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A HIDDEN 
GEM IN 
SALALAH!

P20

MUSCAT

RECONSTRUCTION 
OF SEEB CASTLE

RO 40 MILLION 
PROJECTS FOR SMEs

The Ministry of Heritage and 
Tourism has embarked on a pro-
ject for the reconstruction of the 
historic Seeb Castle. Considered 
as a significant historic and herit-
age landmark that stood the test 
of time for consecutive epochs, 
the Seeb Castle will regain its 
former glory after the completion 
of the reconstruction project. Eng 
Amjad bin Ahmed al Mukhalladi, 
Director of Restoration and Main-
tenance at the Ministry of Herit-
age and Tourism, said that at the 
end of 2023, the ministry issued a 
tender to rebuild Seeb Castle. The 
project was assigned to one of the 
companies specialised in restora-
tion work for historical land-
marks. The project is scheduled 
to be completed by the end of this 
year. DETAILS ON P2

Nama Water Services has always 
prioritised SMEs by designing tai-
lored programmes. Through Local 
Value-Added Programme, Nama 
aims to promote and generate 
job opportunities, develop skills, 
reduce reliance on imports and 
develop SMEs. The programme is 
meant to award tenders and pur-
chase orders and the allocation of 
the work to SMEs as subcontrac-
tors by major contractors. In addi-
tion to this programme, Nama is 
working on a training programme 
for SMEs in the field of prepar-
ing tenders and submitting them 
in a professional and integrated 
manner to guarantee the award of 
the tender. 
� DETAILS ON P13

P15
BANKS PROFITS JUMP 
TO RO 453.5 MILLION 
IN 2023

P11
SABALENKA RETAINS 
AUSTRALIAN 
OPEN TITLE

First partial corneal transplantation surgery a success
MUSCAT: A specialised medical 
team from the Ophthalmology 
Department at Al Nahda Hospital 
successfully performed the 
first entire thickness corneal 
transplantation on a 28-year-old 
woman who was suffering from 
Keratoconus. The operation 
lasted for two and a half hours.  

Dr Haitham bin Hilal al 
Mahrooqi, senior specialist for 
corneal transplant, cataracts 
and vision correction at Al 
Nahda Hospital, said that the 
corneal transplants may be total 

or partial. Partial transplants 
have several advantages and 
fewer complications and a 
faster recovery period after the 
operation.

Transplanted rejection rate 
is less and the life span of the 
cornea is longer. Presently, there 
is a global trend to perform 
this type of operation to its 
great benefit, Dr Al Mahrooqi 
said, pointing out that partial 
transplant can not treat all cases 
and a complete corneal transplant 
may be needed in certain cases.

Dr Al Mahrouqi stressed that 
performing this type of operation 
in the Sultanate of Oman is a 
testament to the competence of 
the Omani cadre who proved that 
they are qualified to perform this 
type of operation and ensure the 
quality of healthcare provided 
to patients. He added that with 
the restart of corneal transplant 
operations 3 months ago, 25 
corneas were transplanted. In the 
past only full-thickness corneal 
transplants were performed.

Oman scores high in 
key sectors: Report
VINOD NAIR
@vinot_nair

The Sultanate of Oman has 
scored high in the key sectors 
of the World Economic 
Forum, The Future of Growth 
Framework, which was 
previously called the ‘Global 
Competitiveness’ Report.

As per the report, Oman 
scored highly in energy source 
diversification (92.4), rural-
urban electricity gap (100), 
individuals using the Internet 
(96.4), mobile network coverage 
(97.9), old-age dependency 
(92.1), cybersecurity index (96), 
environmental treaties (82.8), 
access to safe drinking water 
(90.8), policy vision to stability 

(77), access to financial services 
(75.2), and financial system 
resilience (75.4). 

It may be noted that the 
framework aims to contribute 
to a paradigm shift in assessing 
economic growth by adopting 
a multidimensional approach, 
focusing on the quality, balance, 
and alignment of growth with 
broader global and national 
priorities.

The framework therefore 
captures the character of a 
country’s growth by qualifying 
performance across four areas 
essential to driving more 
balanced growth: innovation, 
inclusion, environmental 
sustainability and systemic 
resilience.

7,300 TAKE PART IN 
MUSCAT MARATHON

Abdullah al Qarini bagged gold medal in the Men’s 5-km Al Mouj 
Muscat Marathon 2024 on Saturday. Al Qarini completed the race 

within a timing of 14:42 minutes to end as the champion of this 
race category. More than 7,300 participants took part in this 

category of marathon event. DETAILS ON P10

TURN TO P2

Gaza battle rages as Israel  
targets UN refugee agency
GAZA: Intense fighting raged 
on Saturday in the Gaza city of 
Khan Yunis, the main theatre of 
conflict where the Israeli army is 
targeting the Palestinian groups.

The unabated hostilities came 
a day after the UN’s International 
Court of Justice in The Hague 
ruled Israel must prevent 
possible acts of genocide in the 
conflict but stopped short of 
calling for a ceasefire.

Tensions rose between 
Israel and the UN agency for 
Palestinian refugees after Israel 
alleged several UNRWA staff 
were involved in the attack of 
October 7, leading some key 
donor countries to suspend 
funding. 

Foreign Minister Israel Katz 
said on Saturday that Israel wants 
to ensure the UN agency, with 
tens of thousands of staff in the 
territory, “will not be a part of 
the day after” the bloodiest ever 
Gaza war.

Alarm has grown over the 
plight of civilians in Khan Yunis. 
Images showed thousands of 
civilians, among them women 

and children, fleeing the city on 
foot as an Israeli tank loomed 
behind them.

“They besieged us, so we fled,” 
said Tahani al Najjar, who left 
Khan Yunis with her daughter. 
Gaza civil defence spokesman 
Mahmud Bassal said the 
displaced endured incessant cold 
rain and warned of the “spread of 
contagious diseases”.

The health ministry in Gaza 
said at least 135 people were 

killed in Khan Yunis overnight. 
The government said “massive 
tank bombardment” targeted a 
refugee camp in the city and its 
Nasser hospital.

Issuing a highly anticipated 
ruling on Friday, the UN’s top 
court said Israel must prevent 
genocidal acts in Gaza and allow 
humanitarian aid into the narrow 
strip of land which has been 
under bombardment and siege 
for months. SEE ALSO P5

A pro-Palestinian protester gestures in Rome, Italy, during a demonstration on 
Saturday demanding an immediate ceasefire in Gaza. — Reuters

Mars rover confirms ancient lake sediments on red planet
LOS ANGELES: Nasa’s rover 
Perseverance has gathered data 
confirming the existence of 
ancient lake sediments deposited 
by water that once filled a giant 
basin on Mars called Jerezo 
Crater, according to a study 
published on Saturday.

The findings from ground-
penetrating radar observations 
conducted by the robotic rover 
substantiate previous orbital 
imagery and other data leading 
scientists to theorise that portions 
of Mars were once covered in 
water and may have harboured 
microbial life.

The research, led by teams 
from the University of California 
at Los Angeles (UCLA) and the 
University of Oslo, was published 
in the journal Science Advances.

It was based on subsurface 
scans taken by the car-sized, 
six-wheeled rover over several 
months of 2022 as it made its way 
across the Martian surface from 
the crater floor onto an adjacent 
expanse of braided, sedimentary-
like features resembling, from 
orbit, the river deltas found on 
Earth. 

Soundings from the rover’s 
RIMFAX radar instrument 

allowed scientists to peer 
underground to get a cross-
sectional view of rock layers 65 
feet deep, “almost like looking at 
a road cut,” said UCLA planetary 
scientist David Paige, the first 
author of the paper. Those layers 
provide unmistakable evidence 
that soil sediments carried by 
water were deposited at Jerezo 
Crater and its delta from a river 
that fed it, just as they are in lakes 
on Earth. The findings reinforced 
what previous studies have 
suggested that cold, arid, lifeless 
Mars was once warm, wet and 
perhaps habitable. — Reuters

An illustration of Jerezo Crater, the 
landing locale of the Mars 2020 
Perseverance rover as it might have 
appeared billions of years ago.

US, Iraq talk on foreign troops
Iraq and the United States on Saturday held a first round of talks 
on the future of American and other foreign troops in the country, 
with Baghdad expecting discussions to lead to a timeline for 
reducing their presence. Roughly 2,500 US troops are still 
deployed in Iraq as part of the anti-IS group international coalition 
formed in 2014 -- the year the group overran swathes of Iraq and 
neighbouring Syria. The office of Prime Minister Mohamed Shia al 
Sudani issued a photograph of him with top-ranking officials from 
both the Iraqi armed forces and the US-led coalition.
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Expo delves into cultural links between Oman and Italy
KABEER YOUSUF 
@kabeeryousef 

The exhibition ‘The Faerie Tale 
of Venice and the Incense Trade 
Route’ along with the first show 
of the film by Italian artists Luca 
Moretti, Lucia Oliva and Luca 
Rajni, began at Bait al Zubair last 
week. The show was inaugurated 
by Sayyid Said bin Sultan al 
Busaidy, Under-Secretary of the 
Ministry of Culture, Sports and 
Youth for Culture.

The show combines 
photography, literature and poetry, 
supported by the Italian Embassy, 
Oman’s Ministry of Information 
and UNESCO International 
Action Art.

HH Sayyida Susan al 
Said, Pierluigi D’Elia, Italian 
Ambassador to Oman, were 
among the dignitaries who 
attended the house-full event.

The show included a fairy tale 
that connects two lands, Oman 
and Italy. It is the result of the 
fruitful collaboration between 
Omani and Italian professionals 

and amateurs in different fields.
Pierluigi D’Elia, Italian 

Ambassador to Oman, said, “The 
Faerie Tale of Venice and the 
Incense Trade Route is the result of 
an extraordinary work carried out 
by Oliva, Moretti and Rajna with 
passion, enthusiasm and a spirit of 
friendship towards Oman.”

The three authors were awarded 
the gold medals and certificates of 
appreciation for the uniqueness 
and beauty of the project by 

Ioannis Maronitis, President of 
UNESCO International Action 
Art.

“Faerie of Venice and the 
Incense Trade Route is the first of 
a longer series. There are already 
other chapters under way for 
different countries; the one for 
Oman is and will be the forefather 
of all of them,” said Dr Luca 
Moretti, content creator and event 
manager.

The project consisted of a 

docu-film in Arabic language with 
English subtitles.

The narrative style that was 
chosen to present the story is the 
one of the classical fairy tales as 
in poetry as well as in prose, an 
expressive genre that has its roots 
in the most ancient times in all 
cultures. A string quartet from 
the Muscat Royal Philharmonic 

Orchestra was played for the 
audience.

A backstage photography by 
photographers Erfan Arafat and 
Said al Ryiami showing moments 
of the shooting set both in Oman 
as well as in Venice was held 
followed by a video presentation 
of the storytelling through 
photographic images and poems, 

recited by the famous Italian 
actress Mascia Musy. The art and 
photo exhibition will run until 
February 10.

Workshops for both adults and 
students about secrets and experiences 
behind the creative process of 
the movie such as texts, scenes, 
storyboard, and the like and related 
topics were held as part of the event.

Sayyid Said bin Sultan al Busaidy and Pierluigi D’Elia, Italian Ambassador to 
Oman, at the event in Bait al Zubair

Reconstruction of Seeb 
Castle to be over this year 

YUSEF AL HABSI 
MUSCAT, JAN 27 

The Ministry of Heritage and 
Tourism has embarked on a 
project for the reconstruction of 
the historic Seeb Castle.

Considered as a significant 
historic and heritage landmark 
that stood the test of time for 
consecutive epochs, the Seeb 
Castle will regain its former 
glory after the completion of the 
reconstruction project.

Eng Amjad bin Ahmed 
al Mukhalladi, Director of 
Restoration and Maintenance 
at the Ministry of Heritage and 
Tourism, said that at the end 
of 2023, the ministry issued a 
tender to rebuild Seeb Castle. 
The project was assigned to one 
of the companies specialised in 
restoration work for historical 
landmarks. The project is 
scheduled to be completed by the 
end of this year.

The official pointed out that 
before the start of the project, the 
Ministry of Heritage and Tourism 
carried out excavation work on 
the castle’s foundation. The Seeb 
Castle is considered as one of 
the historical castles and was 
historically linked to important 
events. The reconstruction of 
this landmark will constitute a 
historical significance for the 

Wilayat of Al Seeb and will 
introduce future generations to 
its glorious past.

The project involves the 
construction of four chambers 
and the external facilities. The 
Seeb Castle is situated near the 

Seeb Market. The Wilayat of Al 
Seeb is distinguished by its many 
forts, towers, fortification walls 
and archaeological landmarks 
which are among the major 
tourist attractions of Muscat 
Governorate.

Artist’s impression of the project

First partial corneal transplantation 
surgery at Al Nahda Hospital

FROM PAGE 1

Partial-thickness corneal 
transplant operations are needed 
in cases of presence of scars in the 
cornea, Keratoconus, presence 
of some genetic diseases. Partial-
thickness corneal transplants 
have only 5 per cent risk of 
rejection compared to full-

thickness transplants where the 
risk can be between 15 and 20 per 
cent, Dr Al Mahrouqi said.

