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At the tail-end of a tumultuous 
year scarred by a global pan-
demic, Kuwait went to the polls 

on 5 December. Amid calls resonating 
for reforms, and voters determined to 
express their angst against persisting 
corruption and sustained economic 
woes, the expectations were that 
change was in the air. 

The morning after elections Kuwait 
did get change, as many new lawmakers 
made their way into parliament, while 
several incumbents failed to return. 
But, the change comes with caveats 
that belie people’s expectations — 
many of the new faces are most likely to 
pursue old policies that in the past have 

hindered political, economic and social 
reforms that the country urgently needs 
and yearns for.

Results announced on 6 December 
show that although 44 of the 50 
incumbent lawmakers contested the 
election, only 19 of them made it back 
to parliament. At first glance, the entry of 
31 new faces could be seen as heralding 
a change in direction for the National 
Assembly. But on looking deeper, it 
becomes obvious that several of the 
‘new-entrants’ are MPs who have been 
through the doors of parliament before, 
but had boycotted recent elections 
over opposition to the electoral laws 
introduced in 2012. Despite that law 
remaining unchanged, they have now 
decided to end their boycott and re-enter 
parliament while bringing along many of 

their obstructionist policies and views 
that hobbled parliament in the past.

Lawmakers generally opposed to the 
government’s policies have also staged 

a strong come-back in the elections. 
Parliament now appears dominated 
by Islamists and tribal representatives 
who generally constitute the so-called 

opposition bloc in the National Assembly. 
Kuwait’s election law does not recognize 
political parties, and candidates run on 
individual tickets; nevertheless, many 
groups operate as de facto parties 
and following elections align to form 
opposition voting blocs in parliament. 

Nearly 24 of the new lawmakers 
in the 50-seat National Assembly are 
believed to be candidates belonging 
to, or inclined towards, the opposition 
bloc. The question is, would this shift 
bring about any drastic changes to the 
country’s political or economic policies. 
Again, this is doubtful; there were 
around 16 to 24 opposition figures in 
the previous assembly — depending on 
how you count their voting pattern over 
bills and parliamentary proceedings. 
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Rather than mark a decrease, the number of 
illegal residents in the country have soared 

during the amnesty period, going from around 
134,000 to over 171,000.

Authorities attribute this increase due to 
the inability of many illegal expatriates to leave 
the country due to restrictions on direct flights 
arriving at Kuwait International Airport, from to 
34 countries.  Figures show that around 74,000 
foreigners are on temporary visas, 63,000 are 
domestic workers holding Article 20, whereas 

those holding Article 14 temporary residency 
visas are around 34,000.

Those holding Article 14 are required to 
amend their status by obtaining approval from 
the residency affairs department and paying 
the requisite fees. Other violators are entitled to 
amend their status by paying the fines. Despite 
the extension of the grace period to the end 
of the year, the response from illegal residents 
has been very muted with less than 1,000 so far 
coming forward to rectify their legal status..

The Ministry of Interior has announced that 
it would begin a stringent security campaign 
after expiry of the grace period deadline on 31 
December. Those apprehended in the security 
clampdown will be deported and blacklisted 
from re-entering the country or any other Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC)  state for a period 
of five years. without the ought to conduct 
a security campaign to pursue and track 
down the residence violators after the end of 
December.

Despite amnesty, number of illegal residents soar

The Public Authority for Manpower (PAM) has 
revised the category of people allowed to 

transfer from a family visa ( Article 22) to a work visa 
(Article 18). 

They include: Spouses and children of Kuwaiti 
women; non-Kuwaiti wives of Kuwaitis; those born 
in Kuwait; Palestinians who hold valid residence 
documents; those who hold a diploma qualification 
above secondary school or higher from Kuwaiti 
educational institutions; Second-degree relatives 
of those born in Kuwait; holders of technical 
professions specialized in the health field who have 
obtained the approval of the Ministry of Health; 
those with specialized educational qualifications  
and eligible to work in schools as faculty members; 
and, family members of the first-degree relative of 
a deceased family provided that there are students 
in Kuwaiti educational institutions.

Speaking on the new eligibility list, Deputy 
Director-General of PAM for Employment Affairs, 
Abdullah Al-Mutouteh, said that the amendment 
was made after extensive study by specialists in the 
employment affairs sector, and aims to benefit for 

some categories of family visa holders to join the 
labor market in light of conditions the country is 
going through due to coronavirus pandemic and 
its effects on the economic conditions in the labor 
market.

He further stated that the authority is 
constantly working to review its decisions 
within the framework of state trends and labor 
market conditions, to preserve the demographic 
composition of Kuwait.

PAM revises list of those eligible
to transfer from family to work visa

KIA generates nearly KD44 million
in revenues from services

Pakistan Women’s Forum Kuwait organized a 
‘beach cleanup’ campaign in association with 

Green Hands Environmental Team Kuwait.
Members from both teams participated actively 

in the campaign keeping in mind social distancing, 
and fully adhering to health guidelines issued by 
the Ministry of Health, including the wearing of face 
masks, gloves and other related procedures.

Pakistan Women’s Forum (PWF) patron Ambreen 
Mustafa, wife of Pakistan’s Ambassador to Kuwait, 
was the chief guest along with the Third-Secretary 
of Pakistan Embassy in Kuwait, Tehreem Ilyas. 
President of Green Hands Environmental Team, 
Dr. Samia Al Saidan,  Vice President of PWF Nighat 
Tariq and Advisory of PWF Romina Sarwar greeted 
and welcomed the guests and participants.  Dr. 
Samia Al Saidan delivered a lecture on the occasion 
of International Volunteers Day and encouraged 
everyone to be a part of healthy activities, and to 
save and keep the environment clean and green. 
Sabiha Arain, a well-known figure in Pakistani 
community, emphasized on the need for youth 
and women to play their roles in society to keep the 
environment and society neat and clean.

In a statement on the sidelines of the campaign, 
Mrs. Ambreen Mustafa, said: “PWF is always keen 
to organize volunteer campaigns, believing in 
its social responsibility towards the environment 
and society, and in the importance of devoting a 
culture of hygiene and volunteer work, spreading 
positive habits, in addition to enhancing the spirit 
of cooperation and participation among different 
communities.”

“This successful campaign was the core result 
of joint efforts by the PWF Team, Green Hands 
Environmental Team and mostly through the 
efforts exerted by volunteers from all walks of 
life.  The PWF team comprised General Secretary 
Marwa Fayyaz, Treasurer Rabia Burney and Media 
Head Nida Mirza along with PWF volunteers. 
President of PWF Hina Saleem applauded the 
efforts of volunteers and encouraged them to 
also avail of such opportunities in future.

At the end, Dr. Al Saidan, Mrs. Tariq and Mrs. 
Sarwar thanked the volunteers for participating 
in the socially responsible activity and 
encouraged others to also participate in such 
activities in future.

MoH to import 
Remdesivir drug for 
COVID-19 treatment

The Ministry of Health (MoH) is to import the 
COVID-19 treatment drug ‘Remdesivir’ as it 

has proven to be effective in treating patients 
with mild to moderate symptoms of the disease.

The ministry is to import around KD1.2 million 
worth of the drug so as to provide the best 
available treatment to deal with the COVID-19 

pandemic for patients in the general wards 
of hospitals suffering from mild to moderate 
symptoms, as well as those who reach the stage 
of severe pneumonia and have low oxygen levels. 
It has also been shown to reduce the duration of 
treatment for COVID19 symptoms to about a third.

However, the drug is not administered to 
patients in intensive care, and is meant only for 
patients who are adults and for children aged 
12 and above, and those weighing 40 kilograms 
or more. It is the first drug that showed relative 
effectiveness in reducing the number of recovery 
days for the patient.

Kuwait International Airport (KIA)  is expected 
to generate revenues of over KD43.5 million 

during the current financial year 2020-2021. The 
official figures made available for publication show 
that the revenues include those from flight costs, 
aircraft landing and boarding rights, luggage fees, 
and others. 

A further breakup of the revenues indicate that 
KD11 million will come from airport usage fees 
collected from passengers, aircraft landing fees 
are expected to bring in KD7.2 million, revenue 
from advertisements placed on airport property 
is predicted to net KD2.3 million, shop rentals in 
the main concourse and departure area will bring 
in KD650,000, and flight airworthiness service will 
generate KD1 million.

In the meantime, the revenues earned by civil 
aviation services are expected to total KD21.3 

million, including KD13 million from usage charges 
levied on aircraft, in addition KD1.5 million is 
expected to be generated from aircraft utilizing 
passenger bridges, while baggage fees could add 
another KD5 million and transit fees could bring in 
KD1.8 million.

Following the swearing-in by His Highness 
the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-Ahmad Al-

Jaber Al Sabah on Monday, the Cabinet 
headed by His Highness the Prime Minister 
Sheikh Sabah Al-Khalid held its first meeting 
at the Seif Palace. 

During the meeting on Monday, the cabinet 
lauded the efforts of the Ministry of Health in 
tackling the pandemic, following a briefing on 
the issue by Minister of Health Sheikh Dr. Basil 
Hamoud Al-Sabah. 

In his address the health minister explained 
the latest developments in the country’s health 
situation, which according to recent statistics 

has witnessed a clear decline in the number of 
infections and deaths and increase in recovery 
cases, as well as those receiving treatment in 
intensive care. 

The minister also briefed the Cabinet on the 
efforts made to start a vaccination campaign 
against the coronavirus in the State of Kuwait, 
especially after the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine 
won approval from relevant health authorities.

The Cabinet expressed its deep satisfaction 
with these positive outcomes that confirmed 
the tremendous efforts made by the Ministry 
of Health and the resolute measures that have 
been taken to confront the pandemic. 

Cabinet lauds MoH services
during ongoing health crisis

Pakistan Women’s Forum 
organizes beach cleanup campaign

State to receive nearly KD10 million
in residence permit fees

The government  expects to gross nearly KD10 
million in fees from issuing residency permits 

to expatriates.
The break-up of fees include, KD3.35 million from 

expatriate domestic workers and KD6.25 million in 
fees from dependents of migrant workers. There are 
an estimated 744,000 domestic workers in Kuwait, of 

whom around 92 percent are from just four countries 
— India, the Philippines, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. 
According to figures from the Public Authority for 
Civil Information, Indians account for 47.4 percent of 
the domestic workers in Kuwait, followed by Filipinos 
at 21.4 percent. Foreigners make up nearly 3.4 million 
of Kuwait’s overall 4.8 million population.
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Owners of travel agencies have 
expressed their fear that the impact of 
coronavirus pandemic will cripple the 

tourism and travel industry in Kuwait. Nearly 20 
travel offices are reported to have shut down 
permanently, while around 40 percent of travel 
agencies have said they too would be forced to 
close down shortly.

