Morocco
feel like you are getting what you need, it's okay for you to be more B. Algeria
demanding. After all, others are demanding from time to time, and C.Libya

you usually respond very favorably. Doesn't it stand to reason that D. Mauritania

they will be responsive to your needs as well?

AQUARIUS JANUARY 20-FEBRUARY 18

Making a new discovery about someone you recently met will

02. Oil from oil wells was first
used for what?

A. Evaporate brine to produce

brighten your day. You're surprised by them in a way you didn't see salt

coming, and suddenly you want them to play a different role in your
life than you had planned. Whenever the road you're traveling on
takes a sudden detour like this it can be disconcerting, but for you
today it will be exhilarating. This is a new perspective that you have
been waiting for. You will have a new chance at reaching an old goal.

PISCES FEBRUARY 19-MARCH 20

If you've been living on a steady diet of coffee and stress for the past spells?

7

few days, you have to get things back on track today. If you can't
stomach the idea of going cold turkey and hitting the decaf right away,
at least cut back and get some more rest. You need to take control
over your schedule again and make some more free time for yourself.
There is no reason a deadline can't be changed. All you have to do is
ask and you can get a little bit more breathing room.

B. Fuelling railway engines
C. Lubricating weaving ma-
chines

D. Lighting

03.Which of these is the name
for a textbook of magic

A. Omnibus
B. Almanac
C. Lexicon

D. Grimoire

A€ V'C g'| isiomsuy

KIDS

D N w S

Each game will present you with a
matrix filled with letters. The
objective is to form words by
linking adjacent letters - to the left,
right, on top, bottom, or diagonal
to each other. The Boggles Classic
game uses a 4 x 4 matrix. Words
are valued at one point for each
letter in excess of two letters. A
three letter word is worth one
point, a four letter word is worth
two points, and so on. Valid words
must be at least three letters long.
Solution 20-25 words:
Excellent, 15-20 words: Very
good, 10-15 words: Good,

5-10 words: Average

LEVEL EASY: Fill in the grid so that every row, every

column and every 3x3 box contains the digits 1to 9 and

only one instance of each number

716] |94

9 115(6

48 9

oo
O

o N

You have three minutes to find

O
Wy
- JOO

O
H(OWw
Ol co

ANSWER

all the words contained in this
word.

Rules: Words should be at least
four letters long, proper nouns
and duplicates don't count
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Sanju Samson also back in India’s
T20I squad for Afghanistan series

Mumbai, India - Rohit Sharma
and Virat Kohli have returned to
India's T20l squad after an ab-
sence of more than a year from
the format for the three-match
series against Afghanistan,
India's last T20I series before the
T20 World Cup in June.

Rohit has been named captain
of the squad while those who led
the side in his absence, Hardik
Pandya and Suryakumar Yadav,
are injured and unavailable for
selection.

Rohit and Kohli have not
played T20lIs since India’s semi-
final defeat to England in the T20
World Cup in November 2022,
choosing to prioritise Test cricket
and ODls in the lead-up to the
World Test Championship final
and the ODI World Cup in 2023.

Their selection now, which
comes after India’s chairman of
selectors Ajit Agarkar flew to
South Africa during the New
Year's Test in Cape Town,
means that both players are back
in India's plans for the upcoming
T20 World Cup in the West In-
dies and the USA.

India have mostly been led by
Hardik in T20Is since the 2022
T20 World Cup, and Suryaku-
mar stood in as captain after
Hardik injured his ankle during
the 2023 ODI World Cup.
Suryakumar led India in the five-
match T20I series at home
against Australia and the three
T20Is in South Africa in Decem-
ber but has also been ruled out
for a couple of months because
of an ankle injury he picked up in

and Virat Kohli

KOHLE, ROHIT RETURN

South Africa.

Both Hardik and Suryakumar
are expected to return for the IPL
in March.

Ruturaj Gaikwad hasn't been
picked as he continues nurse a
finger injury that he picked up in
South Africa last month.

There is no place for KL Rahul
in the 15-member squad, while
Ishan Kishan has opted out, cit-
ing the need for a break to help
him refocus on his game. Kishan
also missed the two-Test series
in South Africa for the same rea-
son.