The National Organ Transplant 
Programme seeks to localise 
the corneal transplant service in 
the Sultanate of Oman through 
the eye bank that collects and 
preserves corneas from donors 
within Oman during the next five 

years to achieve self-sufficiency 
to the service available in all 
governorates of Oman instead of 
being limited only to the Muscat 
Governorate.

Restarting corneal transplant 
operations at Al Nahda Hospital 
contributed to achieve many 
positive outcomes including 
localising the service and 
achieving self-sufficiency in 
corneal tissue with the presence 
of qualified national cadres to 
perform this type of operation, 
ensuring the quality of 
healthcare provided to patients 
and reducing the number of 
patients travelling abroad for 
treatment thereby saving time, 
effort and money. 

� — ONA

Citizens need an ETA to enter Kenya
MUSCAT: The Embassy of the 
Sultanate of Oman in Kenya has 
informed Oman citizens that 
the Kenyan authorities have 
announced the activation of the 
electronic travel permit (ETA).

Travellers of all age groups 
need to obtain this permit before 
travelling to the Republic of Kenya 
through the website https://www.
etakenya.go.ke/en.

Kenya ETA is a semi-automated 
system that determines the 
eligibility of visitors to travel to 
Kenya. An ETA offers permission 
to travel and is authorised by 
the Government of the Republic 
of Kenya. The possession of an 
ETA is not the final authority 
to enter the Republic of Kenya. 
Admissibility will be determined 
at the point of entry.

The ETA application collects 
biographic information and 
answers eligibility questions from 
the traveller. ETA applications for 
Kenya should be submitted at least 
2 weeks before travel to ensure 
adequate time for processing.

Travellers can submit their 
applications up to 3 months before 
travel. It is highly recommended 
that travellers apply as soon 
as they have booked their 
accommodations and transport 
tickets.

Citizens from 51 countries 
previously did not need a visa or 
an ETA to enter Kenya.

Previously, children younger 
than 16 from several countries did 
not have to pay for a visa.

Kenya’s official ETA website 
details the requirements for all 
visitors:

1. Valid passport for at least 
six (6) months after your planned 
date of arrival in Kenya, with at 

least one blank page
2. Selfie or passport photo that 

you upload on the website
3. Contact information, 

including email address and 
phone number

4. Details of your arrival and 
departure itinerary

5. Accommodation booking 
confirmation(s)

6. Credit card, debit card, or 
other means of payment

ETA is a semi-automated system that determines the eligibility of visitors to 
travel to Kenya
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More international bus services from 
Oman make GCC travel cheaper
VINOD NAIR
  @vinot_nair

Land connectivity with neighbouring 
countries from the Sultanate of Oman 
offers cheaper travel options to citizens and 
residents.

With flight fares exorbitant even for short 
distances, any new alternative options will 
be always welcomed for short travel within 
the GCC.

It may be noted that the Sultanate of 
Oman shares a land border with the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia.

“Flight charges to the GCC countries are 
way expensive, so bus services are important 
as the GCC plans unified tourism visa and 
other tourism strategies in the coming 
months,” said Sanjit Mukherjee, who wishes 
to travel to all GCC countries from Oman.

“Just simplifying the visa process is 
not enough, there should be better and 
affordable connectivity too,” said another 
expatriate who cannot afford to travel by air.

Bus services between the capital and 
the UAE cities have been operational for 
years, but it came to a complete standstill as 
restrictions were imposed during the Covid 
pandemic.

But in recent times, several measures 
have been taken to improve connectivity.

Some travel operators told the Observer 
that there is a big scope for non-chartered 
scheduled services, which can be managed 
with cooperation from the private sector.

The first international bus route from 
the Musandam Governorate to the Ras al 
Khaimah (RAK) emirate in the UAE started 
in October this year.

The service was launched based on the 
directives of the leadership of both countries 
to enhance tourism movement and facilitate 
the movement of individuals, both residents 
and tourists by road. Travel time is around 
three hours.

Mwasalat also launched last year the 
Muscat-Al Buraimi- Abu Dhabi service 
passing through the city of Al Ain, with one 
trip per day.

Mwasalat also signed an agreement with 
Capital Express of Abu Dhabi for passenger 
services between Al Buraimi and Al Ain.

Recently, an agreement was signed with 
Sharjah Roads and Transport Authority 
(SRTA) to operate daily bus trips between 

Muscat and Sharjah, though details of the 
bus schedule are yet to be released.

Currently, a private operator has 
scheduled multiple daily services between 
Dubai and Muscat.

According to some sources, there will be 
bus services this year connecting the cities 
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, using the 
Empty Quarter road.

It may be noted that work is in progress 
for the development of a passenger and 
freight rail network between Suhar and Abu 
Dhabi.

 GCC residents have to pay an RO5 visa 
on arrival fee for Oman and should also 
provide a valid Residency ID and passport.

Oman residents will be required to get an 
e-visa or visa on arrival (barring exceptions) 
multi-entry or single entry before the start 
of the trip.

With flight fares exorbitant even for short distances, any new alternative options will be always 
welcomed for short travel within the GCC.

The Embassy of India in Muscat celebrated the 75th Republic Day with a flag 
unfurling ceremony on Friday. Amit Narang, Ambassador of India to the 
Sultanate of Oman, unfurled the National flag in the presence of over 500 
participants, including members of the Indian community and guests.

  EMBASSY MARKS INDIA’S  
75TH REPUBLIC DAY More than 65,000 people flock to 

Al Sharqiyah North winter fest
STAFF REPORTER
BIDIYA, JAN 27 

Over 65,000 people and tourists 
visited the ongoing Al Sharqiyah 
North winter festival till date. 

The events in Bidiya Public 
Park will run till February 10. 
The festival also includes many 
competitions between wilayats of 
the governorate. Obaid bin Nasser 
al Hajri, a festival supervisor, said 
the festival is attracting more 
visitors including families thanks 
to options for entertainment, 
food and opportunities to learn 
about Oman’s customs and 
traditions in heritage village. The 
festival features food stalls, 
crafts pavilions and traditional 
fashion.  The folk artists from 
wilayats of Ibra, Bidiya, Al Qabil, 
Wadi Bani Khalid, Sinaw, Dima 
W’attayeen, and Al Mudhaibi will 
perform cultural events. 

These festivals will revive 
tourism and the economy of the 
governorate by helping SME and 
women’s associations to market 
their products. In the coming 
days, the festival will feature the 

Triple Challenge Championship 
in Wadi Bani Khalid, bicycle race 
and motorcycle shows in Dima 
W’attayeen. 

Other highlights are 
International Film and Desert 
Festival, Omani coffee making 
competition, and a cricket 
tournament. The 20-day event 
provides an entertainment avenue 
for visitors  who are  flocking 
to the Wahaiba Sands during 

the winter tourist season, which 
has contributed to a surge in 
reservations at desert resorts and 
tourist camps.

The festivals, which are held in 
a number of governorates, attract 
visitors of all ages from inside and 
outside the Sultanate of Oman.

Rashid bin Khamis al Khatri 
said that holding festivals during 
this period is a good idea, given 
the pleasant temperatures. “Each 

state of the Sultanate of Oman is 
distinguished by a certain aspect, 
so the visitor can find diversity in 
each festival. 

During my visit to the Sohar 
Festival and the Buraimi Festival, 
I found what distinguishes each 
festival from the other in events 
and activities, as well as in customs 
and traditions.

Nasser bin Mohammed al Jabri 
stressed that festivals provide the 
opportunity for children to learn 
about the heritage of various 
wilayats and the customs of its 
people.

Maryam al Fajriyah said 
that the festivals are a suitable 
opportunity to market household 
products. “Some handicrafts 
are  well received by visitors. 
Increase in demand are a great 
support to productive families.”

Rabie al Siyabi said winter 
festivals encourage people to visit 
the governorates to attend the 
festivals that are held there.

Ahmed al Ghaithi urged the 
authorities to hold festivals every 
year as they create an atmosphere 
of joy and happiness for people.

Other highlights of the festival are International Film and Desert Festival, Omani 
coffee making competition, and a cricket tournament
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Three-part series 
Arabia Untamed to 
showcase deserts and 
explore heritage
MUSCAT: A new 3-part series 
titled Arabia Untamed aims 
to showcase Arabia’s deserts 
and explore the past through 
rare archives, local folklore and 
bold expeditions. The series 
will capture the present with 
contemporary adventurers, 
ecologists, and unique wildlife, 
finally glimpsing the future. 

Reaffirming its commitment 
to socio-economic development, 
Sohar International has 
announced its collaboration with 
Oman InFocus to sponsor the 
groundbreaking documentary. 
Mazin bin Mahmood al Raisi, 
Chief Marketing Officer at 
Sohar International, and Maisa 
al Hooti, Managing Director 
of Oman InFocus, signed the 
agreement.

Ahmed al Musalami, Chief 
Executive Officer of Sohar 
International, commented, 
“At Sohar International, it is 
within our strategic outlook to 
sponsor initiatives that promote 
environmental sustainability 
and place this beautiful nation 
on the international world 
map for wildlife tourism and 
conservation efforts. With 
international expertise and 
a local flavour, the potential 
outcome of this initiative will 
not only showcase the diverse 
abundant wildlife Oman has 
to offer, but will also provide 
an avenue for young Omanis 
to pursue their passions in 
exploration, film-making, 
conservation, and beyond, 
thereby providing economic 
impetus to the country.”

The final films will take 

viewers on an epic journey of 
discovery, blending history, 
culture and nature, and are 
expected to be completed in 
2025. Packed with impressive 
wildlife footage, it aims to offer 
the audience an extraordinary 
exploration of the Sultanate’s 
fascinating scenery.

Al Hooti highlighted the 
importance of collaboration 
with international channels and 
the support of both government 
and private institutions. “A 
project of this scale could once 
again not be achieved without 
the support demonstrated by 
the Omani government and 
leading institutions like Sohar 
International. They have placed 
immense faith in our capabilities 
and mirror our vision, values 
and passion towards the Omani 
culture and environment. A 
unique initiative in itself, ‘Arabia 
Untamed’ will help people from 
all over the world learn more 
about Oman’s heritage and 
culture, its diverse wildlife and 
the marine-rich oceans that 
provide a sanctuary for aquatic 
life.”

Sohar International has 
sponsored several initiatives 
that promote Oman on the 
world tourism map, including its 
sponsorship of the documentary 
series initiated by Oman InFocus 
under the title “Not Discovered 
Yet” in 2021. The series covered 
12 landmark tourist destinations 
and encompassed a one-hour 
documentary, “The Shoreline of 
Oman”, and a Blue Chip two-
part documentary series called 
“Wild Oman”. 

Mazin bin Mahmood al Raisi and Maisa al Hooti signed the agreement

OBO highlights importance of experiential learning
STAFF REPORTER 
MUSCAT, JAN 27 

In line with the International Day 
of Education, and in celebration 
of a profound impact on more 
than 25,000 participants over its 
14 years of operation, Outward 
Bound Oman hosted a special 
event focusing on the role of 
experiential learning in achieving 
national SDGs.

The event welcomed a team 
of experts from KPMG, who 
presented a detailed overview 
showcasing the impact of 
Outward Bound Oman courses, 
following a dynamic panel 
discussion on how experiential 
learning drives progress towards 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). The panel consisted 
of HH Sayyid Dr Fahad bin Al 

Julanda al Said, Vice-Chancellor 
of Sultan Qaboos University; Dr 
Abdullah bin Khamis Ambusaidi, 
Under-Secretary of the Ministry 
of Education for Education; 
Dr Manal al Khanbashi, 
Head of Research and Project 
Development team at Oman 
Implementation and Follow-up 
Unit; and Mohammed al Zadjali, 
COO of Outward Bound Oman.

During the event, KPMG 
presented the result of a 
comprehensive social study 
about Outward Bound Oman 
courses, which mapped the 
outcomes into 5 personality 
traits of the beneficiaries which 
were experienced through 
challenging outdoor experiential 
courses, character development, 
employability, physical, social 
and mental well-being, building 

resilience and relationship 
with environment. The study 
concluded that every RO 1 
invested in Outward Bound 
Oman programmes has created 

RO 10.5 of social value.
The panel discussion on 

the other end focused on how 
experiential learning is addressed 
and incorporated on different 

educational institutes in Oman, as 
well as its contribution to Oman’s 
long-term vision for sustainable 
development set out in Oman 
Vision 2040.

Richard Lewis, the newly 
appointed Executive Director 
of Outward Bound Oman, 
stated that “This event was not 
only a celebration of shared 
accomplishments, but also an 
opportunity to express our 
deepest appreciation to those who 
have been instrumental in our 
endeavours. The Outward Bound 
principles we uphold, coupled 
with the generous support from 
organisations such as KPMG, 
have allowed us to articulate our 
social return on investment.

“Our vision goes beyond 
the boundaries of experiential 
learning; it is rooted in a 

commitment to advance the 
prosperity of the Sultanate of 
Oman. We see ourselves as 
dynamic forces for positive 
transformation, aiming to 
uplift lives and communities 
through innovative and inclusive 
initiatives.