The owners pointed out that around 5,000 
jobs will be lost, as many travel companies are 
finding it difficult to pay the salaries of employees 
due to the significant decline in revenues. There 
are more than 450 travel agencies in the country 

and many are on the verge of shutting down, 
they said. Citing the reasons for their plight 
the owners noted that the complete closure of 
Kuwait International Airport disrupted travel to 
85 percent of destinations. Many airlines have 
suspended their activity and there has been a 
huge number of job losses. The owners of travel 
agencies expressed great concern about the 
decline in flights, hotel reservations to some 
countries due to the airport closure.

The 14-day quarantine period also greatly 
affected the movement of arrivals and 
departures. Moreover, the recent decision to 

allow domestic workers to return will give very 
little profit for travel agencies. The owners called 
on the authorities to intervene quickly to avert a 
crisis and to support the sector with all available 
means. try to stop the bleeding of this sector 
and support it with all available means.

Some of the solutions suggested by 
owners include reviving the sector by allowing 
citizens to choose the place of quarantine 
for their domestic workers according to their 
own circumstances and capabilities, and not 
within specific areas imposed on them by the 
government.

Travel agencies facing bankruptcy

LuLu Hypermarket, the leading re-
gional retailer, hosted a prize-dis-

tribution ceremony to felicitate winners 
of various competitions held during the 
LuLu World Food 2020 promotion, which 

was organized in association with Alma-
rai, the multinational dairy company & 
Alyoum, a subsidiary of Almarai. 

The prize distribution ceremony took 
place immediately after the final ‘Live 

Cooking’ competition, which was held on 
12 December at the LuLu Dajeej outlet. 
Prizes were distributed to the winners 
by top management of LuLu Kuwait 
and Almarai. The entire proceedings 
were held under strict health protocols 
implemented due to the ongoing 
COVID-19 crisis.

The cooking competitions during the 

LuLu World Food 2020 campaign were 
organized under various categories, 
such as competition in Arabic cuisine, 
Indian cuisine, Baking and in the ‘Little 
Bakers’ category where budding talents 
demonstrated their cake making and 
decorating skills.

The first, second and third-place 
winners in each of three categories 

received gift vouchers worth KD300, 
KD200 and KD100 respectively, while 
special prizes of KD150, KD100 and KD50 
were presented respectively to the first, 
second and third-place winners in the 
Little Bakers competition.

Organizing exciting promotional 
campaigns throughout the year, and 
engaging shoppers during these events 

through various competitions, has 
been a regular and unique feature of 
LuLu Hypermarket. These customer-
centric initiatives have endeared the 
hypermarket to shoppers in the country, 
who already enjoy the amazing shopping 
experience at LuLu outlets for the value 
they deliver by providing high-quality 
products at very competitive prices.

LuLu Hypermarket felicitates winners of World Food 2020 promotion
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 Thought
  for the         e

week
– Zig Ziglar.

Life is about balance. Be kind but don't 

let people abuse you. Trust, but don't 

be deceived. Be content, but never stop 

improving yourself. 

For those who love potato chips, I am going to show you how to 
make steaming and crispy suji fingers. It can be served as an instant 

tea-time snack and as a starter, very delicious and simple instant potato-
semolina fingers.

Ingredients
• 1 cup mashed potatoes
• 1/2 cup semolina (sooji)
• Salt to taste
• 1 tsp ginger paste
• 1/2 cup water
• 1 tsp oil
• 2 tbsp finely chopped coriander
• Oil for frying
• 1 tsp pickle spice

Directions
To prepare the dough

• Take 4 medium sized potatoes, boiled, 
peeled and mashed.

• To water in a hot pan, add oil and semolina, 
bring to boil and then simmer for 45 minutes.

• Mix well, turn off the flame, cover and let it rest for 5-10 minutes.
• In a mixing bowl, mash the semolina mixture, knead it to make soft.
• Add the boiled mashed potatoes, ginger paste, finely chopped 

coriander and salt to taste and mix well.  

To prepare the fingers
• To make the fingers, grease your hand with oil, take some portion from 

the dough.
• Bind it a bit and make a long log before cutting it into a finger size.
• Deep fry these fingers on medium high flame.
• Keep turning them till it attains a golden color.
• Take out with a slotted spoon and drain on a paper towel to absorb 

excess oil.
• Sprinkle pickle spice on the fingers and serve with ketchup as a snack 

for tea or coffee.

RECIPE

Crispy Suji Fingers

Chef Chhaya Thakker

Indian Chef Chhaya Thakker, who has a huge following online 
on WhatsApp and YouTube will be sharing her favorite recipes 
and cooking tips with readers of The Times Kuwait. For feedback, 
you can write to editortimeskuwait@gmail.com 

There are actually a number of ingredients that 
mimic granulated sugar’s flavor and texture 
in both cooking and baking; you just need to 

think a bit about what you are making and what each 
substitute brings to the table. For example, a ripe 
banana can swap in just fine when you are baking a 
cake, but it would not work in, say, a caramel sauce. 
Not every one of these substitutions will replace sugar 
perfectly in every recipe you try, but they will help you 
achieve a similar goal in a pinch.

Here are some sugar substitutes to keep in mind 

Agave: Super-sweet agave nectar is similar to honey or 
maple syrup, but more runny. It can be added in place of 
sugar in baked goods, caramel, drinks, and most other 
sweet things. When baking, use two-thirds the amount 
of agave as sugar called for, and reduce the liquid in the 
recipe by 1/4 cup. (If there is no liquid in the recipe, add 1 
tablespoon of flour for every 1/4 cup sugar.)

Bananas: You can harness this sweetness as a sugar 
substitute in tons of different baked goods, like muffins 
and quick breads. Since bananas have more moisture 
than sugar, use half the amount of mashed, ripe banana 
as sugar called for in the recipe.

Brown Sugar: Perhaps the most likely to already be in 
your kitchen, brown sugar is also one of the easiest and 
most versatile sweeteners to sub in for granulated sugar. 
With a 1:1 substitution, your baked goods will taste similar 
in terms of sweetness, but will be a tad more caramelly in 
flavor, and the texture will be softer and more moist.

Coconut Sugar: Though coconut sugar and granulated 
sugar work in a 1:1 swap, coconut sugar will slightly 
change the texture and flavor of baked goods to be a bit 
less moist and more crumbly, which is actually quite nice 
in a scone or shortbread as well as in everything else from 
banana bread to oatmeal cookies.

Corn Syrup: Though corn syrup is often thought of as an 
unhealthy or “bad” sweetener—and you should never 
think of foods as “bad” or “good!”—the bottles you will 
find in the grocery store are perfectly safe to use in baking, 
with a similar nutritional profile as sugar. (It’s not the same 
as high-fructose corn syrup often found in packaged 
food.) Technically an invert sugar, corn syrup prevents 
sugar crystals from forming. For example, when you melt 
granulated sugar, it liquifies, but eventually it will want to 
recrystallize; corn syrup stays smooth and glossy. Use 1 
1/4 cups of light corn syrup and remove 1/4 cup of liquid 

for every cup of sugar listed in a baking recipe.

Dates: There is more than one way to use dates when 
replacing sugar in a recipe. Starting with regular dates 
you’d find at the store: A cup of pitted dates can be soaked 
in water, drained, then blended into date paste, a sticky 
sweetener similar in texture to nut butter. Use 1 cup of 
date paste and add an additional 2 tablespoons of liquid 
for every cup of sugar called for in your recipe. Date sugar, 
which can be found at many grocery stores and online, 
can simply be subbed 1:1. With both these ingredients, 
expect your treats to be more subtly sweet and softer 
than when made with granulated sugar.

Honey: Use 1/2 to 2/3 cup honey for every cup of 
granulated sugar in a recipe, preparing for a slightly 
more floral flavor—perhaps it goes without saying, but 
the more honey you use, the more pronounced the floral 
sweetness will be—and reduce liquid in the recipe by 1/4 
cup. (If there’s no liquid in the recipe, add 1 tablespoon of 
flour for every 1/4 cup sugar.)

Maple Syrup: Though quite subtle, the substitution of 
maple syrup for granulated sugar brings a caramelly, 
autumnal coziness to baked goods. Swap in 3/4 to 1 cup 
of maple syrup for every cup of granulated sugar, and 
reduce the liquid in the recipe by 1/4 cup. (If there is no 
liquid in the recipe, add 1 tablespoon of flour for every 
1/4 cup sugar.)

Molasses: Molasses, a thick syrup, is a by-product of the 
sugarcane or sugar-beet refining process (it’s also what 
makes brown sugar brown!). You can use 3/4 to 1 cup of 
molasses for every cup of sugar in a recipe, and reduce the 
liquid by 1/4 cup. (If there’s no liquid in the recipe, add 1 
tablespoon of flour for every 1/4 cup sugar.) Keep in mind 
it is quite intense in flavor, so you may want to pair it with 
another sugar substitute as well, if you have one on hand.

Monk Fruit Sweetener: Liquid monk fruit sweeteners 
are often highly concentrated extracts, which are suited 
to replace sugar in dressings, sauces, and drinks—but 
baking, not so much. Read the package directions when 
deciding how much to use.

Handy 

  Sugar 
         Substitutes

Double-Dipped 
French Toast
Making a warm batch of crisp, custardy 

French toast is the ultimate way to 
spend a lazy weekend morning. A new 
technique that really steals the show 
involves dipping the bread slices in 
custard, baking them, dipping them in 
custard once more, and then frying them 
in a skillet — and it will vastly improve your 
French toast game.

Because this French toast gets dipped 
in the custard twice, it is important to use 
a hearty bread that can stand up to the 

custard. The best breads to use are challah 
and brioche, but any lofty, chewy bread 
will work just fine. Hawaiian bread, Italian 
bread, or even sliced potato bread would 
work well in this recipe and not get too 
soggy.

Three tips for the best double-dipped 
french toast

Before you head into the kitchen to 
make this French toast, keep these tips in 
mind.

Slice your own bread:  Skip the pre-
sliced, store-bought white bread and 
instead cut your own slices from a loaf of 
challah of brioche. This way, you can make 
the slices nice and thick so they do not fall 
apart.

Coat your parchment paper with 
nonstick cooking spray: The French toast 
has a tendency to stick to the parchment 
paper while baking, so make sure to 
generously spay the parchment paper with 
nonstick spray.

FOOD
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The Middle Stage (6,7 and 8) 
will comprise three years 
of education. It will be built 

on the more formal pedagogical 
and curricular style.  There will be 
introduction to abstract thinking 
in each subject so that teachers 
may keep scope in learning/
discussion of the more abstract 
concepts. Students will be ready 
at this stage across the sciences, 
mathematics, arts, social sciences, 
and humanities. Experiential 
learning within each subject, 
and explorations of relations 
among different subjects, will 
be encouraged and emphasized 
despite the introduction of more 
specialized subjects and subject 
teachers. 