Wicketkeeper Jitesh Sharma,
who was part of the T20I series
against both the Australia and
South Africa recently, retained
his spot and Sanju Samson, who
hasn't been in India's T20I plans
since touring Ireland with a sec-
ond-string squad in August last
year, comes in as his back-up.
Samson struck his maiden inter-
national century during the ODI

leg of the South Africa tour last
month.

Mumbai allrounder Shivam
Dube also gets another crack in
T20Is following an impressive
IPL 2023 where he was Chennai
Super Kings' spin-hitter in the
middle overs.

Jasprit Bumrah and Mo-
hammed Siraj have been rested
keeping in mind their workloads
ahead of the upcoming five-Test
series at home against England.
Also missing are Shreyas lyer
and Ravindra Jadeja, who was
vice-captain during the South
Africa T20ls that India drew 1-1.

India’s T20I squad

Rohit Sharma (capt), Shubman
Gill, Yashasvi Jaiswal, Virat Kohli,
Tilak Varma, Rinku Singh, Jitesh
Sharma (wk), Sanju Samson
(wk), Shivam Dube, Washington
Sundar, Axar Patel, Ravi Bishnoi,
Kuldeep Yadav, Arshdeep Singh,
Avesh Khan, Mukesh Kumar

Injured Nadal withdraws
from Australian Open

Barcelona, Spain - Rafael Nadal,
who made his comeback this
week in Brisbane, has withdrawn
from the Australian Open. The
Spaniard announced the news on
social media.

“Hi all, during my last match in
Brisbane | had a small problem
on a muscle that as you know
made me worried. Once | got to
Melbourne | have had the chance
to make an MRl and | have micro
tear on a muscle, not in the same
part where | had the injury and
that's good news,” Nadal wrote.
“Right now | am not ready to
compete at the maximum level
of exigence in 5 sets matches.
Therefore | am flying back to
Spain to see my doctor, get some
treatment and rest.

“I have worked very hard dur-
ing the year for this comeback
and as | always mentioned my
goal is to be at my best level in 3
months.

"Within the sad news for me

for not being able to play in front
of the amazing Melbourne
crowds, this is not very bad news
and we all remain positive with
the evolution for the season.

“| really wanted to play here in
Australia and | have had the
chance to play a few matches
that made me very happy and

Rafael Nadal

positive. Thanks all for the sup-
port and see you soon! Rafa”
Nadal's latest injury casts
fresh doubts about the former
world number one's ability to
compete at the elite level again
after he previously said that he
expects to finish his glittering but
injury-plagued career in 2024.

Germany stun Poland to win United Cup

Sydney, Australia - Germany
completed a memorable come-
back in the early hours of Mon-
day morning to stun Poland 2-1
in Sydney for the United Cup
trophy.

After Alexander Zverev
saved two championship points
against Hubert Hurkacz, Zverev
returned to Ken Rosewall Arena
alongside Laura Siegemund to
defeat Hurkacz and WTA No. 1
Iga Swiatek 6-4, 5-7,10-4 for all
the glory at 12:45 a.m.

Germany battled from be-
hind throughout the competi-
tion. The country finished
second in Group D and scraped
into the quarter-finals based on
percentage of games won.
Siegemund and Zverev won de-
ciding mixed doubles matches
on Friday, Saturday and Sunday
to ultimately lift the trophy.

“It's been absolutely amaz-
ing. It's been a pleasure and it's
been absolutely so much fun for
everybody to be part of this

Germany players celebrate with the trophy

team, especially for me,”
Zverev told his teammates dur-
ing the trophy ceremony. “I re-
ally thank you guys for being
part of this. | really couldn't be
happier be sharing this trophy
with anybody than you guys.”

Rybakina, Dimitrov
champion

Elena Rybakina handed Aryna
Sabalenka a harsh reality check
on Sunday ahead of her Aus-
tralian Open title defence with
a crushing 6-0 6-3 victory in the
final of the Brisbane Interna-
tional.