“The outstanding support 
from KPMG has enabled us 
to detail the impact we’ve 
made, and we are proud to 
be steadfast ambassadors 
of experiential learning, 
contributing significantly to 
Oman’s sustainable growth. Our 
dedication to championing the 
youth of Oman is unwavering, 
and through the principles 
of Outward Bound, we strive 
to make a lasting impact on 
individuals and organisations 
alike.”

HH Sayyid Dr Fahad bin Al Julanda al Said, Vice-Chancellor of Sultan Qaboos 
University, speaks at the event

INTERNATIONAL FLORAL ARTISTS CONVERGE AT THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF 
OMAN FOR THE FOUR-DAY EVENT THAT BEGINS TODAY

Muscat welcomes global floral 
extravaganza for ‘Bloom Oman’

LIJU CHERIAN
@lijucherianoman

Muscat is poised to host the 
esteemed floral event, ‘Bloom 
Oman’ 2024, organised by the 
World Association of Floral 
Artists (WAFA). Running from 
January 27 to February 1, 2024, 
at the National Museum of 
Oman, the event promises a 
four-day celebration of floral 
artistry.

Around 100 floral artists 
from 18 countries, including 
the Sultanate of Oman, will 
participate in this grand event, 
displaying their exhibits through 
demonstrations, workshops and 
competitions. 

‘Bloom Oman’ 2024 serves as 
a platform for enthusiasts and 
experts from across the globe to 
exchange ideas and techniques.

Distinguished international 
floral designers such as Phubast 
Chesdmethee from Thailand, 
who is also Vice-Chairman 
of the World Flower Council, 
Madhu Shah from Australia, 
Shahima Sayeed from Pakistan, 
and Catherine Mary Gallangher 
from Ireland, are among the 
notable participants.

Madhvi Ramesh Khimji, 
WAFA Oman Honorary 
President, emphasises that 
the event not only highlights 
Oman’s talent, but also promotes 
cultural exchange, allowing the 
nation’s rich heritage to shine 
globally. The event aims to foster 
creativity and appreciation 
for the artistic expressions of 

flowers. Madhvi, a key figure 
in placing Oman on the WAFA 
pedestal, will lead a floral 
demonstration on January 29. 
“Our goal is to not only to 
showcase the incredible talent 
within our borders, but also 
to open the doors of cultural 
exchange, allowing Oman’s 
rich heritage to shine on the 
global stage. The event fosters 
creativity with appreciation for 
the beauty of flowers and their 
artistic expressions,” she adds.

Additionally, renowned 
florist Phubast will also conduct 
a two-hour workshop on 
January 28.

The ‘Bloom Oman’ 2024 
agenda includes a jewellery-
making workshop, staging of 
competition exhibits, judging 
of competition exhibits and 
awards, and a General Assembly 
for visiting delegates and 
observers. Oman is the sole 
GCC member registered with 
WAFA, and is hosting the event 
for the first time in Muscat and 
the international event is held 
every three years.

Key contributors to 
making ‘Bloom Oman’ a 
reality include Rita Chaitanya 
Khimji as Secretary, Poornima 
Subramanian as Treasurer, and 
Devyani Sampat as Hospitality 
In-charge. WAFA, a not-for-
profit organisation formed in 
1981, transcends international 
cultural barriers, bringing 
together fresh ideas to enhance 
the diversity of the floral art form 
on a global scale.

Floral artists who arrived in Oman meet Indian ambassador and WAFA Oman officials

Floral works 
on display 
at the 
National 
Museum of 
Oman for 
‘Bloom 
Oman’ 
2024
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Israel vows to stop UN 
agency’s activities

TEL AVIV: Israel vowed on Saturday 
to stop the UN agency at the heart of 
humanitarian efforts in Gaza from 
operating after the war following 
the sacking of staff over accusations 
they were involved in the October 7 
attack.

Donors including Australia, 
Canada and Italy have followed the 
lead of the United States, which said 
it had suspended additional funding 
to the agency over the accusations.

“UNRWA will not be a part of the 
day after,” Israeli Foreign Minister 
Israel Katz said on X, formerly 
Twitter, adding that he was trying 
to gather support from the United 
States, European Union and other 
major donors to the agency.

Relations between Israel and 
UNRWA deteriorated in recent days, 
with the UN agency saying tank 
shelling had hit a shelter for displaced 
people in Gaza’s main southern city 
of Khan Yunis.

The agency said tens of 
thousands of displaced people had 
been registered at the shelter and 
Wednesday’s tank shelling killed 13 
people.

Asked about the incident, the 
Israeli army said “a thorough review 
of the operations of the forces in the 
vicinity is underway”, adding it was 
examining the strike.

UNRWA head Philippe 
Lazzarini slammed Wednesday’s 
bombardment as a “blatant disregard 
of basic rules of war”, with the 
compound clearly marked as a UN 
facility and its coordinates shared 

with Israeli authorities.
The Israeli army is the only force 

known to have tanks operating in the 
Gaza Strip.

Top EU diplomat Josep Borrell 
praised the agency on Friday for 
“playing a vital role over many years 
supporting vulnerable Palestinian 
refugees”.

But he said the bloc expected “full 
transparency on the allegations” as 
well as “immediate measures against 
staff involved”.

Italy on Saturday became the 
latest country to stop funding to the 
agency, after Australia and Canada 
said they had also suspended their 
funding.

The Palestinian Authority urged 
donors to reverse their suspension, 
calling on Saturday for “maximum 
support for this international 
organisation and not stopping 
support and assistance to it”.

UNRWA had not reacted on 
Saturday to the announcement of the 
suspension of funds.

Johann Soufi, a lawyer and 
former director of UNRWA’s legal 
office in Gaza, said that the agency 
had “always had a zero-tolerance 
policy for violence and incitement to 
hatred”.

“Sanctioning UNRWA, which is 
barely keeping the entire population 
of Gaza alive, for the alleged 
responsibility of a few employees, is 
tantamount to collectively punishing 
the Gazan population, which is 
living in catastrophic humanitarian 
conditions,” he said. � — AFP

Displaced Palestinians, who fled their houses amid Israeli strikes, take shelter at 
a United Nations-run centre, in Khan Younis. — Reuters file photo

Gaza fighting rages as alarm grows over civilians
GAZA: Intense fighting raged 
on Saturday in the Gaza city of 
Khan Yunis, the main theatre of 
conflict where the Israeli army is 
targeting the Palestinian groups.

The unabated hostilities came 
a day after the UN’s International 
Court of Justice in The Hague 
ruled that Israel must prevent 
possible acts of genocide in the 
conflict but stopped short of 
calling for a ceasefire.

Alarm has grown over the 
plight of civilians in Khan Yunis.

Witnesses reported more 
fierce fighting on Saturday in the 
city, where the health ministry 
of the Palestinian territory said 
“135 martyrs arrived at hospitals 
due to massacres throughout the 
night”.

The government’s press 
office reported “massive 
tank bombardment since the 
morning” targeting a refugee 
camp and the Nasser hospital.

Gaza civil defence spokesman 
Mahmud Bassal said tens of 
thousands, including children, 
endured a night of incessant and 
cold rain.

The harsh weather threatened 
to cause the “spread of 
contagious diseases” and made 
the “humanitarian crisis worse 
for the two million displaced 

across the strip”, he said.
Suhaila Asfur, a displaced 

woman, said that her family 
was unable to sleep because of 
the heavy rain and said: “I don’t 
know what we will do tonight 
and where we will sleep”.

Issuing a highly anticipated 
ruling on Friday, the UN’s top 
court said Israel must prevent 
genocidal acts in Gaza and allow 
humanitarian aid into the narrow 
strip of land, which has been 
under relentless bombardment 
and siege for almost four months.

Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu rejected 
the case as “outrageous” while 
Palestinians hailed the ruling, 
saying it “contributes to isolating 
Israel and exposing its crimes in 
Gaza”.

The decision was based on an 
urgent application brought by 

South Africa, long a supporter 
of the Palestinian cause, but a 
broader judgement on whether 
genocide has been committed 
could take years.

“This is the first time the world 
has told Israel that it is out of 
line,” said Maha Yasin, a 42-year-

old displaced Gaza woman.
“What Israel did to us in 

Gaza for four months has never 
happened in history.”

With a humanitarian crisis 
growing, the UN says most 
of the estimated 1.7 million 
Palestinians displaced by the war 

are crowded into Rafah on the 
southern border with Egypt.

At Khan Yunis’s Nasser 
Hospital, the largest in the 
besieged city, Doctors Without 
Borders (MSF) said surgical 
capacity was “virtually non-
existent”.

Diplomatic efforts have 
sought scaled-up aid deliveries 
for Gaza and a truce, after a 
week-long cessation of hostilities 
in November saw Hamas release 
dozens of hostages in exchange 
for Palestinian prisoners held by 
Israel.�  — AFP

A picture taken through the window of a building damaged by Israeli bombing, shows members of a family standing on a rooftop, in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip. — AFP

Witnesses reported 
more fierce fighting in 
Khan Yunis, where the 

health ministry said 
“135 martyrs arrived 

at hospitals due to 
massacres throughout 

the night

Battles force displaced further north
GAZA: Israel pressed ahead on 
Saturday with its campaign in 
Gaza’s Khan Younis, as bad weather 
hit displaced Palestinians seeking 
refuge further north in the battered 
enclave.

Residents reported heavy aerial 
and tank fire across Khan Younis, 
an area of southern Gaza that has 
become the focus of Israel’s ground 
offensive, and around two main 
hospitals there.

Palestinian movement Hamas 
said its fighters fired an anti-tank 
missile against an Israeli tank in 
southwest Khan Younis.

The Israeli military said it killed 
at least 11 gunmen who were trying 
to plant explosives near troops 
and others firing rifles and rocket-
propelled grenades at soldiers in 
Khan Younis.

The Palestinian groups said its 
fighters were engaging Israeli forces 
in the area and had fired rockets into 
Israel.

The Gaza Health Ministry said 
Israeli strikes hit in the vicinities of 
Al-Amal Hospital and the largest 
functioning medical facility in the 
south, Nasser Hospital.

The Israeli bombardment was 
compromising healthcare and 
endangering the lives of doctors, 
patients and displaced people, said 
ministry spokesman Ashraf Al-
Qidra.

The Israeli military says it is 
in contact with hospital directors 
and medical staff by phone and on 
the ground to make sure that they 
are running and accessible. Israel 
says Palestinian groups operate in 
and around medical facilities, an 
allegation the groups deny.

In the southern city of Rafah, 
Zainab Khalil, 57, displaced with her 
family several times until reaching 
shelter not far from the border with 
Egypt, said the International Court 
of Justice’s ruling was important but 
not enough. “We want a ceasefire 
now,” she said.

Israel launched its air, sea and land 
offensive after Palestinians stormed 
into Israel on Oct. 7 abducting 253.

More than 26,257 Palestinians 
have been killed and nearly 65,000 
wounded so far, including 174 killed 

in the last 24 hours, Gaza health 
authorities said on Saturday. The 
majority of the enclave’s 2.3 million 
population has been displaced.

Israel says 220 soldiers have 
died since it launched its ground 
offensive. It says it has killed at 
least 9,000 Gaza fighters so far, a 
figure that Palestinian groups have 
dismissed.

Residents reported fighting on 

Saturday in the central and northern 
parts of the enclave, where heavy 
rain flooded tents of those displaced, 
forcing some to seek alternative 
shelter in the middle of the night.

In Rafah, where over half of 
Gaza’s people are now taking cover 
in shelters and tents, the Gaza 
Health Ministry said an Israeli air 
strike killed three people in a house 
there.� — Reuters

A Displaced Palestinians man helps a woman to find her way amid tents flooded by heavy rain, at a makeshift camp set up by 
people who fled the ongoing battles, in Rafah. — AFP

Palestinians fleeing Khan Younis, due to the Israeli ground operation, move towards Rafah. — Reuters

Witnesses reported 
more fierce fighting in 
Khan Yunis, where the 

health ministry said 
“135 martyrs arrived 

at hospitals due to 
massacres throughout 

the night



S H O R T  T A K E S

The United Nations peacekeeping 
mission in Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC) said on Saturday it has 
deployed troops to secure a corridor 
for people fleeing more violence in 
the east.
The mission, MONUSCO, said some 
1,000 displaced people have been 
sheltered since Friday after they fled 
the town of Mweso, where Tutsi-led 
M23 rebels killed around 20 people 
since Thursday, according to the 
army and a civil society leader.
The attack was the latest fallout from 
fighting between Congolese troops 

and M23, whose offensives have 
forced tens of thousands to flee and 
worsened the region’s decades-long 
security and humanitarian crisis.
MONUSCO spokesperson Ndeye 
Khady Lo said the fighting was taking 
place near Nyanzale. — Reuters

Gunmen in southeastern Iran 
near the Pakistan border killed 
nine foreign nationals on Saturday, 
Iranian media reported.
“According to witnesses, this 
morning unknown armed men 
killed nine non-Iranians in a house 
in the Sirkan neighbourhood of 
Saravan city” in Sistan-Baluchistan 
province, the Mehr news agency 
reported. 
So far, no group or individuals had 
claimed responsibility, the agency 
added. The deadly attack follows 
rare military action in the porous 

border region of Baluchistan — 
split between the two nations —
that had stoked regional tensions.
The two countries announced last 
Monday that they had decided 
to de-escalate and resumed 
diplomatic missions.�  — AFP

Several hundred people marched 
in Nairobi on Saturday to protest 
against femicide in Kenya where 
over a dozen women have been 
killed this month in cases that 
shocked the nation.
The campaigners took to the 
streets of the capital holding 
placards that read “Being a 
woman should not be a death 
sentence”, “Patriarchy kills” 
while others featured names and 
photographs of the victims.
“Stop killing us,” they chanted as 
they marched towards parliament, 

bringing traffic to a halt in 
Nairobi’s central business district. 
At least 16 women have been 
killed in Kenya this year, shining 
a spotlight on violence against 
women which the government 
has described as “rising”. � — AFP

BENI TEHRAN NAIROBI

UN evacuates civilians after east Congo attack Gunmen kill 9 foreigners near Pakistan border Hundreds march against violence in Kenya
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US strikes in Yemen after attack on British oil tanker
SANAA: US forces struck an 
anti-ship missile in Yemen that 
they claimed was ready to fire 
early on Saturday, hours after the 
Yemenis caused a fire on a British 
tanker in the Gulf of Aden with a 
similar munition.