Focus has been laid on integration 
of art, life skills and values into cur-
riculum. Besides interdisciplinary 
approach, thematic approach of 
teaching has also been empha-
sized. It is believed that if one 
concept is taken by all the subject 
teachers and treated from the an-
gle of their specialized area, learn-
ers will have a deeper understand-
ing of the subject. Experiential 
learning has also been given a lot of 
weightage. Project based learning; 
science and art exhibitions; port-
folio making and case studies like 
research works have been encour-
aged. It has been emphasized by 
CBSE that schools should choose at 
least one skill subject so that they 

become proficient in one area and 
are better suited to the market for 
employment. Skill subjects offered 
now are artificial Intelligence; 
beauty and wellness; design think-
ing; financial literacy; handicrafts; 
information technology; market-
ing/ commercial application/ mass 
media; travel and tourism. It has 
not been made obligatory at this 
stage as all the schools do not 
have infrastructure and competent 
teachers but in future skill subjects 
will gain a lot more importance.

Towards the end of class 8th 
there would be one assessment 
by the board to ensure quality 
teaching. It would be just a check-
point and has been stated that 
it will not be like a mark-based 
board exam.

Secondary School Education
By the age of 14, when children 
enter Grade 9, adolescents begin 
to think about their life plans; 
schooling at this stage must 
therefore build on the styles 
of previous stages, while also 
incorporating preparation for 
university, for the world of work, 
and for life. Students at this stage 
must have flexibility of subject 
options for their differing talents, 
interests, goals, and ambitions, 
including access to vocational and 
arts courses. A semester-based 
system, which allows exposure to 
a multitude of subjects at differing 
levels, can be of great benefit to 
students at this stage.

This last phase of four years 
of Secondary School education 

will facilitate multidisciplinary 
studies with appropriate exit 
options besides preparing for 
the next phase of undergraduate 
programme of study, including 
early introduction to Liberal 
Arts education. New Education 
policy does not bifurcate senior 
classes into Secondary and Higher 
Secondary.

The Secondary Stage will 
comprise four years of study with 
greater depth, greater critical 
thinking, greater attention to life 
aspirations, and greater flexibility 
and student choice. Each year 
of the Secondary Stage will be 
divided into 2 semesters, for a total 
of 8 semesters. Each student would 
take 5 to 6 subjects each semester. 
There will be some essential 
common subjects for all, while 
simultaneously there will be a 
great flexibility in selecting elective 
courses (including in the arts, 
vocational subjects, and physical 
education) so that all students 
can expand their horizons as they 
see fit and explore their individual 
interests and talents. 

There is no stream of subjects, 
now nor will there be as per 
New Education Policy. Science, 
Commerce and Humanities subject 
streams have been created by 
schools for their own convenience. 
As per CBSE board and also as per 
New education policy, children 
will be free to have combinations 
like physics, chemistry, history, and 
economics. Or business studies 
accountancy, entrepreneurship, 
and computer science. Skill 

subjects have been given 
importance so that when children 
walk out of school, they are ready 
to take up jobs.  A list of 18 skill 
subjects for classes 9 and 10 and 
numerous skill subjects have been 
introduced by CBSE keeping in 
view the implications of the policy.

A system of modular Board 
Examinations - restructured to 
test only core concepts, principles, 
critical thinking, and other higher-
order skills in each subject has 
been introduced.  Students have 
been provided for multiple exit and 
entry options for students starting 
with the secondary education 
stage and going all the way into 
undergraduate and postgraduate 
education and research, to reduce 
the number of dropouts. Even 
though a student may discontinue 
his/her studies in different phases 
he/she will be eligible for re-entry 
and continuing education into the 
higher levels, for which adequate 
thought has been given in the 
formulation of the Policy.

None of this will be possible 
without passionate and committed 
school teachers and faculty in 
higher education institutions who 
will take charge of transforming the 
education system as envisioned 
in this Policy. For this, they also 
need to be adequately prepared. 
Teacher preparation, orientation 
and training will, therefore, 
move into the higher education 
sector, into multidisciplinary 
environments available at 
universities. The contributions of 
teachers to all aspects of improving 
the education system, through 
teaching, research, institution 
building, student empowerment 
and such other aspects will be 
recognized.

The introduction of school 
complexes will bring about a 
new culture of sharing common 

resources in an optimal way.  Each 
good school with best results 
will be associated with one weak 
school to improve and share 
good practices. Best practices 
and processes developed at 
successful school complexes can 
be replicated at many places. The 
culture of openness and resource 
sharing this brings will contribute 
to a paradigm shift in attitude and 
mindset, that will help successfully 
implement this Policy.

Once infrastructure and 
participation are in place, ensuring 
quality across the board is indeed 
key in retaining students, so that 
students and parents do not lose 
interest in attending school. This 
will require a strong channel for 
the best teachers to be deployed 
to areas where dropout rates are 
particularly high, as well as an 
overhaul of the curriculum to 
make it more engaging, dynamic, 
and useful. It is expected that 
social workers will help track 
student attendance and work 
towards bringing dropouts back 
into school.

Middle School Education
The Times Kuwait, in collaboration with eminent educationist and principal of Indian Learners’ Own Academy in Kuwait, Asha Sharma, is presenting a 
regular fortnightly column on education that aims to apprise our readers about the latest developments in education, and in particular on the new National 
Education Policy 2020 (NEP 2020) that was unveiled recently by the Indian government. If you have any queries about NEP 2020, its clauses and its 
implications on you as a student, or as a parent of a school-going child, we would like to hear from you, send your queries to editortimeskuwait@gmail.com. 

Principal Sharma will be providing you with the most accurate answers and right guidance to all your questions.

ASHA SHARMA
Principal
Indian Learners’ Own 
Academy

EXCLUSIVE to THE TIMES KUWAITIndian National Education Policy 2020 - Part 7
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Mohamed Naser Al Sayer & Sons launches the 
new Fortuner 2021, introducing a refreshed 

design and upgraded features that promise a more 
refined experience for drivers and passengers. The 
seven-seater Sports Utility Vehicle (SUV) builds 
on the model’s heritage as a stylish yet durable 
SUV with four-wheel-drive powered off-road 
capabilities.

In view of the current circumstances and 
complying with guidelines of Kuwait authorities, 
ALSAYER held a digital premier, live streaming the 
event in Toyota Kuwait social media accounts for 
valued partners of Toyota as well as distinguished 
members of the press and media. The event was 
attended by Scott McNicol General Manager Sales, 
Bader Faisal Al Sayer Deputy Marketing Manager 
representing Toyota Kuwait. 

The new Fortuner’s exterior design has been 
notably enhanced, with its large front grille and 
silver bumper strips , and the SUV’s appearance 
also benefits from newly designed Light Guiding 
Headlights. Drivers and passengers can enjoy a 
range of intelligent features designed to increase 
convenience and safety that not only make for a 
highly comfortable drive, but also a more elegant 
way to explore. The Fortuner also has a choice of 
highly efficient petrol engine options. 

As with any other Toyota model, safety 
remains a top priority for the new Fortuner, which 
incorporates a comprehensive array of features 
designed to protect its occupants.  Available in 
eight distinctive exterior colors, the new Fortuner 
provides customers with the opportunity to 
express their individuality. 

Mohamed Naser Al Sayer and 
Toyota unveil New Fortuner 2021

LOCAL

To celebrate the spirit of the season and the 
coming new year, the International Women’s 

Group (IWG) Kuwait, held a first ever ‘Santa 
Drive-through’ for its members on Saturday, 12 
December.

The ladies of the IWG Board were present 
to greet members, as they drove through a 
specially decorated area with various stalls 
to collect their ‘festive fayre’ of chocolates, 
poinsettias, and annual gifts presented by Santa. 
The atmosphere was filled with music, laughter 
and greetings, all conducted while adhering to 
safety protocols, and social distancing, giving 

members an opportunity to share in person the 
spirit of love and friendship.

IWG celebrates New Year holiday

The planned return of domestic workers 
to Kuwait has been hindered by the 

request by several nations sending domestic 
workers for a reciprocal flight arrangement. 

Several countries, including India, the 
Philippines, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Ethiopia 
and Nepal have called for their aircraft to 
be also granted permission to ferry workers 
to Kuwait, along with Kuwait Airways and 

Jazeera Airways that are currently the only 
two carriers permitted to return workers to 
Kuwait.

Last week, a Kuwaiti flight scheduled to 
bring in workers from the Philippines arrived 
with only 28 domestic workers onboard due 
to insistence by the civil aviation authorities 
in that country for a reciprocal flight 
arrangement for Philippine Airlines to fly 

domestic workers to Kuwait.
To avoid escalation of the issue and 

further delay the arrival of domestic workers 
to Kuwait, the Directorate-General of Civil 
Aviation (DGCA) is reportedly considering 
allowing airlines of the countries involved 
to transport their nationals to Kuwait, along 
with the two Kuwaiti carriers from the start 
of next week.

Demand for reciprocal flights hinder return of domestics

KIA is expected 
to open up for all 
flights in January

Kuwait International Airport (KIA) is gearing 
up for the resumption of full-fledged 

operations in January, and is reportedly awaiting 
approval for the plan from the Cabinet.

The resumption of flights will be to and from 

all countries, including the 34 countries from 
where direct flights were suspended. However, 
the decision to reopen the airport will depend 
on a favorable assessment by the Ministry of 
Health. Authorities at the health ministry are still 
evaluating the situation following the return of 
domestic workers to the country and their stay in 
state quarantine facilities for 14 days.

Source added that the health approvals are no 
longer based solely on the arrival of the Corona 
vaccine in the country but also depend on the 
good management of the quarantine processes 
by hotels and local institutions.

International Migrants Day, on 18 December, 
highlights the positive contributions made by 

the more than 270 million migrants and over 40 
million internally displaced persons to the societies 
they live and work in. The day also underlines the 
acute challenges these migrants face around the 
world.

In a statement on the occasion, Representative 
of the UN Secretary-General and Resident 
Coordinator to the State of Kuwait, Dr. Tarek El-
Sheikh, said that the COVI-19 pandemic had 
impacted the whole world and affected all people, 
including migrant workers. Kuwait plays an 
important role in confronting the consequences of 
the pandemic, and my message to everyone who 
contributes to dealing with this pandemic is that 
this is the “time for solidarity, action, humanitarian 
support, and respect for human rights. We cannot 
defeat this enemy without unity and agreement on 
a basic strategy. The UN is working hand in hand 
with the government and society to move forward 
to fully recover and build back better.”

For his part, Mazen AboulHosn, the IOM Kuwait 
Chief of Mission said: “Now more than ever, the 
safety of our societies depends on the effective 
protection of the most vulnerable. Respect for the 
rights of all, including migrants, will maximize our 

success in curbing the pandemic and promoting an 
inclusive recovery.”