The men'’s final that followed
was a much tighter contest with
former world number three
Grigor Dimitrov claiming his
first ATP title in more than six
years with a 7-6(5) 6-4 victory
over Holger Rune.

Meanwhile, Coco Gauff bat-
tled past Elina Svitolina 6-7(4)
6-3 6-3 in the Auckland Classic
final to retain her title.

CLASSIFIEDS

JOB VACANCY

An engineer with more than 20
years of experience in Oman
having worked with contractors,
consultants and clients is looking
for a Mep manager's job or a
similar position.

Contact: +968-95303951

SEND YOUR
REQUEST FOR

Birthday/Anniversary
wishes to
wish@apexmedia.co.om
with your resident
card copy (It's free of cost)

The most efficient and authentic
Ayurvedic Treatment & Medicine,
Yoga, Kalari, Panchakarma, Massage,
Dhara etc... Rehabilitation, Beauty
therpay & post Delivery Care

mal

[#lOmanOasis @ OmanOasisOfficial

o183l guigh Clall Lol J gund Sulse
ALL SEASON AYURVEDA CLINIC

st Floor, Flat 8A,
Road ,near Al Zawawi
r-king Tel:24475280,
64 ,92504980,
.siddhayur.com

akdline .

pH 9.1 to 9.5

Alkaline lonized Drinking Water l

® OmanOasisWater

e

WJ Towell Group'Company

Muscat 9014 6672, 9679 0684
9731 6218 | Salalah 9429 9325

>
Quality

Sohar

J ‘i
car rentals
at competitive prices.

www.orbit-oman.com
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r
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HYDRATE SMARTLY
@ Ultra-hydrating

¢ Fleet of 2,000 vehicles

. Choose from a wide range
of brands & models

* PDO, OXY and BP spec
vehicles available

o Attractive rates for short-term
& long-term lease

@ Revitalizing

Car Rental & Lease

oman

OASIS

CHho. 1365452
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OMAN BEAT UAEINFRIENDLY

Abdullah
Fawaz
scores the
winner in

Abu Dhabi

Doha - Abdullah Fawaz was the
hero for Oman with an early goal
as they carved out a 1-O win over
1996 AFC Asian Cup runners-up
United Arab Emirates in an inter-
national friendly played in Abu
Dhabi on Saturday.

The UAE backline had shown
initial jitters and in the fifth
minute, Salaah Said al Yahyaei
carved open their defence with a
delightful cutback from the by-
line for Fawaz to nonchalantly
meet it with a left-footer that ar-
rowed into the roof of the net.

Oman, in Group E, start their
campaign on January 16 with a
match against Saudi Arabia be-
fore taking on Thailand and Kyr-
gyzstan.

Meanwhile, Graham Arnold's
Australia earned a hard-fought
2-0 win over Bahrain with a goal
in each half through Amine Be-
naddi (35th) and Mitchell Duke
(61st).

Korea Republic got a morale
booster ahead of their assault on
the Asian Cup title after they se-

Oman'’s Abdullah Fawaz celebrates after scoring against UAE in their friendly match in Abu Dhabi

cured a 1-0 win over Iraq.
The solitary goal came five
minutes before half-time, Seol

Young-woo supplied Lee Jae-
sung for Jurgen Klinsmann's side
to secure the win.

Lee Kang-in was sent off after
picking up his second yellow card
late in the game but it did not

change the outcome of the re-
sult.
Earlier on Friday, Islamic Re-

public of Iran produced a solid
performance to defeat Burkina
Faso 2-1 on Friday, their final

friendly on home soil ahead of
the Asian Cup.

Mohamed Konate gave Burk-
ina Faso the lead after 12 minutes
but Porto forward Mehdi Taremi
equalised for Team Melli before
the half-time break.

Omid Ehbrahimi got the win-
ner for Iran in the 70th minute as
the three-time AFC Asian Cup

Oman, in GroupE,
start their
campaign against
Saudi Arabia on
January 16 before
taking on Thailand
and Kyrgyzstan

winners showed they will be a
force to be reckoned with in the
upcoming tournament.

Jordan secured a 2-1 win over
hosts Qatar in their friendly
match, coming from behind after
they found themselves trailing to
Akram Afif's 16th minute goal.