US and British forces have 
launched joint strikes aimed at 
reducing the ability to target 
vessels transiting the key Red Sea 
trade route — attacks Yemenis 
say are in support of Palestinians 
in the Gaza Strip, where Israel is 
at ongoing war.

Washington has also carried 
out a series of unilateral air raids, 
but the Yemenis have vowed to 
continue their attacks.

The US military’s Central 
Command (CENTCOM) said it 
had carried out another strike 
early on Saturday on an “anti-
ship missile aimed into the Red 
Sea and which was prepared to 
launch”.

“Forces subsequently struck 
and destroyed the missile in self-
defence,” it said on social media 
platform X.

The Al-Masirah television on 
Saturday said the US and the 
UK launched two air strikes on 
the port of Ras Issa in Yemen’s 
Hodeida province, which hosts 
the country’s main oil export 
terminal.

There was no immediate 
confirmation from the United 
States or Britain, and the reports 
did not provide details on 
the attack or the extent of the 
damage.

The previous evening, the 
British oil tanker the Marlin 
Luanda operated on behalf of 
trading giant Trafigura Group 
was hit by missiles fired by 
Yemeni naval forces, said the 
military spokesman, Yahya 
Saree. “The strike was direct, and 
resulted (in) the burning of the 
vessel,” he added.

CENTCOM later confirmed 
the hit, saying: “The ship issued 
a distress call and reported 
damage. USS Carney (DDG 64) 
and other coalition ships have 
responded and are rendering 
assistance.”

Trafigura said on Saturday no 
injuries or casualties had been 
reported, adding however that 
the fire on the vessel had yet to 
be extinguished.

“The crew is continuing efforts 
to control the fire in one of the 
ship’s cargo tanks with support 
from military vessels,” it said in 
a statement on its website.

On Friday, the Yemeni group 
also fired an anti-ship ballistic 
missile from Yemen towards 
the Carney in the Gulf of Aden, 
CENTCOM said.

Risk monitor Ambrey said 
earlier that a Panama-flagged 
oil tanker “reported seeing two 
blasts” in the Gulf of Aden, a 
report that was corroborated 
by the British navy’s United 
Kingdom Maritime Trade 
Operations (UKMTO). No 
damage was reported.

The security firm said the 
missiles exploded about a mile 
from the India-affiliated oil 
tanker and 200-300 metres 
above the waterline. 

� — AFP
Smoke rises from Marlin Luanda, merchant vessel, after the vessel was struck by an anti-ship missile, at the location given as 
Gulf of Aden. — Reuters

Mali junta new decree eyes peace talks
BAMAKO: Mali’s junta issued a 
decree to establish a committee 
to organise national peace and 
reconciliation talks, a day after 
it ended a 2015 peace deal with 
Tuareg separatist rebels and 
accused mediator Algeria of 
interfering in its affairs.

The decision to end the so-
called Algiers accord threatens to 
further destabilise the conflict-torn 
West African nation.

Algeria, which shares a border 
with Mali more than 1,300 km long 
said the decision could put the 
entire region at risk.

In an apparent move to 
establish a new internal peace 
process, the junta’s decree outlined 
the structure of a committee and 
the steps it should take to prepare 
talks. It did not give a timeframe 
or say which groups it wanted to 
include in the dialogue.

Tuareg rebel spokesperson 
Mohamed Elmaouloud Ramadane 
on Saturday said that the new 
initiative was a “staged event” 
between groups who are already 
aligned.

“We think it’s a show, a waste 
of time and a waste of state 
resources,” he said.

An alliance of Tuareg rebel 
groups on Friday acknowledged 

the termination of the 2015 peace 
deal in a statement and called 
on their members to review and 
update their objectives in light of 
the new situation.

Mali, on the Sahara Desert’s 
southern fringe, has been 
plagued by violence since 2012, 
when militants hijacked an 
uprising by the Tuareg groups 
who complained of government 
neglect and sought autonomy for 
the desert region they call Azawad.

The Tuaregs signed the 
peace accord with the Bamako 
government in 2015, but militant 
groups linked to Al Qaeda and IS 
have gone on to kill thousands of 
civilians in insurgencies that have 
spread to neighbouring Burkina 
Faso and Niger.

The Tuareg peace agreement 
had come under increasing strain 
since the military consolidated 
power in two coups in 2020 and 
2021, teamed up with Russian 
military contractor Wagner Group, 
and kicked out French forces and 
the UN peacekeeping mission.

Fighting between the Malian 
army and the separatists has 
escalated again since last August 
as they have jostled for position 
during the gradual withdrawal of 
UN peacekeepers. � — Reuters

Malian soldiers are pictured during a patrol near Niger border in Dansongo 
Circle, Mali. — Reuters file photo

North Korea, China agree to defend 
common interests as officials meet
SEOUL: North Korea and 
China agreed to strengthen 
tactical cooperation and 
defend common interests, 
the North’s official KCNA 
news agency said on Saturday, 
reporting on Foreign Minister 
Choe Son Hui’s meeting with 
Chinese Vice Foreign Minister 
Sun Weidong.

On Friday, China said 
the two countries pledged 
to strengthen strategic 
communications “at all levels” 
and reaffirmed “unswerving 
stance” on deepening ties as 
Sun met his North Korean 
counterpart, Pak Myong Ho, in 
Pyongyang.

Sun arrived in Pyongyang, 
passing through the city of 
Sinuiju on the border of the 
two countries. It was the latest 
exchange by North Korea with 
China and Russia while it steps 
up confrontation with the 
United States and South Korea.

North Korea has 
dramatically upgraded its 
ties with the two UN Security 
Council permanent members 
and traditional allies, which 
have come around to stand 
with Pyongyang as it speeds up 
the development of an array of 
tactical and strategic weapons.

Beijing and Moscow, which 
previously voted against 

Pyongyang at the UN for its 
ballistic missile and nuclear 
programmes, have since 2017 
refused to join in imposing 
more sanctions, backing the 
North’s position it is exercising 
its right to self defence. 

Sun’s visit comes as US 
National Security Adviser 
Jake Sullivan was set to meet 
Chinese Foreign Minister 
Wang Yi in Thailand, as the 
two powers seek to improve 
relations after years of tensions.

China on Saturday said that 
top diplomat Wang Yi and 
US National Security Adviser 
Jake Sullivan held “candid, 
substantive and fruitful” talks 

in Thailand’s capital Bangkok, 
where issues including Taiwan 
were discussed.

Beijing and Washington 
have clashed in recent years 
on flashpoint issues from 
technology and trade to human 
rights, as well as over the self-
ruled island and competing 
claims in the South China Sea.

Wang and Sullivan “had 
candid, substantive and fruitful 
strategic communication on 
implementing the consensus 
reached at the San Francisco 
meeting... and on properly 
handling important and 
sensitive issues in China-
US relations”, a statement 

on China’s foreign ministry 
website released on Saturday 
evening said.

Earlier this month, Kim said 
Pyongyang and Beijing had 
designated 2024 as the “year 
of DPRK-China friendship,” 
using the acronym of the 
North’s official name.

The two countries “will 
further promote exchange and 
visits in all fields, including 
politics, economy and culture” 
this year, and add “a new page 
to the history of the DPRK-
China relations,” Kim said 
in his message to Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, according 
to KCNA.� — Agencies

North Korea’s Vice Foreign Minister Pak Myong Ho holds a meeting with China’s Vice Foreign Minister Sun Weidong at the 
People’s Palace of Culture in Pyongyang. — AFP



GREEK PM HAILS US 
APPROVAL OF 
F-35 JET SALE

ALASKA AIRLINES’ 
BOEING 737 
RESUMES FLIGHT

KING CHARLES 
SPENDS SECOND DAY 
IN HOSPITAL

Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis on Saturday 
welcomed a US decision to 
approve the sale of F-35 fighter 
jets to Athens.

Ending months of 
negotiations, the US government 
okayed the $8.6-billion sale.

“Today is an important day 
for our national defence and for 
Greek diplomacy,” Mitsotakis 
said.

“Greece is officially on 
track to acquire up to 40 new 
generation F-35 combat planes.”

Mitsotakis said he had 
received a letter from US 
Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken which “showed the 
strategic strength of Greek-US 
relations”. — AFP

Alaska Airlines gradually 
resumed flights with its Boeing 
737 MAX 9 fleet, three weeks 
after a mid-flight blowout of a 
panel and emergency landing 
prompted sweeping inspections 
of the aircraft, the company said.

The voyage comes after the 
Federal Aviation Administration 
on Wednesday announced a 
maintenance and inspection 
programme to clear the MAX 9 
to resume service.

Alaska Airlines said it expects 
inspections on its fleet of 65 
MAX 9 planes to be completed 
by the end of next week, 
allowing for a resumption of its 
schedule. — AFP

Britain’s King Charles III spent 
a second day in hospital on 
Saturday where he was visited 
by his wife Queen Camilla 
following scheduled surgery.

Camilla was seen arriving by 
a back entrance at the London 
Clinic, a private hospital in the 
capital, where he underwent the 
procedure.

Charles’s daughter-in-law 
Catherine Princess of Wales, 42, 
is currently also at the hospital 
where she has spent 12 days 
following abdominal surgery.

Reports have said Charles, 
75, was expected to spend two 
days in hospital and that he was 
“doing well” after the surgery.

� — AFP
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COLOMBIAN 
FOREST FIRES HAVE 
DESTROYED OVER 
17,000 HECTARES
BOGOTA: Forest fires have 
destroyed more than 17,000 
hectares in Colombia since 
November, authorities said, 
as the country faces its hottest 
January in decades.

More than 340 fires have been 
recorded in that period, spurred 
by prolonged drought, record 
heat, and the El Nino weather 
phenomenon, Environment 
Minister Susana Muhamad 
said, adding that 26 fires 
were still blazing. Colombia 
has been battling several 
fires near the capital since 
Monday, including some in the 
mountains overlooking Bogota, 
and authorities have advised 
residents living close to burnt 
areas to avoid going outside 
because of the poor air quality.

“Today, we have a fire in the 
Nevada del Cocuy,” a natural 
park with snow-capped peaks 
about 250 kilometres northeast 
of Bogota, Muhamad told a 
news conference.

She added that the flames 
were at a “quite high” point in 
the park, so a helicopter had 
been deployed to assess the 
situation.

One of the fires is burning 
about 900 metres from 
Bogota’s eastern El Paraiso 

neighbourhood.
Some residents affected by 

the smoke were being treated, 
the Colombian Red Cross in 
Bogota wrote on social media 
platform X, alongside photos of 
emergency workers helping a 
man wearing a facemask.

President Gustavo Petro this 
week declared a natural disaster, 
allowing funds to be diverted 
from other budget items towards 
containing the blazes, and 
appealed for international aid.

Bogota’s El Dorado 
international airport returned 
to normal operations on Friday 
after restrictions the previous 
day affected 138 flights.

The president said global 
warming was aggravating 
the effects of El Nino — a 
phenomenon typically 
associated with increased 
temperatures worldwide, 
drought in some parts of the 
world and heavy rains in others.

Forecasters expect the 
conditions, which began in 
November, to last until at least 
April. “At the moment there 
are 62 municipalities with 
water stress. That is, where the 
freshwater capacity has equalled 
or is below the population’s 
demand,” Petro said. — AFP

Firefighters work at the site of a forest fire in Nemocon, Colombia. — AFP

French farmers maintain protests despite govt concessions
PARIS: French farmers 
maintained a series of nationwide 
protests on Saturday, arguing 
government measures announced 
to quell the demonstrations did 
not go far enough to meet their 
demands for better pay and living 
conditions.

On Friday, Prime Minister 
Gabriel Attal’s government 
dropped plans to gradually 
reduce state subsidies on 
agricultural diesel, and 
announced other steps aimed 
at reducing the financial and 
administrative pressures faced by 
many farmers.

The FNSEA, France’s biggest 
farming union, said it would keep 
up its protests and many farmers 
remained at roadblocks set up by 
motorways and major roads on 
Saturday.