Referring to efforts exerted by Kuwait over 
the past months to fight the pandemic, Assistant 
Foreign Minister for Human Rights Affairs at 
the Kuwaiti Ministry of Foreign Affairs,  Talal Al-
Mutairi, emphasized that providing public safety 
to everyone without exception, including foreign 
workers, was a priority for the government. In 
addition, Al-Mutairi reflected on using the media to 
help raise the awareness of workers on the dangers 
of this pandemic on human health and to shed light 
on the country’s efforts to support the voluntary 
return of workers affected by the pandemic, in 
accordance with relevant procedures.  

UN Office in Kuwait marks 
International Migrants Day

The has awarded The 2020  Young Champion of 
the Earth award presented by the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) for the West Asia 
region to 24-year-old, Kuwaiti-born, Fatemah Al-
Zelzela for her ‘Eco Star’ local recycling initiative.

The award, each year, is given to individuals, 
groups and organisations, from Africa, Europe, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, North America, West 
Asia, Asia and the Pacific regions “whose actions 
have a transformative impact on the environment,” 
said a statement from UNEP while announcing 
the winners. Winners from each region will be 
presented with US$10,000 in funding, as well as have 
the opportunity to attend a high-level UN meeting 
and receive mentorship along with further media 
exposure to highlight their initiatives.

Eco Star is a not-for-profit group, launched on 
social media platform Instagram, that recycles 
discarded waste from homes, restaurants and 
schools which would have otherwise been dumped 
at landfills.

Since its launch in early 2019, the initiative has 
recycled over three-and-a-half tonnes of plastic, 
10 tonnes of paper and 120 tonnes of metal. The 

company has also launched recycling awareness 
campaigns at schools and formed a database of 
collected waste, which records weight and pickup 
locations, being the first to do so in Kuwait.

“Globally, young people are leading the way in 
calling for meaningful and immediate solutions 
to the triple planetary crises of climate change, 
biodiversity loss and pollution - we must listen. 
UNEP Young Champions demonstrate that all of us 
can contribute, starting where we are with what we 
have,” UNEP Executive Director Inger Andersen said 
following the announcement.

Kuwaiti wins UNEP’s  Young 
Champion of the Earth award
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After a long and distinguished career 
of 36 years in teaching Beena Jerome 
retired on  9 December of this year. 

A popular face among the Indian teaching 
fraternity in Kuwait, Beena’s smiling face will be 
missed not only by her colleagues but also the 
students who over the years have made her a 
trusted friend. She has endeared herself to the 
community with her hardwork and sincerity.

From chalk and talk to Zoom classrooms, 
Beena Jerome has seen it all in a career 
spanning 36 years as a teacher in Indian 
Community School Kuwait. Beena is loved, 
respected, and fondly called Beena Ma'am 
by her students. She is full of positivity with 
a quirky sense of humor. Having started 
out teaching students in 1984 as a primary 
teacher in the then Indian School Kuwait 
(ISK) she retires with a sense of satisfaction 

and memories of a lifetime. Her career 
is also an important part of the Indian 
community history in the country, as are her 
contributions in to educating Indian children 
who have prospered and succeeded all over 
the world.  She will be returning to India, 
where she intends to take up gardening and 
even open a poultry farm with chickens and 
quails. She may also pursue further studies or 
just relax at home, and as she put it, “Nothing 
is definite as yet.”
Teaching is not a profession but a 
‘calling’ or a ‘vocation’: Ms. Jerome’s zeal 
for teaching and her commitment to students 
has contributed to her longevity as a teacher. 
When asked what she cherishes most about 
being a teacher she said, “My students! They 
are all around the world and in different 
professions. You name a profession and I 
have a student practising that somewhere 
in the world. In that aspect, I am very rich 
as my wealth is my students.” She loved the 
adventures of being a boys’ school teacher, 
as every day brought something new for her 
“Every day is unique for me. I think I love the 
fun and the laughter, the escapades, more 
than they do,” she said.

Her passion for the profession began as a 
youngster. She admired her Class 9 English 
teacher, Sr. Mary Hilda. “I believed all teachers 
should be like her, full of fun and laughter, 
along with discipline…” she said. “she was 
more of sugar and spice”.
Kollam to Kuwait: Ms Jerome moved 
to Kuwait in 1981 with her husband and 
reunited with her parents who were living 
in the country since the 1960s. When 
Jerome came from Kollam (a city in the 
Indian state of Kerala), life in Kuwait was 
very different. Co-op societies were the 

only source of sustenance and once a week 
vegetables were flown in from India. She 
remembers traveling to school in the yellow 
Bluebird buses. Back in the day, “The only 
source of entertainment was KTV1 and KTV 
2, once a month trip to Sulaibikhat Cinema, 
and the heavy sandstorms,” she said. “The 
weekend parties that kept people united, oh 
yes, we’ve come a long way. Gone are those 
days!” she chuckles “Let’s sing...Those were 
the days, my friend..!”
From chalk and talk to Zoom classrooms: 
Like Kuwait, teaching has also changed over 
the decades, and Jerome has seen it all. “The 
curriculum and the educational system 
have changed a lot over the years. We were 
well guided, coached, and taken carefully 
through every change that has happened 
in the 36 years I have been at ICSK.”

“I joined at a time when we had to use a 

lot of elbow grease. The chalk, talk and cut-
outs, were the teaching aids. Everything had 
to be written down, life was difficult. But we 
coped with it. CBSE changed the curriculum 
many times. Different methodologies came 
and went. New ones are coming in even 
now. From the blackboard and chalk we have 
reached Zoom video conference, haven’t 
we?  We teachers always rise up to the 
expectations. If we don’t accept the changes, 
who will?” she said.
Parting Message: Beena Jerome has had a 
long and exciting career.  Towards the end 
of her career as an educator, after more than 
three decades in educating the young, she 
parts with an inspiring message to students: 
“Be alert, be aware. Most of our student 
community is complacent. It’s a wild ‘jungle’ 
out there, filled with all kinds of vicious 
creatures. Here in Kuwait many of you are 
content and complacent, as you are under 
your parents’ protective shield. But you need 
to realize that It is a highly competitive world 
outside. You need to be prepared to face it or 
there’s a chance of withering away.”

To her fellow young colleagues, she says 
“Take teaching, not as a profession, but as a 
vocation. Dedication and sincerity are very 
important. Remember that each child is 
precious. Take time to listen to them, they 
need us. Always bear in mind what Christa 
McAuliffe said, “I touch the future, I teach” I 
have not just touched the future; I have seen 
the future!”

Students 
are my

 real wealth From chalk and talk to 
Zoom classrooms: Like 
Kuwait, teaching has 

also changed over 
the decades, and 
Jerome has seen it 
all. “The curriculum 

and the educational 
system have 

changed a lot over 
the years. We were well 

guided, coached, and 
taken carefully through 
every change that has 
happened in the 37 years I 
have been at ICSK.”

– Beena Jerome
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And, this opposition number did not prove to 
be more accountable or responsive to the main 
concerns of the public, nor were they capable of 
bringing about any radical shift in government 
course. 

Also, with nearly 60 percent of MPs in the new 
parliament below the age of 45, the country’s 
youth who form the largest age-cohort in Kuwait’s 
population could be forgiven for holding the hope 
that change was imminent. While youth dominated 
parliaments are a rarity in the Arab world, where 
the average age of parliamentarians is around 
55, youthfulness alone has not led to innovative 
changes to policies or plans in parliament. Moreover, 
many among the youthful lawmakers who made it 
through the doors of parliament were voted in by 
constituents who are staunchly traditional in their 
views and mostly favor maintaining status-quo on 
social, economic or political issues.

Another highlight from the poll-results is an 
all-male new parliament. Though a record 29 
women were in the final fray aiming to win a seat, 
none of them proved successful. Male dominated 
parliaments have been the norm throughout 
Kuwait’s parliamentary life. It was only in 2005 
that women won the right to vote and stand in 
elections to the National Assembly. Nevertheless, 
this is the first-time since 2012 that there would be 
no women in the House to represent half the voter 
base of the country. The lone woman-lawmaker in 
the previous parliament was among the sitting-
MPs who lost her seat.

For its part, the government — in response to 
the election result and the known political stance 
of many leading opposition figures who have now 
made it to the National Assembly — is reportedly 
gearing up to confront what is expected to be yet 

another contentious legislative term of parliament. 
This assessment of the situation among the 
country’s leadership, and the consequent hardline 
response being planned, is evident in the lineup 
of the new Cabinet that was announced on 14 
December.

On Monday, His Highness Sheikh Sabah Al-
Khalid Al-Sabah after taking his oath of office as 
Prime Minister, presented his new 15-member 
Cabinet to His Highness the Amir Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah. In his address to the new 
ministers, His Highness the Amir noted that the 
people of Kuwait have placed high hopes on the 
new government to fulfil their aspired objectives. 
He called on the ministers to deal with the 
challenges and tasks ahead through extraordinary 
efforts and diligent work in coordination with the 
parliament. The exhortation for the executive to 
work in coordination with the legislative has most 
often proven to be the major stumbling block 
throughout the country’s parliamentary life.

In anticipation of the combativeness expected 
on the floor of parliament, the newly appointed 
15-member Cabinet includes veteran ministers 
and new faces carefully curated for the specific 
strengths they could bring in thwarting opposition 
moves in the National Assembly. Five ministers 
from the outgoing cabinet have been retained for 
their past performance, while others from previous 
governments have been roped-in based on their 
track record of not wilting under opposition 
pressure. 

The new faces inducted into the executive 
have also been selected for their unique political 
influence and strength among Kuwait’s diverse 
electorates. While the number of women ministers 
went down from two to one, this has been attributed 
to the similar lack of female representation in the 
current National Assembly.  

The ministerial lineup is intended to convey the 
assertive and proactive stance of the government. 
For instance, the appointment of new Minister 
of Finance Khalifa Musa’ad Hamada, a veteran 
high level official at the finance ministry, has been 
designed to reassure markets and the public that 
the government is on top of the ongoing fiscal 
crisis, and will continue to pursue the debt bill to 
get it ratified through parliament. On the other 
hand, the Minister of State for National Assembly 
Affairs, Mubarak Salem Al Harees has been retained 
in his same post for his deft handling of contentious 
issues on the floor of parliament in the previous 
government, as well as his influence among tribal 
lawmakers, especially among the seven members 
of his own tribe who made it into parliament.

In a bid to buttress the government further, 
and following recent changes in the country’s top 
leadership, internal family squabbles — which 
have undermined cohesion within the royal family, 
and in the past have often played out on the 
floor of parliament —  have been reconciled. The 
important posts of defense and interior ministers 
have been apportioned to members of the hitherto 
estranged branch of Al-Sabah family. The post of 
deputy prime minister has also been deliberately 
left vacant, leaving open the scope of bringing in 
a more senior family member for that post later on, 
based on how things progress in parliament.