Yazan Alnaimat sparked the
comeback in the second half
with the equaliser before Ali
Olwan scored the second on the
hour mark.

Syria and Kyrgyz Republic
played out a 1-1 draw, Ibrahim
Hesar's 71st minute strike can-
celling out Ayzar Akmatov's
48th minute opener for Kyrgyz
Republic.

Milan, Italy - Inter Milan
snatched a thrilling 2-1 victory
over Hellas Verona in a dra-
matic Serie A clash on Satur-
day, thanks to a last-gasp
winner from substitute Davide
Frattesi. The victory extends
Inter's lead at the top of the
table to five points and secures
them the Winter Champions
title.

Lautaro Martinez put Inter
ahead early with a composed
finish in the 13th minute, but
Thomas Henry, who had just
entered the game a minute ear-
lier, equalized for Verona in the
74th minute. After Marko Ar-
nautovic missed two golden
chances for Inter, it looked like
the game would end in a draw.

However, drama unfolded in

Inter Milan’s Davide Frattesi celebrates after scoring against Verona

added time. First, Verona de-
fender Darko Lazovic received
a red card, leaving them down
to ten men. Then, with seconds
remaining, Alessandro Bas-
toni's volley rattled the cross-
bar, leading to a scramble in the
box. Frattesi, alert and oppor-
tunistic, pounced on the loose
ball and slammed it into the net
in the 93rd minute, sending the
San Siro into ecstasy.

Verona had one final chance
to snatch a point when Inter
conceded a penalty after the
restart. However, Henry's
scuffed spot-kick hit the post,
allowing Inter to hold on for a
dramatic victory.

"We did what we had pre-
pared, maybe not always very
well, but we take these three

Dramatic Frattesi
goal secures win for
Inter against Verona

points with the awareness that
we have Juventus behind us
and that we have to continue to
win games,” said Inter's Lautaro
Martinez, who extended his
Serie A lead with his 16th goal
in 17 games.

Inter manager Simone Inza-
ghi acknowledged the lucky el-
ement of the win but
emphasized the need for im-
provement: “I watched it, and
we should have been better
there too. On the rebound, it
should not be Folorunsho but
us. We were lucky... he wasn't
supposed to arrive but some
Inter players after Henry's kick.”

Inter's victory solidifies their
grip on the top spot, while
Verona's loss plunges them
into the relegation zone.

Real, Atletico enter Spanish Cup last 16

Aranda De Duero, Spain - Span-
ish giants Real Madrid and
Atletico Madrid coasted into the
Copa del Rey last 16 on Saturday,
but the biggest headlines be-
longed to Real Betis, dethroned
by a plucky Alaves side.

Real cruised past Arandina 3-
1 on Saturday, while Atletico
Madrid progressed after a 3-1
win away to third-tier Lugo cour-
tesy of a second-half double
from Memphis Depay and Angel
Correa's early goal.

Fourth-division hosts Arand-
ina did not shrink from the chal-
lenge of facing the defending
champions, who failed to capi-
talise on first-half opportunities
and found it hard to get past
goalkeeper Adrian Alvarez.

Real opened the scoring in the
54th minute through Joselu from
the penalty spot after a foul on
Brahim Diaz, who extended the
visitors' lead a minute later.

Carlo Ancelotti's side have
struggled with injuries but put in
some solid performances, in-
cluding the debut of Arda Guller,
who played for the first time after
recovering from several injuries

Real Madrid's Joselu (C) celebrates with teammates after scoring against

Arandina on Saturday

following his summer signing.
A stoppage-time strike from
Brazilian forward Rodrygo sealed

the win for Real, before Arandina
pulled one back through an own
goal by Nacho.

Atletico seemed to be in for a
smooth game as well, taking the
lead away at Lugo after two min-
utes when Angel Correa easily
slotted home from Javi Galan's
left-wing pass.

Lugo then mounted a resilient
display as Leandro Antonetti
seized on their opponents’
sloppy defending to equalise in
the 39th minute.

Dutch international Depay,
however, restored Atletico's lead
in the 66th minute from Koke's
through ball before sealing the
win with his second of the night
just eight minutes later.