“The measures announced by 
Attal are not enough, they will 
not help our cash flow,” farmer 
Natacha Guillemet told BFM TV.

Others stuck to their threat 
of setting up roadblocks around 
Paris.

Demonstrators also held a 
silent march in the northern 
French town of Beauvais to pay 

tribute to farmers who have 
died in recent years, with some 
having committed suicide due 
to the stress of their working 
conditions.

France is the European Union’s 

biggest agricultural producer 
and the French farmers’ protests 
follow similar action in other 
European countries such as 
Germany and Poland, with many 
demonstrators saying they are 

being hit by globalisation and 
foreign competition. 

Some farmers called Attal’s 
pledges an encouraging start, 
with the road blockade in 
southern France, where the 

French prime minister spoke 
with demonstrators after his 
announcements, to be lifted on 
Saturday.

“That is one blockade but 
there are 100 more blockades. 
What was announced... does not 
calm the anger,” Rousseau said, 
adding he was waiting for an 
invitation from Attal to resume 
talks on Saturday.

The finance and farm 
ministers held emergency talks 
with food industry officials 
about fair prices for produce 
— a “number one priority” for 
farmers who say they are on the 
sharp end of the government’s 
drive to lower consumer prices.

Finance Minister Bruno Le 
Maire said the government would 
“double down” on enforcing a 
law aimed at guaranteeing fair 
farm-gate prices and vowed 
to be “pitiless” towards the 
supermarkets.

Le Maire has previously spent 
months pressuring food retail 
giants such as Carrefour and 
Danone to lower their prices after 
a phase of high inflation, thereby 
earning the ire of farmers.

 � — Reuters

French farmers use their tractors during a go-slow operation near Roissy Charles-de-Gaulle airport as they protest over price 
pressures, taxes and green regulation, in Compans, near Paris. — Reuters

Biden, Scholz to meet at 
White House on Feb 9
WASHINGTON: President Joe 
Biden will meet with German 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz in 
Washington on February 9 in a 
bid to rally support for additional 
assistance for Ukraine, the White 
House said on Saturday.

The two leaders will use their 
White House meeting to reaffirm 
their strong support for Ukraine 
after Russia’s attacks, the White 
House said in a statement.

Biden and Scholz will discuss 
efforts to prevent regional 
escalation in the Middle East, 
their steadfast support for 
Israel’s right to self-defence, and 
the imperative of increasing 
humanitarian assistance and 
protection of civilians from harm 
in Gaza.

The meeting is set as 
bipartisan US Senate talks on a 
border security deal that some 
Republicans set as a condition 
for further Ukraine aid have hit a 
critical point.

Biden said on Friday that 
the Senate border deal being 
negotiated was the “toughest and 
fairest” set of reforms possible 

and vowed to “shut down the 
border” the day he signs the bill.

Biden has requested $61.4 
billion in additional funding 
to help supply Ukraine with 
weapons and replenish US stocks 
as it nears the two-year mark of 
its war with Russia. The funds 
sought for Ukraine are part of a 
“supplemental” request that also 
includes $14.3 billion for Israel 
and $13.6 billion for border 
protection.

Scholz said this month the 
majority of countries in the 
European Union were not 
delivering sufficient weapons to 
Ukraine to help it battle Russia, 
urging allies to increase efforts.

Germany agreed late last year 
to double the country’s military 
aid for Ukraine in 2024 to 8 
billion euros, and on Tuesday 
said it would send six “Sea King” 
helicopters to Ukraine from its 
military inventory this year.

Last week, German 
Chancellor Olaf scholz said 
the aim of a European Union 
special summit next week is for 
all EU member states to agree to 
financial aid for Ukraine.

A German government 
spokesperson said earlier on 
Wednesday that additional 
weapons deliveries to Ukraine 
will be a topic of discussion 
during the summit. Scholz had 
urged EU allies in early January 
to step up their military aid to 
Ukraine.

Kyiv and the West say Russia’s 
2022 attack was an unprovoked 
war of aggression and a land 
grab, while Russian President 
Vladimir Putin says the 2022 
war was necessary to protect 
Russia’s own security. The press 
office of the German government 
declined to comment. — Reuters

US President Joe Biden meets with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz in the Oval Office of the White House in Washington. 
� — Reuters file photo

The meeting is set as 
bipartisan US Senate 

talks on a border 
security deal that some 

Republicans set as a 
condition for further 

Ukraine aid have hit a 
critical point
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How an invasive 
ant caused lions 
to change diet
ROCHELLE GLUZMAN

You may have heard of the “butterfly 
effect”, but how about the “ant 
effect”?

Research published on Thursday 
has shown how an ant muscled into 

a Kenyan savannah and sparked such a dramatic 
transformation in the landscape that even the 
local lions changed the way they hunt.

The study highlights the potentially profound 
impacts of invasive species, which are spreading 
at an increasing rate as human activities give 
animals, insects and plants opportunities to 
hitchhike into new territories.

“Oftentimes, we find it’s the little things that 
rule the world,” said Todd Palmer, an ecologist 
from the University of Florida, who was part of 
the research team that traced the implications of 
the big-headed ant on the hunting habits of lions 
in central Kenya.

It all starts with the whistling-thorn acacia trees 
in the plains of Laikipia, Kenya.

These thorny trees had developed a mutually 
beneficial relationship with the local acacia ant: 
The trees provide shelter and food for the ants and 
in return they use their stinging bite to discourage 
hungry elephants from devouring the trees.

But the big-headed ant changed all that.
Thought to have originated on an island in 

the Indian Ocean and brought to the area by the 
movement of people and goods, these invasive 
marauders arrived around two decades ago 
and started killing the acacia ants, leaving the 
whistling-thorn trees vulnerable to herbivores.

Diminished tree cover poses a problem for 
lions because they rely on the element of surprise 
to ambush their prey, notably zebras.

Researchers spent three years in Kenya’s Ol 
Pejeta Conservancy tracking the lions’ movements 
with GPS collars to see how they responded in the 
areas colonised by the invasive ants.

Their study, published in the journal Science, 
found that the big-headed ants had led to a 
threefold decline in zebra killings.

But the researchers were surprised to find that 
this did not cause the lion population to decline -- 
good news because lion populations in the region 
have already shrunk to around 2,000 individuals 
from an estimated 100,000.

Instead, the big cats switched dining preference 
and strategy — ganging up in larger groups to 
go after buffalo, said Douglas Kamaru of the 
University of Wyoming, lead author of the study.

While the lions have adapted thus far, the big-
headed ants could spell trouble for other species 
that rely on the whistling-thorn tree, like giraffes 
or the critically endangered black rhino.

And the lions’ changing diet may provoke its 
own cascade of impacts.  � — AFP

We need closure at the end of relationships

How art transforms us into better beings

A middle-aged man comes to the clinic 
and tells me about his frustration after 
a virtual friend with whom he was 
communicating daily blocked him 
following an argument, he describes 

feeling sad and angry for being shut out without a 
clear explanation. 

He tried to contact the virtual friend and resolve 
the conflict but the other guy was not interested 
and decided to shut him up by blocking him. “We 
used to communicate daily, he would tell me about 
his day and I would tell him about mine. He was a 
very good friend even though we have not met face 
to face but a simple argument made him end our 
friendship in this brutal way. I kept experiencing 
different emotions, sometimes times I blame myself 
for getting so close to him and trusting him, then I 
hate him for what he did.”

When a relationship ends, naturally, one or both 
parties go through difficult times. The person who 

wants to keep the relationship usually experiences 
strong and conflicting emotions especially when s/
he doesn’t know why the other person decided to 
end it. This makes it difficult for them to move on. 

In psychology, the term closure is used to describe 
“a process of knowing that a relationship has ended 
for a particular reason which to some degree makes 
it easier to understand the situation and make new 
plans”. After closure, some people choose to remain 
friends while others prefer to go separate ways and 
accept that the relationship was not meant to be 
without blaming themselves for what happened.  

The brain needs to know, with certainty, why 
a relationship has ended. This is why closure is 
essential because it allows the brain and the heart 
to understand that the relationship has ended and 
there is no going back. This way, the person on the 
receiving end of the breakup would stop searching 
for explanations or wondering if he or she could 
have done something to save the relationship or 

Recently, while browsing in 
the Museum of Modern 
Art store in New York, 
I came across a tote bag 
with the inscription 

“You are no longer the same after 
experiencing art.” It’s a nice sentiment, 
I thought, but is it true? Or to be more 
specific: Does consuming art, music, 
literature and the rest of what we call 
culture make you a better person? 
Ages ago, Aristotle thought it did, but 
these days, a lot of people seem to 
doubt it. Surveys show that Americans 
are abandoning cultural institutions. 
Since the early 2000s, fewer and fewer 
people say that they visit art museums 
and galleries, go to see plays or attend 
classical music concerts, opera or 
ballet. College students are fleeing the 
humanities for the computer sciences, 
having apparently decided that a 
professional leg up is more important 
than the state of their souls. Many 
professors seem to have lost faith 
too. They’ve become race, class and 
gender political activists. The ensuing 
curriculum is less “How does George 
Eliot portray marriage?” and more 
“Workers of the world, unite!” And 
yet I don’t buy it. I confess I still cling 
to the old faith that culture is vastly 
more important than politics or some 
preprofessional training in algorithms 
and software systems. I’m convinced 
that consuming culture furnishes your 
mind with emotional knowledge and 
wisdom; it helps you take a richer and 
more meaningful view of your own 
experiences; it helps you understand, at 
least a bit, the depths of what’s going on 
in the people right around you.

I’d argue that we have become 
so sad, lonely, angry and mean as a 
society in part because so many people 
have not been taught or don’t bother 
practicing to enter sympathetically 
into the minds of their fellow human 
beings. We’re overpoliticised while 
growing increasingly undermoralised, 
underspiritualised, undercultured.

The alternative is to rediscover 
the humanist code. It is based on the 
idea that unless you immerse yourself 
in the humanities, you may never 
confront the most important question: 
How should I live my life? I went to 
college at a time and in a place where 
many people believed that the great 
books, poems, paintings and pieces of 
music really did hold the keys to the 
kingdom. If you studied them carefully 
and thought about them deeply, 
they would improve your taste, your 
judgments, your conduct.

Our professors at the University of 
Chicago had sharpened their minds 
and renovated their hearts by learning 
from and arguing against books. They 
burned with intensity as they tried to 
convey what past authors and artists 
were trying to say.

The teachers welcomed us into 
a great conversation, traditions of 
dispute stretching back to Aeschylus, 
William Shakespeare, George Bernard 
Shaw, Clifford Odets. They held up 
visions of excellence, people who 
had seen farther and deeper such as 
Augustine, Sylvia Plath and Richard 
Wright. They introduced us to the 
range of moral ecologies that have 
been built over the centuries and come 
down as sets of values by which we can 
choose to live — stoicism, Buddhism, 
romanticism, rationalism, Marxism, 
liberalism, feminism.

The message was that all of us could 
improve our taste and judgment by 
becoming familiar with what was 

best — the greatest art, philosophy, 
literature and history. And this journey 
toward wisdom was a lifelong affair.

The hard sciences help us 
understand the natural world. The 
social sciences help us measure 
behaviour patterns across populations. 
But culture and the liberal arts help 
us enter the subjective experience of 
particular people: how this unique 
individual felt; how this other one 
longed and suffered. We have the 
chance to move with them, experience 
the world, a bit, the way they 
experience it.

We know from studies by 
psychologists Raymond Mar and 
Keith Oatley that reading literature is 
associated with heightened empathy 
skills. Deep reading, immersing 
yourself in novels with complex 
characters, engaging with stories 

that explore the complexity of this 
character’s motivations or that 
character’s wounds, is a training 
ground for understanding human 
variety. It empowers us to see the real 
people in our lives more accurately and 
more generously, to better understand 
their intentions, fears and needs, the 
hidden kingdom of their unconscious 
drives. The resulting knowledge is 
not factual knowledge but emotional 
knowledge.

Experiences with great artworks 
deepen us in ways that are hard to 
describe. To have visited Chartres 
Cathedral or finished “The Brothers 
Karamazov” is not about acquiring 
new facts but to feel somehow elevated, 
enlarged, altered. 

In Rainer Maria Rilke’s novel “The 
Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge,” 
the protagonist notices that as he 
ages, he’s able to perceive life on a 
deeper level: “I am learning to see. I 
don’t know why it is, but everything 
penetrates more deeply into me and 
does not stop at the place where 
until now it always used to finish.” 
Mark Edmundson teaches literature 
at the University of Virginia and is 
one of those who still lives by the 
humanist code. In his book “Why 
Read?” he describes the potential 
charge embedded in a great work of 
art: “Literature is, I believe, our best 
goad toward new beginnings, our best 
chance for what we might call secular 
rebirth. However much society at large 
despises imaginative writing, however 
much those supposedly committed to 
preserve and spread literary art may 
demean it, the fact remains that in 
literature there abide major hopes for 
human renovation.” 