On Tuesday, while inaugurating the 16th 
legislative term of parliament, His Highness the Amir 
urged MPs to honor the aspirations of the people 
“who placed a huge burden upon their shoulders” 
for the sake of achieving development. Calling 
for active cooperation between the executive 
and legislative to achieve common benefits, His 
Highness the Amir said parliament members 
should “work as one team, shoulder-to-shoulder” 
in order to have a prosperous and secured nation. 

However, even before the first legislative session 
commenced, fiery rhetoric had emerged from 
opposition lawmakers, with demands for changes 
to the electoral law, a solution to the beidoun 
problem, end to corruption, more liberal economic 
policies and financial handouts for citizens, as 
well as amnesty for the many opposition figures 
either debarred from parliament or in jail. These 
are the same issues that had proven contentious 
in previous parliaments, and they are now likely 
to replay during the current legislative term, with 
probably the same end results. 

The government for its part has already made 
clear that it would not concede to these demands 
and underscored this assertiveness through the 
appointment of Dr. Nawaf Saud Al-Yassin as the new 
justice minister. The appointment of Al-Yassin is seen 
as a controversial choice, as he has in the past opposed 
a draft bill presented by the opposition for solving the 
beidoun issues. In another snub to the opposition, the 
government also cast its vote in election to the post 
of Parliament Speaker for the incumbent Speaker 
Marzouq Al Ghanem, deterring the attempt by the 
opposition’s candidate Bader Al Humaidi. 

With the two branches of government 
reportedly readying for potential confrontation 
on the floor of parliament, the unity and cohesion 
of purpose between the executive and legislative 
urged by His Highness the Amir, appears to have 
vaporized. Though both sides have trumpeted 
their support for change, what the country could 
get in the coming days is, at best, more of the 
same. Any hopes of cooperation and coordination 
between the two sides, needed to push forward 
progress, revive growth and ensure development 
of the country are once again likely to take a back 
seat in the 16th legislative term. Many feel that the 
initial euphoria of change in the air that voters had, 
could very well remain only in the air.

New legislative term begins with old script

The Public Authority for Manpower 
(PAM) has announced that 
companies  found violating human 

trafficking laws will have their crimes clearly 
underlined in their files. Earlier, the files of 
companies committing human-trafficking 
were marked by vague symbolic numbers 
indicating the type of violation and crime 
they engaged in, which in some cases 
provided companies with a certain amount 
of legal cover to continue their violations.

More than 10,000 previously suspended 

companies are having their cases reviewed 
by PAM to erase the old codes, and replace 
them with newer codes that clearly and 
explicitly mention the violations committed 
by these companies and which resulted 
in their files being suspended. Among the 
new labels that will clearly identify the 
violations are: visa trading, violations of 
workers’ rights, non-payment of salaries, the 
company’s existing on paper only, and many 
others.

PAM is said to have indicated that starting 

from next year stern measures will be 
taken against companies involved in illegal 
activities, with a special focus on companies 
that are already suspended. Owners of such 
firms will be given a deadline to contact 
the Authority and rectify the identified 
violations, and if they fail to respond, then 
all workers registered under the company 
will be summarily deported.

The authority is also reportedly 
coordinating with the MInistry of Interior 
to set up a mechanism to ensure stringent 

penalties for  owners of violating companies 
and for non-compliance with statutory 
decisions.

Companies engaging in human 
trafficking to be severely penalized 

The State Audit Bureau is said to have rejected a from 
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation (KPC) to award a tender 

worth of KD 2.47 million to a local company, so as to provide 
manpower for safety and security at the corporation’s head 
office and at the Petroleum Training Center in Ahmadi.

The Audit Bureau rejected the request so as to allow the 
appointment of citizens willing to work in the profession 

under the job title of ‘firefighter’. The bureau pointed out that 
there were 55 applications from citizens for the position of 
‘firefighter’, but KPC had refused to issue an official response 
to the applications. The bureau emphasized the need to 
expedite the job applications submitted earlier from citizens 
before awarding the tender requested by KPC, and to ensure 
that there are actual vacancies for these jobs.

Visas for bringing 
in new domestic workers 
to be restarted

The Ministries of Health, 
Interior, Foreign Affairs 

and Finance, in addition 
to the Public Authority for 
Manpower, are understood 
to have reached a consensus 
on issuing visas to recruit 
new domestic workers from 
abroad.

The recommendation of 
the five government entities 
have been forwarded to the 

Cabinet for its consideration and approval. This move comes following Kuwaiti 
families experiencing difficulties in finding domestic helpers, as many workers 
are unwilling to return and there is a dire need for such workers in the country.

The Council of Ministers is expected to consider the recommendations 
favorably and an appropriate mechanism for issuing new visas to hire domestic 
workers is likely to be approved soon.

Audit bureau rejects KPC tender request

CBK closes potential loophole for money-laundering

The transfer of funds outside the 
purview of the banking system has 

come under the attention of the Central 
Bank of Kuwait (CBK), as it continues 
its fight against money laundering and 
terrorist financing crimes. The supervisory 
authority recently announced that 
importing Kuwaiti dinars in excess 
of KD3,000 from abroad, whether by 
individuals, exchange companies, or 
between authorized money changers 
themselves, are forbidden.

In the past, such transactions, 
which usually arrive through Kuwait 

International Airport in cardboard boxes, 
have ranged from a quarter of a million 
dinars to a million dinars. Rather than 
transferring the funds through regular 
banking systems, many money exchange 
companies have been using this method 
for years. However, this opens up the 
possibility to use such cash shipments to 
transfer illegal funds. 

Local exchange companies have been 
resorting to this method of bringing 
in cash as it allows them to exchange 
these amounts at their exchange rate, 
in addition to the low cost involved in 

conducting the transaction. Using regular 
banking channels to transfer funds would 
have entailed paying additional fees to 
the banks, which would then undercut 
the profit of exchange companies. 

New rules from CBK also bans 
exchange companies from accepting 
cash from customers that exceeds 
KD3,000 or its equivalent in foreign 
currency, within one day. Any amount 
higher than this limit will have to be 
paid from the customer’s account in a 
bank, or by using a banking method 
sanctioned by CBK.
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Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement 
of Sciences (KFAS) has collaborated 
and supported the initiative by ENGIE 

Solutions, an international leader in integrated 
low-carbon and high performance solutions, 
and Trashtag Kuwait, to launch Project My 
Mai, the latest environmental and community 
initiative that aims to provide sustainable 
drinking water solutions to low income migrant 
communities that have been affected by the 
pandemic. 

Volunteers from the two CSOs installed 200 
water filters in several communities, helping 
more than 1,000 people by giving them access 
to a safe, clean and sustainable source of 
water. In alignment with Kuwait Vision 2035’s 
sustainable development goals, this initiative 
is also expected to prevent over two million 
plastic water bottles from being used. 

Tomas Greenwood, General Manager, 

ENGIE Solutions Kuwait, commented, “As 
part of the ENGIE Group, we are dedicated to 
providing sustainable and innovative solutions 
to our customers in Kuwait, as well as to the 
community. It gives us great pride to be able 
to contribute to Trashtag Kuwait’s efforts to 
provide sustainable sources of water that will 
positively impact the environment in the long 
run, while also encouraging people to make the 
switch for the betterment of the environment.” 

Commenting on the initiative, Eng. Manar 
Al Rashed, Program Manager of the Scientific 
Culture Directorate of KFAS said: “We believe 
that civil society organizations (CSOs) have 
an in-depth understanding of the social, 
environmental, economic, and institutional 
challenges associated with the COVID-19 
pandemic, and can offer innovative and 
effective interventions to tackle and address 
them.” 

Carina Maceira, Co-Founder, Trashtag 
Kuwait, said, “The pandemic has affected 
many families in Kuwait and around the world. 
Through Project My Mai, we wanted to support 
the people of Kuwait by ensuring they have 
access to clean water but so they will also 
choose sustainable sources that will eventually 
reduce the use of plastic.” 

This campaign is also in line with ENGIE 
Solutions Kuwait’s ongoing commitment 
towards a cleaner and more sustainable Kuwait, 
which the company seeks to achieve through 
the provision of sustainable energy and 
services solutions for communities, industries 
and properties. 

Earlier this year, ENGIE Solutions Kuwait 
partnered with Trashtag Kuwait to host a beach 
cleanup. The activity saw 85 volunteers collect 
more than 56 bags of trash on Kubbar Island. 
Trashtag Kuwait regularly hosts environmental 

initiatives such as weekly clean-ups, as well as 
raising awareness and educating the public 
on marine litter, the carbon footprint of water 
bottles, overfishing of local and regional fish 
stocks, high ocean water salinity, and other 
pertinent environmental issues.

KFAS supports ‘My Mai’ sustainable water project

The Ministry of Finance has warned that if oil 
prices fall in the coming period to levels seen 

during the COVID-19 crisis period — between 
$27 and $40 per barrel — Kuwait will face high 
risks of not being able to cover its deficits and 
fulfill its due obligations.

Reports indicate that oil prices in the coming 
months could determine liquidity of Kuwait’s 
General Reserve Fund in the near term. The 
volume of liquidity currently available in the 
general reserve is only around KD1 billion. While 
the government will be able to disburse salaries 
and wages for the month of December from 
these reserves, this monthly expenditure could 
be in jeopardy going ahead unless oil prices 
improve significantly.

The dismal picture of Kuwait’s struggling 
finances, arising from stubbornly low oil prices, 
rising expenses, and economic activity stifled 
for much of the year by the pandemic, received 
a sliver of good news last week. The Public 
Institution for Social Security (PIFSS) reported 
that some of its investments, of around US$15 
billion, have begun showing profits despite the 
ongoing pandemic.

The news that a once scandal-ridden 
government institution has not only turned a 
corner but also begun to show profit attests 
to the proficiency of the new management 
team that took charge following the discovery 
of corruption and fraud at the helm of the 
institution.

In a recent interview on Kuwait Radio, The 
Director-General of PFISS, Mishaal AlOthman 
explained that the total value of the low-

performing assets that were discharged 
amounted to about $20 billion and that this was 
re-invested in new investments.

Al-Othman affirmed that the strenuous 
efforts exerted during the past four years were 
successful during the first half of the current fiscal 
year, and resulted in record profits amounting to 
$12 billion, which marked a growth rate of 362 
percent — the best investment results for the 
institution throughout its history.

He said the results reflect the success of 
the institution’s strategy in restructuring the 
investment sector, the use of global advisors 
and asset managers, and the selection of the 
best assets for investment, with the cooperation 
of the investment committee in the institution. 
This he said would continue, “until we have 
a diversified portfolio of assets and a distinct 
geographical distribution”.