Laliga's lowly Alaves stunned
Real Betis 1-0 at a rainy Mendi-
zorroza Stadium courtesy of Car-
los Benavidez's goal in the 57th
minute to knock out the visitors,
who were the cup champions in
2022.

It was Betis' first cup defeat in
regular time since 2019.

Girona progressed with a 2-0
win over Elche thanks to a first-
half goal from Daley Blind from a
corner kick by Portu, who then
assisted Yan Couto to extend the
lead in the second half.

‘Sunderland
win could be
launch pad for
Newcastle’

Sunderland, England - A
dominant 3-0 victory over
rivals Sunderland in the FA
Cup could be the catalyst
for Newcastle United's
resurgence, manager Eddie
Howe believes.

Newcastle found their
spark at the Stadium of
Light, with an own goal
from Daniel Ballard and a
brace from Alexander Isak
sealing the win.

Howe acknowledged the
potential the derby win
holds for the future.

When asked if Newcas-
tle could use the win as a
launch pad, Howe said:
“Well, hopefully. That's
how we have to look at it.”

Villa edge past Middlesbrough

Middlesbrough, England - Matty
Cash’'s dramatic winner in the
87th minute sent Aston Villa into
the FA Cup fourth round for the
first time in eight years, breaking
Middlesbrough's hearts and
rewriting the narrative of a seem-
ingly destined replay.

With the tie poised 0-0 and
tension thickening in the River-
side Stadium, Cash unleashed a
powerful shot from just outside
the box.

The effort took a wicked de-
flection off Boro's Emmanuel
Latte Lath, leaving goalkeeper
Thomas Glover helpless as it
nestled into the net.

“A goal is a goal, so | am
buzzing with it,” the defender
told the BBC. “I have worked on
it in training outside the box to
finish, we have worked on having
three around the edge and my in-
stinct was to shoot.”

Villa, who have won the FA

Aston Villa's goal scorer Matty
Cash's celebrates after the match

Cup seven times but not since
1957, had not reached the fourth
round since 2016.

“The manager had made it
clear in the hotel that we had not
done well in this competition,”
Cash said.

“The manager is so good at
that and whatever competition
we are in we go out and do our

best to get the result,” he added.

“In Europe we are doing well
and the league and tonight as
well.”

Villa manager Unai Emery
must be relieved to avoid a re-
play after his team played eight
games in a hectic December
schedule. They are in the thick of
the Premier League title race in
second place, three points be-
hind leaders Liverpool.

The visitors had numerous
chances at the Riverside Sta-
dium, including early in the sec-
ond half when Jhon Duran rose
to meet a corner but glanced his
header off the far post and Nicolo
Zaniolo sent a long-range shot
just wide.

Emery pushed for the winner
in the final 20 minutes by send-
ing on Zaniolo, Douglas Luiz,
Ollie Watkins and Moussa
Diaby, who have scored 28 goals
between them this season.
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Sumba, Indonesia

For those looking for a beach destination that prioritises
community consciousness and sustainability, the Indone-

sian island of Sumba delivers.

With its remote villages, untouched forests, ancient rituals
and world-class surf breaks;Sumba is the perfect antidote to
the crowds of Bali, which is just an hour's flight away. It might
not be internationally famous yet, but that doesn't mean it's
small. Sumba is more than 4,000 square miles in size (more
than 10,000sgkm) - twice the size of Bali.

It was the Nihi Sumba resort that brought this island into
luxury seekers’ sights when it first opened in 2012. More than
a decade on, Sumba has welcomed several new luxury eco-
resorts. These include The Sanubari, a series of beachfront
villas that opened in 2022, and Cap Karoso, located on the
island’s southwest.

Turkey's Black Sea coast

Far less known than the Mediterranean yacht-magnet resorts
of Turkey's Turquoise Coast, the Black Sea region, also known
as Karadeniz, offers a very different side of the country. Less
touristed and with a cooler, damper climate that produces
verdant scenery and delicious black tea, the region has his-
toric towns and villages as well as beaches and adrenaline-
producing activities.