Wouldn’t you love to take a course 
from that guy? How does it work? 
How does culture do its thing? The 
shortest answer is that culture teaches 
us how to see. “The greatest thing a 
human soul ever does in this world 
is to see something, and tell what 
it saw in a plain way,” Victorian art 
critic John Ruskin wrote. “Hundreds 
of people can talk for one who can 
think, but thousands can think for one 
who can see.” Your way of perceiving 
the world becomes your way of being 
in the world. If your eyes have been 
trained to see, even just a bit, by the 
way Leo Tolstoy saw, if your heart can 
feel as deeply as a k.d. lang song, if 
you understand people with as much 
complexity as Shakespeare did, then 
you will have enhanced the way you 
live your life. — The New York Times

WHEN A 
RELATIONSHIP 

ENDS IT IS 
NATURAL 

THAT ONE OR 
BOTH PARTIES 
GO THROUGH 

DIFFICULT TIMES 
AND MIXED 

EMOTIONS OF 
SADNESS, ANGER, 

AND SELF-
BLAMING

CONSUMING CULTURE FURNISHES 
YOUR MIND WITH EMOTIONAL 

KNOWLEDGE AND WISDOM; 
IT HELPS YOU TAKE A RICHER 

AND MORE MEANINGFUL VIEW 
OF YOUR OWN EXPERIENCES; 
IT HELPS YOU UNDERSTAND, 

AT LEAST A BIT, THE DEPTHS OF 
WHAT’S GOING ON IN THE PEOPLE 

RIGHT AROUND YOU

there is hope in going back to each others in the 
future. This brings peace to both parties and enables 
people to heal. We may experience a need for closure 
when a loved one dies and he or she get buried 
without us having a chance to see the body and say 
proper goodbye. This can happen when we are or the 
dead person in a different country and we are unable 
to reach before the funeral. Some people would 
experience dreams of the dead person coming back 
to life or even believe that they saw them somewhere 
which is to possible because they are dead. The brain 
of the living person gets into a state of denial that 
the loved one has died and this is why the dreams 
keep coming. This is why some societies encourage 
close friends and family members to view the dead 
body and say their final goodbye and place the dead 
person in the grave as a form of acceptance that gives 
them proper closure. 

Finally, whether a relationship ends due to death, 
or a breakup, remember to have a proper closure.

David Brooks
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The Art of Seeing Others 

Deeply and Being 
Deeply Seen.”
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The Wild West cowboy 
movie had no character 
more richly endowed 
with the ‘gift of the gab’ 
than the ubiquitous snake 

oil salesman, a purveyor of wisdom, 
philosophy, and an elixir to remedy all 
ills, for just a nickel or dime. They were 
largely inconsequential, merely adding 
splashes of colour, wit, and sometimes, 
tragedy to every cinematic masterpiece.

Fast-forward to the Donald Trump 
political machine, incredibly, gathers 
pace as it rolls remorselessly onwards, 
having finally sucked the economic 
oxygen, out of Florida Governor Ron 
De Santis’ Republican presidential 
ambitions. The snake oil salesman 
is back, as colourful as ever, with his 
unique brand of wit, in a political 
return that can only end in tears for 
America, as he bids to, in his words 
‘Make America Great Again.’ 

The reality is that he never last time, 
and having himself not changed, the 
result will not. Trump’s presidency, 
2017–21, was the most traumatic 
‘peacetime’ presidency ever, with an 
increase national debt by almost 40 
per cent, increased unemployment, 
and a confused foreign policy. In 2021 
America voted in Joe (who?) Biden, 
rather than face another term of Trump, 
and that ended in chaos when he 
exhorted his supporters to “take back” 
the election result and overturn it, in 
the Capitol Hill invasion of January 
2021… and they want this man back in 
the hot seat?

This year, America celebrates 
its 248th birthday, a ‘great’ nation 
that virtually invented racism, 
decriminalises drug use, laughs off 
obesity, has a growing knife and 
gun crime epidemic, and glories in 
its Homer Simpson and South Park 
rhetoric and buffoonery. Madeliene 
Albright, former US ambassador, 
observed dryly that while many 
nations have benefitted from American 
financial aid and investment, “none 
benefitted more than America.” Add in 
‘the big short,’ ‘too big to fail,’ and ‘The 
Wolf of Wall Street,’ and you can see 
why the American perception of ever 
having been great is significantly flawed. 

It has never rivalled the truly great 
civilisations, the American Inca’s, and 
Aztecs, Europe’s Romans and Greeks, 
the Mongol and Chin dynasties of Asia, 
of Ancient Egypt and the Middle East 
who, demonstrated remarkable social 
structures, architecture, and agriculture, 
language, philosophy, astronomy, 
medicine, and trade. 

These are ‘great’ achievements, 
perpetuating the march of mankind, 
and more significantly, great in the eyes 
of others, not the vapid reflections of 
what we see in the mirror. 

Looking even closer, Dr Arthur 
Schlesinger, of Harvard University 
wrote in 1959 of it giving the world ‘the 
right of revolution.’ 

Well, sorry to disabuse him, but 
revolutions have been around since 
the Roman monarchy under Lucius 
Tarquinius was unseated 5,000 years 
ago, the Chinese Xins were overthrown 
by the Han dynasty 2,000 years ago, 
even England had a revolution of its 
own 400 odd years ago that led to its 
Parliament! And these were just a few.

And if you want to be great, you 
probably must also look at what 
you haven’t done well… and I’ll not 
mention any civil rights, overseas 
conflicts and the like where you haven’t 
emerged as great, let alone with any 
credit. But that’s what history and life 
are, ups and downs, one day you’re 
right and the next… There is a time 
to be humble, a time to step back and 
say… ‘Today we’ve been brilliant. But if 
we don’t get up and do just as well again 
tomorrow, and all the time, we’re not 
even good.’ Just ask any ‘great’ athlete 
like Jesse Owens, or Michael Phelps, but 
not Lance Armstrong.

And there we have it. America can 
only ever be great through making 
its people great. So perhaps it would 
be more appropriate for someone to 
take, and make, their political tag line, 
‘Making American’s Great,’ because we 
have all met wonderful Americans… 
but they just get put in the shade by 
those who talk too often, too loudly, 
and don’t stop to listen. George Carlin 
though, was never more right when he 
said, “In America, anyone can be the 
President… that’s the problem.”

America: You can’t be serious...

Developing countries need debt 
relief to act on climate change

If developing economies found 
it hard to manage their debts in 
2023, they are likely to face even 
more formidable challenges 
this year. Though most possess 

relatively small debt stocks and are 
not considered insolvent, many are in 
dire need of liquidity. As long as this 
remains true, they will struggle not 
only to manage their debts, but also to 
invest in the green transition. 

Developing economies have 
faced a series of external shocks in 
recent years, including the Covid-19 
pandemic, war-related disruptions of 
food and energy supply chains, and an 
uptick in global inflation. Moreover, 
their access to capital markets has 
been curtailed, preventing them from 
rolling over maturing loans, as they 
would do in normal times. As a result, 
countries have been forced to channel 
a large share of their tax and export 
revenues to service their debt, avoiding 
default at the cost of priorities like 
infrastructure investment, social-
welfare programmes, and climate 
action. 

The outlook for these countries is 
likely to worsen in the next few years. 
According to estimates by the Finance 
for Development Lab (FDL), large 
debt payments are coming due in 
2024 and 2026 for at least 20 low- and 
lower-middle-income countries. As 

Visitors take a selfie at the Red Fort in New Delhi, India, on Saturday. — AFP

SELFIE TIME!

AMERICA CAN 
ONLY EVER 
BE GREAT 
THROUGH 
MAKING ITS 
PEOPLE GREAT

countries hit this “debt wall,” their 
already fragile fiscal positions will 
deteriorate further. This does not 
bode well for climate action. 

Climate change is not some 
distant menace; its effects are 
already being felt worldwide, 
especially in climate-vulnerable 
developing economies. But 
international summits on 
the topic last year sent a 
disappointing message: while 
developed economies pledged 
to increase climate financing 
by 2030, developing-economy 
policymakers are struggling 
against severe fiscal constraints. 
With medium-term strategies 
being used to address a short-
term threat, developing and 
emerging economies have been 
expressing frustration, including 
at the Summit for a New Global 
Financing Pact that was held in 
Paris last June. 

Multilateral development 
banks can provide an essential 
lifeline, but their capacity would 
have to be strengthened — and 
quickly. According to World Bank 
data, the new concessional loans 
the world’s poorest countries 
received from MDBs in 2022 
were smaller than these countries’ 
debt-service payments, a large 

share of which went to private 
and bilateral creditors. Increasing 
capital flight from the developing 
world — driven not least by 
monetary tightening in advanced 
economies — will intensify the 
needs of illiquid lower-income 
countries. 

But it is not only a matter of 
financial capacity. MDBs have 
so far been inconsistent, at best, 
when it comes to supporting 
countries struggling to repay their 
debts. For example, both Kenya 
and Ethiopia have been under 
pressure to repay their private and 
Chinese creditors, which are now 
collecting more in debt-service 
payments than they are providing 
in new loans. But only Kenya 
received enough support from 

the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Bank, and others to 
refinance its debt that is maturing 
this year.  By contrast, assistance 
to Ethiopia has declined in 
recent years. As a result, Ethiopia 
recently defaulted on its external 
debt, even though it amounts to 
just 25 per cent of GDP. While 
the Kenya approach is not the 
solution — providing similar 
levels of support to all illiquid 
countries would require a tripling 
of MDB flows — this is clearly 
unacceptable. 

A better approach would focus 
on closing the gap between short-
term debt concerns and long-term 
investment needs, by unlocking 
net-positive inflows for countries 
facing liquidity constraints. As the 

FDL has proposed, an agreement 
among debtors, creditors, and 
MDBs to permit countries to 
reschedule debts coming due 
— delaying maturities by 5-10 
years — would create fiscal space 
for climate-friendly investments, 
financed by MDBs. 

For this liquidity bridge 
to work, MDBs would have 
to accelerate progress on 
implementing existing reform 
plans and increase funding 
substantially, while the IMF 
helps manage debt-rollover risks. 
Importantly, private and bilateral 
creditors would have to agree to 
the rescheduling. That is why, 
compared to the Debt Service 
Suspension Initiative that the G20 
introduced in 2020, the proposal 
includes stronger incentives 
for private-sector creditors to 
participate, in addition to longer 
time horizons. 

There are good reasons to 
believe that creditors can be 
convinced to join the programme 
voluntarily. It is, after all, in their 
best interest to remain invested 
in solvent countries with strong 
growth prospects; no one benefits 
from debt crises like those that 
have ensnared Zambia and Sri 
Lanka. @Project Syndicate, 2024Developing economies have faced a series of external shocks in recent years.
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Thrilling competitions in youth and children categories
ADIL AL BALUSHI
MUSCAT, JAN 27

Abdullah al Qarini bagged the 
gold medal in the Men’s 5 km Al 
Mouj Muscat Marathon 2024 on 
Saturday. The runner completed 
the race within a timing of 14:42 
minutes to end as the champion 
of this race category. More than 
7,300 participants took part 
in this category of Marathon 
event. Salim al Rashdi ended 
as runners-up of the race as he 
clocked 14:54 minutes while 
Nasr al Naabi followed him in 
third place with a timing of 
15:01. The participants of this 
category aged 12 and above.

Oman’s Rahela AbdolAmir 

claimed the crown in the 
Women’s 5 km Al Mouj Muscat 
Marathon 2024 after she 
registered a timing of 20:53 
minutes. She was followed by 
Umaima Harib Mohammed 
with 22:32 and India’s Vibha 
Ramachandrappa clocking 22:58 
minutes.

In the 3 km event for youth and 
children, Waassam al Mahrami 
came first following his timing 
of 9:07 minutes and Shayaan 
Ghori finished second after he 
registered 10:33 minutes while 
Zaid al Dhammari completed 
the race in the third place with a 
timing of 11:20 minutes. 

In the girl’s category, Tara 
Khan topped the group in 

this category as she was the 
first female athlete to end 
the race  within a timing of 
11:45 minutes. Reem al Harthi 
finished as second as she clocked 
12:18 minutes to clinch the silver 
medal while Aseela al Busaidi 
came in third as she registered a 

timing of 12:39 minutes.
In the 2 km for kids, Turki al 

Sudairi claimed first spot with a 
timing of 2:18 minutes followed 
by Aws al Fahdi in second place 
as he registered a timing of 3:16 
while Malik Ahmed ended in 
third position and clocked 4:09 

minutes. In the women’s section, 
Layla al Khalili won the top 
prize with a timing of 7:39 while 
Afnan al Reimi came in second 
place after she clocked 8:49 
while Mairaa Kapoor of Canada 
finished in third spot with a 
timing of 9:16.

 At the 1 km race for kids, 
Syrian boy Tariq Bairakdar won 
the first spot after he completed 
the race within a 2:22 minutes 
while Mashari Abdulaziz al 
Balushi came in second with 
a timing of 2:39 minutes and 
Osama al Bahri in third place 
after he clocked 3:32 minutes.

The senior marathon 
categories completed on Friday 
after Kenyan athlete Kibiwott 

claimed the men’s crown in 
the 42.2 km Al Mouj Muscat 
Marathon 2024 while Ethiopians 
Berhanu Tarto (2:13:15) was 
second and Tsega Diriba (2: 
17:13) finished third. More than 
12,000 runners from across the 
world took part in the  Al Mouj 
Muscat for the elite marathon 
races.