General Reserves deplete, PIFSS 
investments increase, during crisis

Anti-COVID-19 vaccine to arrive 
by month end, registration surges 
Assistant Undersecretary for Drug and Food 

Control Affairs at the Ministry of Health, 
Dr. Abdullah Al-Badr said that the ministry has 
approved the use of the ‘Pfizer-BioNTech’ vaccine 
against COVID-19 in critical cases.

First phase of delivery of Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine 
is expected to arrive by the end of December, and 
the ministry is reportedly working to accelerate the 
arrival of the vaccine within a shorter period of time, 
to ensure that citizens and residents benefit from it.

Meanwhile, the online registration platform 
for those wishing to book a prior appointment 
to receive the vaccine has had an overwhelming 
response with thousands of citizens and expatriates 
registering their names on the site.

However, it needs to be noted that those who 
register their names will not be given any special 

preference, as the registration is meant to help 
health ministry officials gather information so as 
to prioritize people in target groups who need to 
receive the vaccine in the early stages.

The decision to start work permits for 
recruiting workers from abroad will probably 

be taken before the new year, and will depend on 
the health committee of the Council of Ministers 
giving the go-ahead.

Regarding the decision to halt the renewal 
of visas for those above 60 years, the Public 
Authority for Manpower (PAM) has stressed that 
work permits will not be renewed for those 60 

years and above, who have qualifications below 
graduation, from the start of the new year.

Work visas to be issued before 
start of new year

In an age where employee engagement drives 
the overall wellbeing of an organization, LuLu 

Exchange, a leading financial services provider in 
Kuwait, has ranked high in an internal employee 
engagement survey, conducted by the global 
audit firm Ernst & Young. 

The survey which considered the views of 
the company’s employees across all branches 
and departments, revealed a conducive 
work environment built on a foundation of 
engagement and productivity. 

“Through several best practices and 
leadership exercises, LuLu Exchange is 
committed to developing rounded, proficient 
teams that can play a big role in the growth of 
the organization. The survey was undertaken 
to ascertain the true pulse of our employees, 
and we are happy to find that the voice of our 
employees resonates with our aspiration to build 
a support system that lets them perform to their 
full capacity,” said Managing Director of LuLu 

Exchange,  Adeeb Ahamed.
To make the survey as transparent as possible, 

EY covered aspects of state engagement (how 
employees feel), behavioral engagement (how 
employees feel) and performance context (how 
employees perceive they are enabled). 

The overall engagement level among 
employees was at a remarkable 95 percent, and 
according to EY, this score places Lulu Exchange 

Kuwait in the ‘Best Employer Zone’. In addition, 
the overall engagement score for women 
employees recorded an astonishing 99 percent, 
highlighting the company’s focus on inclusion 
and diversity. 

“The survey results are a testimony to our 
constant efforts to create a positive work 
environment, irrespective of nationality, gender 
or tenure of service. We intend to keep people 

at the forefront of our growth and plan to roll 
out several more initiatives to engage our 
employees better,” added General Manager of 
LuLu Exchange, Shaiju Mohandas, 

LuLu Exchange presently operates 24 
branches in Kuwait in addition to its digital 
offering, LuLu Money, and provides remittances, 
foreign currency exchange and other allied 
payment services to a cross-section of society, 
powered by a robust network, reputed partners, 
and high standards of customer care. 

The company is a part of the LuLu Financial 
Group, an ISO 9001:2015 certified global financial 
services enterprise headquartered in Abu Dhabi. 
The Group operates more than 220 branches 
across several GCC countries such as Oman, 
UAE, Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain, as well as in 
India, Bangladesh, Hong Kong, Malaysia and the 
Philippines. 

To know more about the company and its 
services, visit www.luluexchange.com

LuLu Exchange wins ‘Best Employer’ tag in EY survey
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STAFF REPORT

STARZPLAY, the leading subscription 
video on demand (SVOD) service 
in the MENA region, reported a 

robust and durable growth of 141 percent 
in the number of unique users during April 
2020, In a recent exclusive interview with 
The Times Kuwait, Maaz Sheikh, Co-founder 
and CEO of STARZPLAY shares detailed 
information on STARZPLAY’s journey, their 
diverse content, partnerships and future 
plans for Kuwait.

Could you brief us about your company’s 
mission and vision?
STARZPLAY is a subscription video 
on demand (SVOD) service that 
streams Hollywood movies, TV shows, 
documentaries, kids’ entertainment, US 
series plus dedicated Arabic content to 20 
countries across the Middle East, North 
Africa and Pakistan. 

STARZPLAY is a compelling example from 
the MENA region of a home-grown business 
that has disrupted the entertainment 
landscape and evolved as leading player 
in the SVOD space. With US$125 million 
funding, we’ve achieved significant year-
on-year growth since we launched back 
in 2015, now reaching 1.8 million paying 

subscribers and installed on more than six 
million devices. Today, we are a joint leader 
with 32 per cent market share in the region, 
according to the IHS ‘Pay TV & Online Video 
Report – MENA – 2019’.  

Our goal has been to offer content 
that people really want to watch, and we 
continue to invest in world-class content 
that is curated based on research on 
audience preferences and consumption 
habits. We believe that content is king and 
invest substantially in ensuring we have the 
right partners to deliver the best and most 
exclusive content to our consumers. 

We aim to be the platform of choice both 
for our subscribers as well as partners and 
focus on three main areas to ensure that 
we differentiate our offering and achieve 
phenomenal growth: content, distribution 
and payment options. 

We’ve built valuable relationships 
with 21 telcos across the region offering 
subscription via prepaid and post-paid 
mobile to our subscribers. This assures 
payment without the need of a credit card 
in a region where credit card penetration is 
relatively low. 

Additionally, our strength lies on studio 
relationships, and the diversity of readily 
available content, which allows us to carry 

and huge breadth of movies and TV shows 
from multiple Hollywood studios. We will 
continue to strengthen our relationship 
with leading studios to offer relevant and 
compelling entertainment choices for our 
subscribers. 

We also focus on increasing shareholder 
value by securing profitability and 
continued growth in MENA and further 
afield. We are keen on taking our 
knowledge and experience and putting 
it to use in similar emerging markets, 
including Sub-Saharan and Francophone 
Africa. Saudi Arabia remains a huge growth 
market with obvious potential in terms of 
its demographics and scale.

What distinguishes STARZPLAY from 
other players?

We focus on three main areas to diff our 
offering and achieve consistent growth: 
content, distribution and payment options. 
Our platform has a wide range of premium 
titles, carefully curated content based on 
market research and customer preferences. 

With our tech-first mindset and 
advanced data analytics, we predict 
subscriber trends in this region ahead of 
competitors; for example, we were the first 
in the region to offer viewers the highly-
popular global series Friends. We have also 

successfully built valuable relationships 
with 21 telecom operators across the region 
offering subscription via prepaid and post-
paid mobile to our subscribers. This allows 
ease of use and payment without the 
need for a debit or credit card, which is a 
significant strengthen given the low levels 
of card penetration in some markets in 
MENA.

Additionally, our strength is our studio 
relationships, and the diversity of readily 
available content, which allows a diverse 
breadth of movies and TV shows from 
multiple Hollywood studios.  While some 
of our competitors are more focused on 
their original content, we continue to be 
the preferred partner for all the leading 
Hollywood and premium regional studios.

You recently launched a study on the 
viewership trends during COVID-19. Could 
you elaborate more and share the top 
findings of the survey?

Let me give you background to the 
study: The pandemic had disrupted how 
we work and live, with lockdowns and 
work-from-home influencing how people 
consume entertainment too. 

In this fast-changing landscape, we 
decided to explore how the current 
situation impacted the SVOD industry 

through a dedicated study. We provided 
exclusive access to PSB, a global research 
agency, to our data for an in-depth analysis. 
Based on the data analytics, we prepared a 
white paper.  

The study, titled , ‘The Rise and 
Rise of Streaming Video in the MENA 
Market’ covered SVOD trends over a period 
from January 2019 to May 2020, in two key 
phases – the COVID-19 situation that led 
to lockdowns, as well as Ramadan, when 
home-entertainment typically spikes in the 
region.

In key findings, the study reported that 
we had recorded strong and sustained 
growth in the number of unique users from 
2019, peaking at 141% in April 2020 during 
the height of the COVID-19 situation.

Further, compared to March 2019, the 
number of STARZPLAY app installs in March 
2020 increased by 328% and in April 2020 
by 486%. In addition, content consumption 
in March 2020 increased by 230% over the 
same period in 2019 and in April 2020 by 
340%.

We also saw a significant increase in 
the number of total hours – by more than 
20%, while year-on-year growth was over 
10% in May 2020 compared to May 2019. 
The popularity of STARZPLAY among the 
region’s unique users – including in the GCC 
– is also highlighted by the increase in the 
number of hours per user, from 11.83 hours 
in January 2019 to 18.06 hours in May 2020 – 
a consistent increase. 

In Kuwait, our user based doubled over 
the period of the study with the country 
trending in a major way during the height 
of the pandemic. Kuwait also saw a strong 
growth in the number of hours per user by 
30 per cent during Ramadan 2020 over the 
same period in 2019. The number of hours 
per unique user increased from 12.59 in Jan. 
19 to 18.05 in March 2020 and 22.16 hours 
in May. 

The study also found that Kuwaitis 
continue to watch our content on TV, with 
nearly 43% of users preferring to watch 
STARZPLAY content on their televisions 
while 50% watch on mobiles and the rest 
on PCs.

The top 10 findings from the study on 
‘The Rise and Rise of Streaming Video in the 
MENA Market’ are: 

SVOD in the New Reality
• STARZPLAY recorded strong and 

sustained growth in the number of 
unique users from 2019, peaking at 141 
per cent during COVID-19

• Subscribers consumed more content 
during COVID-19, with an increase of 50 
per cent in streaming hours per unique 
user

• English-language series was most 
popular during COVID-19 among 
STARZPLAY subscribers; action, comedy 
and drama are top 3 popular genres

SVOD Growth Trends during Ramadan
• Streaming levels in Ramadan 2020 

spiked with total consumption tripling 
over 2019. More STARZPLAY subscribers 
binged on comedy content during 
Ramadan 2020

Overall Content & Consumption Trends
• Arabic content is growing in popularity, 

doubling its share of total hours 
consumed across STARZPLAY users in 
MENA; five times more Arabic content 
was streamed during COVID-19 months 
than at start of the year

A regional business that has disrupted
the entertainment landscape

• STARZPLAY now offers more balanced portfolio of 
genres

• While watching STARZPLAY content on mobile 
phones is growing, TV is a preferred platform for 
its users

• STARZPLAY is a primetime player in TV 
entertainment with bulk of viewing taking place 
during evening and night

• STARZPLAY’s top market Saudi Arabia outpaced the 
average growth in hours per user; UAE emerged as 
top growth market in the region nearly doubling 
both hours and unique users.