In summer, it's a refreshing escape from Turkey's more
sweltering regions. Visitors can explore ancient streets that
still echo to the clang of blacksmith hammers in Safranbolu,
soak up beach life in Amasra, and climb to where one of the
world's oldest monasteries clings to a cliff at Sumela.

Tartu, Estonia
Tartu is a 2024 European capital of culture. Located in
southern Estonia, it has been named a European Capital
of Culture for 2024 when varied tourists are expected to visit.
One of this university city’'s most celebrated sights is its
statue of two students locked in a passionate embrace, but
here in the ‘City of Good Thoughts', the love-in is more high-
minded sentiments.

Tartu is renowned as Estonia’s intellectual centre, home
to its oldest university as well as the must-visit Estonian Na-
tional Museum and the impressive Science Centre AHHAA,
the largest science museum in the Baltics.

The Old Town is the perfect place to base yourself, but just
north of the city centre on the banks of the Emajogi River,
Supilinn (Soup Town) is also worth a visit. This historic neigh-
bourhood filled with pretty, wooden houses was formerly a
slum but is now becoming one of the city’s most desirable
addresses.

Tainan, Taiwan

elebrating its 400th anniversary in 2024, Tainan has
become a Taiwan hotspot on the international stage.
This southern city has surpassed the capital, Taipei, to boast
the highest overall hotel occupancy rate in Taiwan in the past
two years.
What makes it so special? Tainan is considered the street
food capital of Taiwan and is loved for its beef soups and oys-

BEST DESTINATIONS

It’s time to look at places that are still largely
undiscovered, or alluring in the offseason, or frequently
overlooked for their larger first cities or neighbours.
Some places are now making it easier for tourists to visit
and those that pay close attention to encouraging
tourism that’s sustainable. Consider these:

ter omelets, otherworldly natural landscapes (check out Tsao
Shan Moon World), scenic sunsets over salt farms, colourful
old temples and cool new museums.

It was also listed among Booking.com's top 10 sustainable
tourism destinations in 2023.

Northwest Michigan
efreshing, unsalty Lake Michigan lures boatloads of
tourists in summer, but the shoreline, quaint towns and
rolling countryside of Northwest Michigan have plenty to
offer year-round.

On Grand Traverse Bay, Traverse City makes a great home
base for exploring wineries on the Old Mission and Leelanau
peninsulas or picking cherries or apples in season. Then fall's
foliage is ripe for peeping, followed by winter's inviting blan-
kets of snow.

From Traverse City, the scenic M-22 highway winds up
the Leelanau Peninsula and hooks back down through Leland,
home to a historic fishing village and a collection of interest-
ing shops and galleries.

Glen Arbor is another town worth perusing on the way to
Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, where off M-109
an all-sand, 3.5-mile hike over massive dunes to the Great
Lake and back preps hardy hikers for a delicious dinner.

Culebra, Puerto Rico
uerto Rico is large and makes for a great island escape.
But what if you want an escape from your great island es-
cape? That's where little Culebra comes in. It's about 32km
off the eastern coast of Puerto Rico and world away from San
Juan's noisy, rum-soaked nightlife.

The emphasis here is on outdoor activities and unwinding.
Be sure to check out Flamenco Beach, curving for about a mile
around a sheltered bay. It has little in the way of waves, mak-
ing it a superb spot for snorkeling and swimming. And a graf-
fitied tank — a US military relic — offers a striking photo op.

Saint John, New Brunswick, Canada
ot to be confused with St. John's, the capital of New-
foundland, Saint John is located in New Brunswick —

also on Canada's east coast. This charming little city is an ex-

cellent base from which to enjoy the nearby Bay of Fundy,
famed for having the world's highest tides.

The city itself is filled with historic architecture, including
the Saint John City Market, a National Historic Site of Canada.
Built from 1874 to 1876, it is filled with shops and food
venues. A five-minute walk away is the Saint John Arts Cen-
tre. Set in the city's historic Carnegie Building, it's the only

former Carnegie Library in eastern Canada.