 After the completion of the 
races, Ahmed Al Azkawi (OQ 
upstream CEO), Mohammed 
Al Amri ( Director-General of 
Sports Activities in the Ministry 
of Culture, Sports and Youth, 
Sayyid Khalid al Busaidi and 
Sayyid Ayman al Busaidi from 
Sabco Group,  presented awards 
to the winners.

Oman to host fifth Asia 
Para Games in 2026
AHMED AL KAABI
MUSCAT, JAN 27

The Ministry of Culture, Sports, 
and Youth, represented by the 
Omani Paralympic Committee 
and the West Asia Para 
Federation, has officially signed 
an agreement to host the Fifth 
West Asia Para Games in the 
Sultanate of Oman in February 
2026.

The signing ceremony 
took place at the Ministry’s 
headquarters in Al Khuwayer. 
The agreement was signed by 
His Excellency Basil bin Ahmed 
al Rawas, Undersecretary of the 
Ministry of Culture, Sports, and 
Youth, Dr. Mansour bin Sultan al 
Touqi, Chairman of the Omani 
Paralympic Committee, and 
Dr. Abdul Razzaq Bani Rashid, 
President of the West Asia Para 
Federation. The event also saw 
the presence of Mohammed bin 
Abdullah al Hinai, Secretary-
General of the Committee, 
Dr. Musbah Ibrahim Jaafar, 
Secretary-General of the West 
Asia Para Federation, along with 
committee members and media 
representatives.

Dr. Mansour Al Touqi 
provided insights into the 
upcoming event, sharing 
details about the venues and 
sports competitions tailored for 
individuals with disabilities. The 
eight-day event, scheduled to 
take place in February 2026 and 
will showcase various individual 
sports such as powerlifting, 
athletics, badminton, boccia and 
table tennis. Additionally, team 
sports like wheelchair basketball, 
badminton, boccia, and athletics.

Following the signing of 
agreements, His Excellency 
Basil al Rawas, affirmed Oman’s 
commitment to hosting the Fifth 
West Asia Para Games as part of 
its broader strategy to become 

a hub for various sports events. 
Highlighting the significance 
of sports tourism, Al Rawas 
emphasized the dual objectives 
of enhancing tourism and 
bolstering the economy through 
sporting endeavors.

“The inauguration of the 
Oman Sports Events Center 
marks a milestone resulting 
from the Sports Investment 
Lab, aimed at orchestrating a 
calendar of sports events for the 
next five years. This initiative 
seeks to achieve both sporting 
and economic milestones, 
including the hosting of the 
Hockey5sWorld Cup,” Al Rawas 
added.

Al Rawas underscored the 
opportunity the Fifth West Asia 
Para Games presents for national 
teams to participate and launch 
several Paralympic games, 
further preparing them for future 
tournament competitions. He 
lauded Oman’s achievements in 
disability sports, led by champion 
Mohammed Al Mashaykhi, 
and highlighted the signing of 
the hosting agreement for the 
2026 Games as a motivational 
milestone for Paralympic teams.

Expressing satisfaction 
with the hosting facilities, Dr. 
Abdul Razzaq Bani Rashid 
appreciated Oman’s capabilities 
in accommodating Paralympic 
sports. 

Anticipating a distinguished 
event, he emphasized the 
readiness of facilities, albeit 
requiring minor adjustments to 
better cater to participants with 
disabilities.

Dr. Mansour al Touqi said 
that “hosting the West Asia Para 
Games was among the strategic 
goals of the Omani Paralympic 
Committee, which started in 
2017, through which we achieved 
several achievements at the 
regional and international levels.

Netherlands world champions
ANUROOP 
ATHIPARAMBATH
MUSCAT, JAN 27

The Netherlands thumped India 
7-2 to clinch the first ever FIH 
Hockey5s Women’s World Cup 
crown in a one-sided final at the 
Hockey Oman Stadium in Al 
Amerat here on Saturday night. 
Netherlands led 6-0 at half-time.

Chief guest for the final, Dr 
Madiha bin Ahmed al Shaibani, 
Minister of Education, handed 
over the trophy to the winners 
and medals to the runner-ups 
and third-placed team in the 
concluding ceremony.

FIH President Tayyab Ikram, 
Basil bin Ahmed al Rawas, 
Undersecretary for Sports and 
Youth at the Ministry of Culture, 
Sports and Youth, and Oman 
Hockey Association Chairman 
Dr Marwan bin Juma al Juma 
were present. In the final, the 
Netherlands dominated the first 
half and pumped in six goals past 
a hapless Indian defence.

Janneke van de Venne netted 
the opener in the second minute 
itself and Bente van der Veldt 
made it 3-0 with twin strikes in 
the fourth and eighth minutes. 
Lana Kalse hit the fourth goal 
in the 11th minute while Sosha 
Benninga scored the fifth and 
Janneke found the target for 
a second time to make it a 
commendable 6-0 lead at the 
break. In the second half, Indian 
women earned their first goal 
through Jyoti Chhatri in the 20th 
minute and Rutaja Dadaso Pisal 
made it 6-2 in the 23rd minute. 
However Lana Kalse stamped 
the Netherlands’ authority in the 
final to net their seventh goal 
with three minutes to go.

Earlier, Poland claimed the 
third spot after beating South 
Africa 4-2 in a tense encounter. 
Amelia Katerla was the star of 
the match with all four goals 
(5th, 8th, 16 – Challenge, 18 – 
Challenge) for Poland coming 
from her stick.

For South Africa, Dirkie 
Chamberlain made it 3-1 in the 
18th minute and Toni Marks 
pulled another in the 24th minute 
to make it 4-2. Further South 
African efforts were withstood 
by a solid Polish defence. South 

Africa got a challenge kick in 
the 27th minute but it was saved 
by Poland goalkeeper Daria 
Skoraszweska as Poland prevailed 
4-2 to take the third place.

In the other placement 
matches, Uruguay beat Malaysia 
8-4 to take the fifth spot. Uruguay 

led 3-2 at half-time. Ukraine 
thrashed New Zealand 6-0 to 
finish seventh. Ukraine led 3-0 at 
the half-time.

In the 9th-10th play-off, USA 
prevailed over Namibia 2-0 after 
leading 1-0 at the break. Australia 
took the 11th spot after thumping 

Fiji 8-3. Australia led 5-2 at the 
break.

Thailand edged Paraguay 5-3 
to finish 13th after leading 2-1 at 
half-time.

Hosts Oman finished last after 
going down to Zambia 11-3. 
Zambia led 7-1 at the break.

INDIA FINISH RUNNER-UP, POLAND THIRD IN FIRST WOMEN’S HOCKEY5S WORLD CUP
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FLATS and 
offices for rent in 
Muscat. 96379095, 
98403020.

 SIT. WANTED   FOR SALE

 SIT. VACANCY  

 SIT. WANTED  

 FOR RENT

IN Ruwi, 2 bedrooms, 
2 bathrooms, hall, 
kitchen, with car 
parking. RO 150 
monthly only. Tel: 
94402003.

28 YEARS Experience in 
Oman in sales, marketing and 
management, Indian with 
DL and release. Looking for 
a good job change. Contact: 
78501743.

A SUDANESE resident in 
Salalah, Bsc of administrative 
sciences with 21 years of 
experience in the fields of 
(sales/ management/ logistics 
and fleet). Contact: +968 
98510880

ACCOUNTANT & 
sales Executive, Indian 
male, 31 years, BA 
English, specialised in 
Accounting. 2 years 
experience in India & 
6 years experience in 
Oman. Seeking position 
in Accounts/Sales fields 
(has Oman licence).  
Mob: 78805951. Gmail: 
akhilgopinath2017@
gmail.com

INDIAN male 14 
years experience light/ 
heavy driver. Looking 
for suitable opening 
currently in Oman. 
Contact: 77050986/ 
91280205, email: 
kokkadmou@gmail.com

CAFE for sale in Ruwi 
Rex Road CCTV 
controlled, 3 visas & 
investor status, for a good 
deal, Contact : 78501743.

BACHELOR degree 
in Mechanical or 
electrical engineering 
ASNT level 2 (NDT), 
ASNT level 3 (NDT) 
additional advantage. 
LEEA foundation, 
LEEA lifting 
accessories diploma 
(LAC). Contact: 
pipe2566@yahoo.com

M.COM graduate with 
Oman driving licence, 
residing in Muscat with 
1 year and 4 months 
work experience as 
Media Finance Executive 
in India, seeking for 
Accounts Assistant 
or other related 
eligible jobs.  Contact: 
71755901, E-mail: 
krishnanmahesh02 @
gmail.com

PART time accountant 

22 years in Muscat. 

Please contact: 

78293476

Now get news 
on the go

To receive news updates 
from , 

WhatsApp
<your name> to

96473232

SUHAR:  Sohar Industrial 
City, affiliated with the 
Public Establishment for 
Industrial Estates (Madayn), 
received about 55 investment 
applications in 2023, of which 
45 projects were localised 
which will be built on areas 
exceeding 461,000 sq metres.

Eng Abdullah bin Ahmed 
al Mayasi (inset), Director-
General of Sohar Industrial 
City, said during the year 
2023, the plastic industries 
complex Ladayn was able to 
sign 5 agreements, bringing 
the volume of investment in it 
to about RO 22 million, with a 
total of 7 projects being built 
on areas of up to 80,000 square 
metres, and the number of 
workers is approximately 200 
workers in the initial stage.

Al Mayasi confirmed that 
Madayn has made great strides 
in completing the city’s seventh 
phase development project. 

The completion rate reached 
98.6 per cent. The project 
includes a 32-kilometre 

road network equipped with 
lighting poles, a drinking water 
network and a sewage network, 
in addition to a wastewater 
treatment plant with a capacity 
of 2,000 cubic metres, a rain 
drainage network, a flood 
protection wall, and an 
irrigation network and two 

water supply tanks with a total 
capacity of 2,700 cubic metres.

The “Masar” service centre 
in Sohar Industrial City is an 
investment window with a 
unified system to facilitate and 
simplify the procedures for 
the investor to obtain all the 
necessary approvals, permits 

and licences for his investment 
project in one station and a 
specific period of time. 

This effort by Madayn to 
form a system of integrated 
services helps the investor to 
create an attractive business 
environment for investments in 
Oman. — ONA

Sohar Industrial City receives 55 
investment applications in 2023

Sohar Industrial City land area exceeds 461,000 square metres.

MUSCAT: The Sultanate of 
Oman is preparing to host the 
regional event in the Arab and 
global insurance industry.

“The 34th Conference of the 
Federation of Arab Insurance 
Companies” is organised by the 
Omani Insurance Association 
and the General Secretariat of 
the Federation of Insurance 
Companies in cooperation with 
the Capital Market Authority, on 
February 18 to 21.

Nasser bin Salem al Busaidi, 
Chairman of the Board of 
Directors of the Oman Insurance 
Association, stressed the 
importance of organising this 
conference, in which more than 
two thousand participants are 
expected to participate.

 It is a forum that brings 
together insurance policy 
makers in the Arab region 
and neighbouring countries 
in addition to representatives 
of international insurance 
companies and reinsurers. 

Al Busaidi said, “This 

conference will present the 
most important issues and 
developments related to the 
insurance industry and the 
mechanism for keeping pace with 
developments and international 
standards. This is an opportunity 
to learn about the experiences 
of the participating countries 
and exchange experiences about 
natural disaster insurance and 
digital insurance.”

The Omani insurance market, 
which is supervised by the Capital 
Market Authority, includes 18 
insurance companies, including 
one company concerned with 
reinsurance. The market size is 
close to half a billion Omani rials, 
and the sector’s assets amount to 
RO 1.197 billion. � — ONA

Oman to host Arab 
and global insurance 
industry conference
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Wedding 
planning 

that’s a 
piece of 

cake? 

&

NEW HOME
Nasa’s Space Shuttle 
Endeavour is transported to 
the Samuel Oschin Air and 
Space Center in Los Angeles, 
California.  — AFP

A boy gestures as displaced 
Palestinians, who fled their 
houses due to Israeli strikes, 
shelter at a tent camp, at the 
border with Egypt, in Rafah in 
Gaza. — Reuters

BLISS OF INNOCENCE

Wounded tigress ‘Tihrulia’ plays 
with dog ‘Tara’ at Wild Animal 
Rescue Centre, amid Russia’s 
attack on Ukraine, in the village 
of Chubynske, Kyiv region.

GILDED CAGE

Youths perform 
artistic roller 

skating during a car 
racing competition 
in Kabul. — AFP

 HOLD YOUR
BREATH

A full moon is seen 
with a dragon lantern 
decoration in the 
foreground, prepared 
for the Chinese Lunar 
New Year celebration 
at Fo Guang Shan Dong 
Zen Buddhist Temple 
in Jenjarom, Malaysia, 
on Friday. — Reuters

LUNAR NEW YEAR

CONSIDER THIS ONE more 
win for fans of January: Not 
only does the first month 
bring less highway traffic, 
cheaper flights, easier-to-
secure restaurant reserva-
tions and the accompanying 
sense of calm, it also com-
prises part of the slow sea-
son in the wedding industry, 
along with its neighbours 
December, February and 
March. In Clark County, 
Nevada, where marriage 
statistics are publicly availa-
ble, these are the months 
when the fewest marriages 
take place.