What are the most watched shows? 
Our differentiator is how we study content 
consumption patterns and preferences. In fact, as part 
of the study above, we evaluated user preferences, 
which enables us to better serve customers, especially 
in terms of tailoring content as per their consumption 
patterns.

Today, we offer a more balanced portfolio of 
genres, and we have seen that exclusive shows 
such as The Big Bang Theory, Vikings, Baghdad 
Central and Power amongst others attract more 
viewership. We have also seen a growing appetite for 
DC content in the region, especially boxsets. The latest 
additions to our DC portfolio are doing exceptionally 
well. As per our recent viewership analysis 42% of our 
viewers are binging on DC shows. The Flash tops the 
binge-watching chart with 62% of STARZPLAY’s DC 
fans watching and completing the full boxsets. The 
show featuring DC’s fastest man alive is also amongst 
the most-watched series in MENA with 26.7% of 
STARZPLAY’s monthly active users addicted to the 
action-packed superhero series. DC fans in Kuwait 
seem to love the crime-scene investigator the most 
with 38.1% of STARZPLAY’s Kuwaiti monthly active 
users watching the show.

We have also seen an increase in our subscribers 
binge-watching exclusive shows on the platform 
and our top three most viewed shows are be Vikings, 
Power and The Big Bang Theory.  On Arabic side, 
shows like Raheem, Tayea and Kingdom of Fire have 
done exceedingly well.

What is the pattern of viewing during COVID-19 
across GCC and Kuwait? Do you think it will change 
post-COVID?

In overall content and consumption trends, 
STARZPLAY reinforced its position as a primetime 
player in entertainment with bulk of viewing taking 
place during evening and night across the region.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 15



11
The Times Kuwait              20 - 26 December, 2020
www.timeskuwait.com TASTE OF TRAVEL

BY ALI HASSEN AHMED 
Second Secretary 
Ethiopian Embassy, Kuwait 

Coffee, one of the world’s favorite 
beverages, was ‘born’ in the Kaffa 
province of Southern Ethiopia. The 

word ‘coffee’ comes from the name of this 
place, where coffee has long been a wild 
crop. In Ethiopia, where it all started, the 
word for ‘coffee’ is ‘Buna’. 

Coffee is vital to Ethiopian economy, 
accounting for most of the country’s 
foreign income. In Ethiopia, coffee grows 
in almost all regions; and the country 
is one of Africa’s leading producers of 
Coffee Arabica. With its rich heritage and 
outstanding quality, Ethiopian coffee is 
among the best in the world. 

The story of Ethiopian coffee begins 
with a legend. According to tradition, 
a young goatherd named Kaldi used 
to take his goats to graze at pastures in 
‘Kaffa’ province, southern Ethiopia. He 

was surprised that after having eaten red 
berries from a nearby shrub, the goats 
started jumping excitedly. Kaldi decided to 
taste a few berries himself and found them 
stimulating. 

The legend has it that Kaldi shared his 
discovery with monks at a local monastery. 
They quickly realized that consuming 
the berries could help them stay awake 
during long hours of prayer. To preserve 
the flavor of the powerful beans for longer, 
they roasted and soaked them in hot water 
and coffee was born. For many centuries, 
after his discovery, coffee was eaten and 
not drunk. It was not until the thirteenth 
century that the practice of brewing a hot 
drink from roasted beans was introduced, 
but soon acquired popularity. 
Ceremonial honors: Also, of great interest 
is Ethiopia’s unique coffee ceremony. The 
Ethiopian coffee ceremony is an important 
part of Ethiopian culture. Coffee is widely 
drunk in Ethiopia, and it is treated with 
great respect simply because the drink is 
much appreciated.  

Ethiopians are famed for their vibrant 
coffee ceremony. A typical delicious 
Ethiopian meal is followed by this elaborate 
coffee ceremony. While the guests replete 

after their enjera and wot [fermented teff 
flour flatbread and Ethiopia’s version of 
curry],  a woman of the household quietly 
starts the ritual. She scatters freshly cut 
grasses on the floor to bring in some 
of the fragrance and freshness of the 
outside. She seats herself in the corner 
with a low stool beside a charcoal brazier. 
She lights incense further enhancing the 
pleasant setting. 

The ceremony starts with washing the 
coffee beans. Then the coffee beans are 
roasted in a pan over a stove or a charcoal 

brazier. When they are toasted right, the 
woman brings the pan with the roasted 
beans around, shaking it in front of each 
guest, to take in the fragrant odor. Grinding 
the roasted coffee beans by a pestle and 
a mortar is the next step. The mortar is a 
small wooden bowl called ‘mukecha’, and 
the pestle is a wooden or metal cylinder 
with a blunt end called ‘zenezena’. With 
these tools, she crushes the beans into a 
coarse ground.  Water will be boiled with a 
coffee pot made of pottery called ‘Jebena’ 
and the coffee powder will be added to 
it and boils.  ‘Jebena’ is a traditional clay 
coffee pot, round and plump at the base, 
usually with a long narrow neck ending 
in a pouring spout at the top. The woman 
usually produces something to nibble on, 

often popcorn which she passes around 
to the guests. After boiling the coffee for 
some time, she pours the coffee into little 
handless cups locally known as ‘Sini’. And 
serves. 

In Ethiopia coffee is always served in 
three rounds. The whole ceremony often 
lasts over several hours.  Through the 
completion of these rounds of drinking: 
the first round(abol), the second round 
(tona) and the third round(baraka), people 
use the moment as a time to reconnect 
with family and friends to discuss the 
community, politics, and life in general. 
The three rounds of talking, laughing 
and relaxing are not less than the joy and 
pleasure that we aspire to have in heaven! 

After everyone has drunk, and enjoyed, 
she collects the cups, adds more water to 
the pot, and brews a second round, using 
the same grounds. Indulging in all three 
rounds is tempting, as the brew is so tasty 
and satisfying after a delicious meal. But 
the coffee is strong, and the unwary can 
lie awake, wide-eyed throughout the night 
after such an indulgence.  

No matter how good or bad one’s day 
is going, there should always be time for 
everyone to enjoy a quiet and pleasant 
moment together like the Ethiopian Coffee 
ceremony.

And we invite you to delve into the 
rich sublime taste of coffee from its origin, 
Ethiopia. 



12
20 - 26 December, 2020             The Times Kuwait

www.timeskuwait.comSPOTLIGHT

Jamaica, Rwanda, the Marshall Islands, 
and Mongolia are among the world’s 
most climate-vulnerable countries, 

and account for just a small percentage of 
global emissions. This year, their economies 
have also been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic. Yet every one of these coun-
tries delivered updated climate plans to the 
United Nations, as set out in the 2015 Paris 
climate agreement, before the deadline at 
the end of this year.

In other words, countries that have 
contributed the least to the climate crisis 
are now among the most committed to 
resolving it. This should set an example for 
developed countries, including the United 
States, whose emission-reduction plans, 

due by midnight on December 31, have not 
yet materialized.

In addition to climate plans, the Paris 
agreement calls for financial aid from richer 
countries to support climate action. To date, 
this support, also due by the end of 2020, 

is lacking as well. The OECD estimates that 
only around $79 billion of the promised 
$100 billion annually is being delivered to 
the countries where it is needed most.

Vulnerable countries are already feeling 
the financial impact of climate change. 
According to the UN, climate vulnerability 
raised the cost of debt for such countries by 
more than $60 billion over the past decade. 
Interest payments are expected to balloon 
to $168 billion in the coming decade, 
for the same reason. The most at-risk 
economies require an immediate injection 
of liquidity, along with debt restructuring 
and forgiveness.

Now, COVID-19 is compounding these 
economic woes, and it is clear that the 
pandemic will not be the last of its kind. 
After all, climate change, deforestation, and 
the destruction of natural habitats increase 
the risk of new vector-borne diseases. 
Advanced economies are responsible for 
helping to ensure that the developing world 
is not left mired in debt and battered by the 
interconnected threats of COVID-19 and 
climate change. And, in addition to helping 
vulnerable countries, they need to reconsider 
their own COVID-19 recovery plans.

Unfortunately, that is not happening. 
Trillions of dollars are being directed toward 
recovery packages that economists tell us 
reward sectors responsible for pollution. 
The International Monetary Fund’s 2020 
World Economic Outlook also emphasizes 
the G20 countries’ responsibility to 
implement growth packages that reduce 
their reliance on fossil fuels. It is vital that 
governments understand that if we want to 
ensure a safer world for future generations, 
building back better and greener is not a 
policy just for the next year.

Vulnerable countries are tired of inaction. 
And they are not simply calling for help, but 
are committed to leading by example. The 
Central Bank of the Philippines, for example, 
recently adopted a sustainable-finance 
framework to safeguard the financial 
system from evolving climate risk. The 
new framework encourages banks to start 
pricing physical climate and transition risks, 
as well as valuing climate-resilience and 
low-carbon opportunities. Moreover, the 
central bank must disclose its own exposure 
to environmental risks, which could lead 
to excluding specific assets, like fossil fuels, 
from its policies in the future. In late October, 
the country also imposed a moratorium on 
new coal-fired power stations.

On a global scale, the World Bank and 
the IMF are collaborating with the G20 
to attract more investment to poorer 
countries by lowering the costs associated 
with ‘green’ projects. In the United States, 
President-elect Joe Biden has vowed to re-
establish the US as a country committed 
to the UN, multilateral agreements such 
as the Paris accord, and international law. 
America’s return to a position of global 
leadership on combating climate change is 
to be welcomed. But, like other developed 
countries, the US still needs to deliver its 
updated climate plan.

The COVID-19 crisis underscores the 
urgent need for more ambitious measures. 
During World War I, the United Kingdom 
issued war bonds to finance both the 
conflict and the subsequent recovery. 
Similar instruments could be used to help 
the Global South claw its way out of both 
pandemic- and climate-related disaster. 
In addition, major development banks 
and private investors should demonstrate 
leadership by implementing the Paris 
agreement’s vision of a global investment 
shift from dirty to clean energy.

Climate action cannot be delayed any 
longer, and the leaders of developed 
economies need to step up and follow the 
example already being set by developing 
countries. Real leaders are not those who 
shout the loudest or tweet the most. Real 
leaders are those who deliver on their 
promises. We urge richer countries to submit 
updated climate plans before the end of 
the year, and to uphold the other promises 
made in the Paris climate agreement – both 
for our sake and that of future generations.

According to the UN, 
climate vulnerability 
raised the cost of debt 
for already vulnerable 
countries by more than 

$60 billion over the 
past decade. Interest 

payments are expected 
to balloon to $168 

billion in the coming 
decade, for the same 

reason. 

EXCLUSIVE to THE TIMES KUWAIT

Countdown to Climate Catastrophe

MOHAMED NASHEED AND LOREN LEGARDA
Mohamed Nasheed, a former president of Maldives, is Speaker 
of the People’s Majlis (parliament). 