In terms of accommodation, there are seaside cottages,
hotels, motels, campgrounds, historic inns and B&Bs. Food
here is as excellent as you'd expect it to be in a maritime city
in Canada, with a broad range of outlets, from cheap eats to
fine dining.

South Korea
hankfully, travel to the country is easier than ever before.
The government is waiving its K-ETA requirement — the
electronic travel visa for South Korea — for travellers from
22 countries till the end of 2024 as part of its 'Visit Korea
Year' campaign.

This is a country that truly has it all. After exploring futur-
istic cities such as Seoul and Busan, the cultural and historic
side of old Korea awaits at Andong, dubbed the ‘Spirit of
South Korea', or the seven cemeteries of the ancient Gaya
Tumuli, newly inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage site in
2023.

Chile

tretching about 2,700 miles from top to toe, long and slim
Chile offers a little something for everyone. In the north,
spectacular landscapes simulate Mars on Earth in the Ata-
cama Desert, where the 51-room Our Habitas Atacama em-
phasises sustainability. The new hotel is a good fit for the
‘world's leading green destination’, a title Chile just picked up
at the World Travel Awards for the second year in a row.
The natural world puts its best foot forward all over the
country - thousands of miles of Pacific coastline to the west,
the towering Andes in the east, and lakes, volcanoes and wild
Patagonia in the south.
World-class skiing in July and August — a welcome break
from the sweltering Northern Hemisphere — is two hours or
less from the capital, Santiago. And the new high-altitude Par-

Culebra, Puerto Rico

% . -
que Nacional Glaciares near the city protects land in the
country’'s most populous and historically little-protected
area.

Albania

andwiched on the Adriatic coast between Greece and
Montenegro, it's astonishing that Albania wasn't more
popular as a beach destination before. But its wallet-friendly
prices have seen tourism boom here over the past few years
— so much so that in 2023, record numbers of Italians
flocked across the Adriatic for their bargain summer breaks.
The year 2024 sees the opening of a new airport at Vloré,
on the coast, which will make those beach trips easier. But
there's far more to Albania than its coast. The country has a
rich culture, including Christian and Muslim history, with his-
torical centres in Berat and Gjirokaster, as well as jaw-drop-
ping mountain landscapes (Theth, a small village within
Shkoder County, is the most popular).
In 2023, Albania got Europe’s first wild river national park,
around the 270km-km Vjosa River — or to go really off the
beaten track, book a self-drive tour with Drive Albania.

Abrolhos Islands, Western Australia

Every year there's another installment in the soap opera
surrounding the Great Barrier Reef — will it be de-listed

by UNESCO? Has the coral regrowth gone well this season?

For tourists who'd rather not wade into the situation,
there's another way to experience some of Australia’s gor-
geous underwater bounty. About 60km off the coast of
Western Australia, the lesser-known Abrolhos Islands are
home to some of the most beautiful scenery of the country’s
Coral Coast, above and below the water.

Humpback whales pass through in the southern hemi-
sphere’s winter, and lucky travellers may catch a glimpse of
Australian sea lions. There are no hotels on the islands, so
intrepid visitors can either stay overnight in the town of Ger-
aldton or splash out for a liveaboard boat, which provides
opportunities to watch brilliant sunsets over the Indian Ocean
and scuba dive in the early hours when the fish are at their
most active.

Macedonia, Greece

thens and the islands get more crowded every year, but

in northern Greece, the region of Macedonia is relatively
free from overtourism. Yet it has everything visitors flock
elsewhere in Greece to see - archaeological sites, history-rich
towns and beaches galore.

This was the land of Alexander the Great. His father, Philip
Il of Macedon, is buried at Vergina, where his tomb has been
turned into a world-class subterranean museum displaying
the finds. Nearby, there are Byzantine remains in the hilltop
city Veria, and superb wineries such as Kir-Yianni in the
rolling hills around Naousa.

Thessaloniki — the region's capital and Greece's second
city — is a gastro hub as well as a mishmash of architectural
and archaeological eras. Near the city are the sandy beaches
of Halkidiki, toward the border with Thrace are archaeological
spots like ancient Philippi, and the city of Kavala, whose
Ottoman past shows in every building.

(Source: CNN.com)
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