That is exactly why cou-
ples who choose to get mar-

ried in these months may 
reap the benefits, like more 
vendor and venue availabili-
ty, not to mention guests 
often have lower expecta-
tions and higher enthusi-
asm. When Ali Angco and Ian 
Chua, both 29, married on 
January 6 in Vancouver, 
British Columbia, many of 
their guests were excited to 
have a social gathering of 
any kind. “No one parties the 
week after New Year’s,” 
Angco said.

Sofia Krokos, a wedding 
planner from New York, said 
that her clients were more 
likely to secure trendy spots 
— places like Manhatta, 620 

Loft and Garden, Cipriani 
and Chelsea Square — in the 
winter months. Some ven-
dors and venues also have 
lower rates during the slow 
season.

“January tends to be a 
softer-demand month, with 
requests increasing in 
February and March as we 
approach the busy spring 
season,” said Tracey L. 
Brown, the director of cater-
ing and events at Cipriani 
South Street. “January typi-
cally offers more flexibility 
for available dates and pric-
ing,” she added.

Molly Hunt, 38, and Harry 
Rimalower, 36, had both pre-

viously married in 
September — Hunt, a psy-
chologist, in 2015; Rimalower, 
a lawyer, in 2018 — when 
searches for available ven-
dors and venues were ardu-
ous and long waits for avail-
ability were the norm. When 
they married each other on 
January 6 at A.O.C., a restau-
rant in Los Angeles, they had 
only booked their venue two 
weeks before the wedding 
date.

“I was mildly shocked by 
how well it came out,” Hunt 
said of the wedding, adding 
that January was a good 
time for a last-minute wed-
ding — the couple spent only 

two months planning — and 
that there was less pressure.

Angco and Chua’s photog-
raphers, Silas and Danaea 
Godard, who are from 
Vancouver, British Columbia, 
said that they did not have 
any other weddings booked 
until April. But from June 
through September, they 
typically shoot about six 
weddings per month.

Another perk: Customers 
who marry early in the year 
get their photos back in 
about a month, Danaea 
Godard said. Their clients 
who get married in the sum-
mer wait up to three to four 
months for their photos.

And, while January is cold 
and gray in many places, 
including Vancouver, the 
Godards appreciate shoot-
ing winter weddings.

“They’re cozy, and we like 
the architecture and the 
light in the winter,” Danaea 
Godard said. “It’s actually 
quite pretty and soft.”

It’s also just plain fun. “It’s 
always lovely to receive an 
invitation in January and 
February,” said Chenai 
Bukutu, the founder of 
ByChenai Events, a wedding-
planning company based in 
London. “It’s something to 
look forward to in the bleak-
est months.” — NYT
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INSTAGRAM TOP PICKS

FINDING THE NEXT SPOT
S H A R E  A  S L I C E  O F  Y O U R  L I F E

CATCH OF THE DAY

BARELY SEEN

INSTAGRAM TOP PICKS

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

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

AROUND THE WORLD

THE DANCERS of Compagnie Hervé Koubi spend a lot of 
time upside down. Inverted, they spin on one or both 
hands or on their heads, legs spiralling. Upright, they 
bound into the air, as if off trampolines, ball up their bod-
ies and rapidly rotate in high-flying arcs. They toss one 
another even higher.

This is all thrilling. But the distinctive aesthetic 
achievement of this French company is to make those 
extraordinary acrobatics and hip-hop power moves feel 
at times pedestrian, almost like walking. What for other 
dancers might be showoff steps are integrated into a 
poetic vision, a different way of being. The dancers also 
tumble slowly, as in capoeira, showing fluid control rather 
than momentum and daring. Some of the head spins hap-
pen in the background, off to the side, like nothing special.

This integration of the amazing is both a source of 
beauty and aesthetic problems in Koubi’s “Sol Invictus,” 
which had its New York debut at the Joyce Theater on 
Tuesday, sponsored by Van Cleef & Arpels’ Dance 
Reflections. When bodily pyrotechnics are part of the 
basic vocabulary, how does a choreographer escalate?

Like all the works the company has performed in New 
York, this is very much an ensemble piece. For 75 min-
utes, its 18 dancers never leave the stage. Mostly, they 
drift across it, skimming the floor in overlapping, ever-
changing groupings, periodically clumping on one side of 
the stage or the other like sands blown into dunes.

Unlike in those previous works, the ensemble here 
includes women. Except for a few moves (they don’t do 
head spins), they aren’t differentiated from the men, who 
still wear the company’s signature culottes but aren’t all 
bare-chested as before. And where the company mem-
bers were once largely North African in origin, the group 
now has a more global sampling of backgrounds.

The inclusion of women mainly diminishes the sense 
of a male rite. The choreographic shape remains similar: 
drifting, churning. Almost all solo moments are resets, so 
that more bodies can be added again, but there is very 
little unison, apart from a few flashes of folk-dance com-
munion. Moves return but not phrases. The work starts 
with running in circles, and it keeps running in circles at 
different speeds. Again and again, something seems to be 
building — accelerating, gaining intensity, with dancers 
vocally encouraging one another — but it never quite 
reaches the boiling point. It disperses, dissolves.

The music contributes to this effect. Into a spare score 
by Mikael Karlsson come occasional intrusions of elec-
tronics by Maxime Bodson, bits of Beethoven (the funeral 
procession from the Seventh Symphony), some Steve 
Reich, but these fade in and out like radio signals. The 
backing away is clearly part of the design, even of the 
work’s view of life’s ups and downs, but may also be a 
consequence of the integration. How to top what is rou-
tinely astonishing?

With fabric. After a blackout that seems like an ending 
— and some odd interludes in which dancers advance like 
silhouetted zombies and pose in tableaux vivants like fig-
ures from historical paintings — the dancers pull out a 
sheet that the lighting (by Lionel Buzonie) gives a golden 
glow.

They pull the sheet over dancer Samuel Da Silveira 
Lima, just after he has done a standing back flip, an espe-
cially impressive feat since he has only one leg. But he 
escapes out from under that billowing sea of troubles. 
They drag another dancer while he is on top of the sheet, 
spooling out a long and intricate head spin. When the 
other dancers let go of the fabric, his spinning winds it 
around him, gathering it into his whirlpool motion, a coup 
de théâtre.

This, too, is thrilling, heroic. But the accompanying 
theatrics aren’t as convincing. “Sol Invictus” is Latin for 
“the undefeated sun.” At one point, the dancers place their 
fingers around their heads like crowns. Near the end, one 
poses like a sun god. All through, the lighting tries to sug-
gest the divine. The effect is pretentious, gilding the lily. 
“We must supply our own light,” Koubi writes in a rambling 
programme note. His dancers do that by dancing. — NYT

They fly. They spin. 
They change how 
you see the amazing

PARIS: A gene therapy that has allowed 
several children born deaf to hear for 
the first time is being hailed as a “game 
changer” that raises hopes of the first 
new treatment for hereditary deafness 
in decades.

Several medical teams around the 
world are trialling the procedure, which 
focuses on a rare genetic mutation that 
affects only a small number of the 26 
million people with congenital deafness 
globally.

But several success stories 
announced this week are already being 
seen as a turning point.

On Tuesday, the Children’s Hospital of 
Philadelphia revealed that 11-year-old 
Aissam Dam, who was born deaf, was 
now “literally hearing sound for the first 
time in his life”.

Aissam still has mild-to-moderate 
hearing loss, and may never learn to talk 
because the brain’s window for acquir-
ing speech closes around the age of five.

But a trial in China, the results of 
which were announced in The Lancet 
journal on Thursday, tested a similar 
treatment on six younger children.

Five gained the ability to hear, accord-
ing to the findings of the trial that start-
ed in 2022, making it the first to have 
tested the gene therapy on humans.

Some of the children were already 
able to speak thanks to a cochlear 
implant — which they now no longer 
need, study co-author Zheng-Yi Chen of 
the Massachusetts Eye and Ear hospital 
said.

But one, a baby only a year old, had 
never been able to communicate verbal-
ly, Chen said.

Chen said that after the treatment, 
when the mother asked the baby “who 
am I?”, the baby responded: “Mama.”

When asked what a chicken sounds 
like, the baby responded: “Coo-coo.”

“Everyone just cried with joy, it’s really 
amazing,” said Chen, adding that the 
baby was expected to grow up speaking 
normally.

Not since cochlear implants were 
invented 60 years has there been such 
an advance, Chen said, adding that the 

therapy “symbolises a new era in the 
fight against all types of hearing loss”.

For now, the trials in China, the United 
States and another announced in 
France this week all use a similar tech-
nique to focus on people born with a 
mutation of the OTOF gene.

This defect means they can no longer 
produce the protein otoferlin, which is 

needed for hair cells in the inner ear to 
convert sound vibrations into electrical 
signals that can be sent to the brain.

The treatment involves injecting a 
harmless virus into the inner ear that 
smuggles in a working version of the 
OTOF gene, restoring hearing.

The French trial will focus on babies 
aged 12-31 months, in the hopes it can 

“enable the acquisition of language”, said 
Nawal Ouzren, CEO of the firm Sensorion 
developing the treatment.

Natalie Loundon, a French doctor and 
hearing loss expert, called the technique 
“a game-changer, a technological 
advance that will revolutionise therapeu-
tic care”.

“The idea is to be able to offer this 
treatment to children rather than an 
implant, which is not always received 
well,” she said.

For the China-based trial, the 
researchers will continue to study the 
participants to find out if their improved 
hearing lasts.

Chen estimated that the treatment 
tested in that trial could be ready to 
apply for regulatory approval within 
three to five years.

But this particular treatment will only 
help a fraction of those born deaf.

Around one in every 1,000 children 
are born deaf due to gene defects, but a 
lack of otoferlin is the cause of only 
around three per cent of those cases.

More than 150 other genes have been 
discovered that trigger genetic hearing 
loss.

But Chen had some good news.
So far, the otoferlin treatment seems 

to work just as well in humans as it did in 
during trials on mice -- which is not 
always the case for such research.

Trials on mice targeting other gene 
defects that cause hearing loss have 
also been successful, Chen said.

Researchers therefore hope this first 
treatment opens the door to others.

France’s Pasteur Institute, which pio-
neered the research on otoferlin, and 
Sensorion are already working on 
another therapy that focuses on a gene 
whose mutations are responsible for the 
most common forms of hereditary deaf-
ness. — AFP

THE TREATMENT INVOLVES INJECTING A HARM-
LESS VIRUS INTO THE INNER EAR THAT SMUG-

GLES IN A WORKING VERSION OF THE OTOF GENE, 
WHICH IS NEEDED FOR HAIR CELLS IN THE INNER 
EAR TO CONVERT SOUND VIBRATIONS INTO ELEC-

TRICAL SIGNALS THAT CAN BE SENT TO THE 
BRAIN,  RESTORING HEARING.

Gene therapy 
offers hope 
for children 

born deaf
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PHOTOS BY AFIFA AL 
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OMAN’S MOST famous natu-
ral spots namely Snake 
Canyon, Jabal Shams, and oth-
ers need no introduction. 
However, there is another jaw-
dropping spot called Wadi 
Afoul in Salalah.

Though not very popular, 
this is one of Oman’s fascinat-
ing beaches hidden among the 
high mountains. 

Wadi Afoul is located to the 
west of Al Mughsail beach in 
the Governorate of Dhofar.

The road leading to it is 
rough to some extent due to 
the rocky nature of the area. 
Therefore, visitors need a 4WD 
to reach the beach. At some 
points it would be tricky to 
turn around and, near the end, 

it is necessary to drive up a 
very steep hill to get to the 
beach. The wadi entrance can 
be found by turning directly off 
the new highway nearby.

The captivating view of the 
beach and the calmness of it is 
worth the trip. It is unique for 
its crystal-clear turquoise 
waters and pure white sand 
where many visitors liken it to 
Hawaii and its unique blue 
beaches.

What makes the beach more 
amazing are the high green 
mountains surrounding it and 
the cotton clouds on top of 
them making a pleasing scen-
ery to the beholder.

Considered a truly dramatic 
cove the spot is surrounded by 
steep vertical cliffs. Visitors 
can spot the beach from the 
highway above taking a look 
from coordinates 16.878322, 

53.752928.
The beach is a mixture of 

fine white sand and pebbles, 
with the typical clear blue 
waters.

Visitors of Wadi Afoul Beach 
highly recommend it for an 
extraordinary camping experi-
ence for adventurers and 
camping lovers. The beach is 
very quiet and secluded which 
makes it perfect for relaxation.

It is also a perfect spot to 
practice a solo session with 
Mother Nature. A clean wide 
space where one can isolate 
oneself and enjoy the astonish-
ing view which revitalises the 
body and mind.

Such a place only needs a 
paved road so it becomes easi-
ly reachable as well as basic 
facilities and services to make 
the experience even more 
comfortable for the visitors.

Wadi Afoul is Oman’s serene gem
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