Loren Legarda, a former senator, is Deputy Speaker of the 
Philippines’ House of Representatives.
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Study links physical fitness to mental health

Health precautions in place due 
to the ongoing COVID-19 crisis 
has meant that in many places 

gyms, health clubs and other indoor 
physical activity venues have been 
closed. The restrictions have led to many 
people spending less time engaging in 
fitness activities. Reports of people being 
less active than before are worrying, 
especially during the pandemic, as 
doctors have been witnessing an increase 
in the number of people experiencing 
anxiety disorders, including depression 
and withdrawal symptoms.

A new study has now shown clear 
evidence of a direct link between 
physical activity and mental health. 
Led by scientists at University College 
London, in the United Kingdom, a team 
of researchers have reported a clear link 
between low physical fitness and the risk 
of experiencing symptoms of depression, 
anxiety, or both. The study, which 
included more than 150,000 participants, 
found that low cardiorespiratory fitness 
and muscle strength, either on their own 
or in combination,  have a significant 
association with worse mental health.

For their study, the researchers drew 
on data from the UK Biobank — a data 
repository comprising information from 
more than 500,000 volunteers aged 40–69 
years from England, Wales, and Scotland. 
Between August 2009 and December 
2010, a subset of these volunteers — 
152,978 participants — underwent tests 
to measure their fitness.

Investigators assessed the participants’ 
cardiorespiratory fitness by monitoring 
their heart rate before, during, and after 
a 6-minute submaximal exercise test on 
a stationary bicycle. They also measured 
the volunteers’ grip strength, which 
the researchers of the present study 

used as a proxy for muscle strength. 
Alongside these physical fitness tests, 
the participants completed two standard 
clinical questionnaires relating to anxiety 
and depression to give the researchers an 
overview of their mental health.

In 2017, after a lapse of 7 years, the 
researchers assessed each person’s 
anxiety and depression again using the 
same two clinical questionnaires. In their 
analysis, the researchers accounted for 
potential confounding factors, such as 
age, gender, previous mental health 
issues, smoking status, income level, 
physical activity, educational experience, 
parental depression, and diet.

The researchers found a significant 
correlation between the participants’ 
initial physical fitness and their mental 
health 7 years later. Participants who 
were classified as having low combined 
cardiorespiratory fitness and muscle 
strength had 98 percent higher odds of 
experiencing depression and 60 percent 
higher odds of experiencing anxiety.

The researchers also looked at the 
separate correlations between mental 
health and cardiorespiratory fitness, and 
mental health and muscle strength. They 
found that each measure of fitness was 
individually associated with a change 
in risk but less significantly so than the 
combination of measures.

The researchers said their study 
provided further evidence of a relationship 
between physical and mental health, 
and that structured exercise aimed at 
improving different types of fitness is not 
only good for your physical health, but may 
also have mental health benefits. Problems 
with mental health, such as anxiety and 
depression, can have a significant negative 
effect on a person’s life.

On the positive side, researchers 
behind the study also found that a person 
can meaningfully improve their physical 
fitness in as little as 3 weeks. Based on their 
figures, this may reduce the person’s risk 
of developing a common mental health 
condition by up to 33 percent.  Though the 
ongoing health crisis restricts our ability to 
visit gyms or health clubs, there is nothing 
stopping us from engaging in physical 
exercises at home, with the added benefit 
being it could have a positive impact not 
only on our energy level, but also on our 
mental health.

Losing weight 
possible even 
past middle age
Contrary to popular belief, losing weight 

does not become more difficult as 
one ages. The obesity program study, by 
researchers at Warwick Medical School in 
the United Kingdom, found that weight loss 
was unaffected by age, with statistically 
equivalent results for people younger and 
older than 60. Results from the study would 
hopefully encourage more older adults to 
reap health benefits by maintaining a healthy 
body weight.

Weight loss is important at any age, but 
as people get older, they are more likely to 
develop the weight-related comorbidities 

of obesity. Many of these are similar to 
the effects of aging, so it could be argued 
that the relevance of weight loss becomes 
heightened as we get older.

Researchers found that weight loss 
may help older individuals address more 
than 50 comorbidities common with 
age, including diabetes, osteoarthritis, 
and mood disorders such as anxiety and 
depression. Increased mortality and a 
general lack of well-being in older adults 
are also associated with obesity. There are 
a number of reasons why weight loss in 
older people is often discounted, including 
an ‘ageist’ perspective that weight loss 
is not relevant to older people and 
misconceptions of reduced ability of older 
people to lose weight through dietary 
modification and increased exercise. The 
new study provides evidence that weight 
loss programs administered by medical 
professionals, in particular, have value.

Bone formation 
study to help treat 
bone injuries 

Osteogenesis, or the formation of bone 
tissue, has been a subject of intense 

study considering that bones not only play 
the important role of providing support to 
our entire body and forming our external 
shape, they are also responsible for 
protecting protect vital organs, including 
the brain, spinal cord, heart and lungs 
among others.

For the first time ever, researchers at the 
University of Illinois in the United States 
have shown how minerals come together at 

the molecular level to form bones, as well as 
other hard tissues such as teeth and enamel. 
Besides capturing high-resolution, real-
time images of the mineralization process 
in an artificial saliva model, the researchers 
were able to discover the distinct pathways 
that support bone and teeth formation, or 
biomineralization.

Until now these pathways, particularly 
at the early stages when molecules are first 
starting to organize into a structure, had 
not been understood clearly. The research 
team found that both direct and indirect 
formations of hydroxyapatite crystals 
—  the foundation of hard tissues — form 
(nucleate) and grow on amorphous calcium 
phosphate templates. The finding will 
hopefully aid in developing new drugs and 
medical treatments to heal lost or broken 
bone faster or cure tooth cavities, said the 
researchers. To capture the images, the 
researchers used a unique micro-device that 
made it possible to use electron microscopy 
with a liquid model. Using this method, the 
researchers were able to monitor chemical 
reactions in the model on the smallest scale.

The study provided the first clear 
evidence of how minerals organize and 
grow into bone materials. The finding has 
many important implications for further 
research on bone or teeth healing.
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the standards may be used concurrently.”
Similarly, in the interest of clarity, 

comparability, and consistency, the World 
Economic Forum’s International Business 
Council recently issued ‘Stakeholder 
Capitalism Metrics’ that aim to accelerate 
convergence among the leading private 
standard-setters. And the European Union 
has launched a review of its non-financial 
reporting directive, which requires large 
companies to disclose information on 
how they operate and manage social and 
environmental challenges.

This is all well and good. The ESG financing 
sector is growing quickly and will likely 
continue to expand, now that companies 
with reputations for ethical, sustainable 
practices are proving to be more resilient 
during the COVID-19 crisis. But this progress 
could be derailed if investors cannot easily 
compare one set of corporate ESG disclosures 
with another.

What we need, then, is a set of truly global 
ESG standards with clear, harmonized metrics 
and disclosure rules. This does not mean 
there needs to be only one set of standards. 
Some reporting standards will give more 
information than others; some will focus 
on topics that are important for enterprise 
value creation; and some will emphasize a 
company’s impact on the world around it. 
There would still be different approaches to 
ESG reporting, but all would rest on the same 
foundation.

Moreover, clear ESG reporting is only one 
part of the puzzle. Businesses also will need 
to complement ESG-based risk disclosures 
with metrics for assessing their impact on 
the environment and society, reporting 
both negative and positive externalities. Put 
another way, we must move from a culture 
of declarations and stated intentions to 
one of real-world results, based on impact 
assessments.

Measuring a company’s wider impact 
is the first step toward proper corporate 
accounting. Going beyond immediate 
output, such metrics focus on broader 
outcomes stemming from a company’s 
behavior. This type of framework encourages 
corporate leaders to integrate impact 
objectives into their core strategies, thus 
accelerating the shift in capital toward 
responsible investments. It also makes it 
easier for governments to fine-tune policies 
affecting corporate activities.

Impact accounting is the best way to 
create the kind of level playing field that 
stakeholder capitalism requires. It formally 
recognizes the value of decisions motivated 
by climate and biodiversity concerns. It 
accounts for employment issues such as wage 
equality, benefits, career advancement, and 
occupational health and safety. It encourages 
companies to promote sustainable practices 
throughout their supply chains, which can 
yield returns by making them more resilient 
against sudden shocks. And, last but not least, 
easy-to-understand impact metrics are the 
key to building trust with customers, local 

communities, and all other stakeholders.
Of course, not all companies will have 

a positive impact on the world. In some 
industries, impact measurements will 
be consistently negative. The point is to 
draw a line between companies that are 
truly committed to maximizing their net 
positive impact, and those that are merely 
greenwashing. When more companies 
are offering rigorous, verified, transparent 
impact data to investors who are responding 
to client demands for responsible 
investments, capital flows will adjust 
accordingly, delivering positive knock-on 
effects far down the line.

A final question is whether impact 
accounting can function as a complement to 
financial accounting. After all, measurements 
of impact are complex, and seem to rest on 
assumptions that can easily be challenged. 
Nonetheless, as John Maynard Keynes 
observed, “It is better to be roughly right than 
precisely wrong.” Besides, it is not as though 
today’s long-established financial accounting 
methods are perfect. They, too, are merely 

estimating underlying economic realities. 
We should not shy away from pursuing the 
same kind of solid approximation when it 
comes to measuring a company’s social and 
environmental impact.

Since efforts to measure and monetize 
impact began with a small set of simple 
metrics developed by the OECD (based 
on the work of the Business for Well-Being 
Initiative), more advanced frameworks have 
emerged and will continue to evolve and 
expand. With robust impact accounting 
of direct operations, supply chains, and 
environmental and social assessments of 
goods and services in place, governments 
will be able to craft policies to encourage 
responsible behavior and increase the costs 
of negative externalities such as greenhouse-
gas emissions.

The stakes are high, and governments 
and businesses must come together to take 
impact accounting mainstream. A global 
roadmap could cover key issues such as 
transparency and disclosure rules, in turn 
enabling faster progress toward common 
metrics and a shared methodology that could 
align the interests of corporations, investors, 
and governments around addressing the 
major challenges of our time. A new frontier 
of responsible business awaits.

The COVID-19 crisis has revealed 
how intertwined all of our major 
challenges are. Biodiversity loss and 

rising inequalities have contributed to a 
global public-health disaster and the worst 
economic crisis in almost a century.

As often happens during such moments, 
people are suddenly open to changes that 
they previously would have rejected out 
of hand. For example, there is a major shift 
underway in the corporate world, where 
many managers and investors are eager to 
adopt more sustainable and responsible 
practices and business models.

The task now is to ensure that this new 
mindset itself goes viral. How can we 
ensure that all businesses are getting on 
the right page, given that they will remain 
beholden to the demands and interests of 

shareholders and investors? One obvious 
answer is through Environmental, Social, 
and Governance (ESG) standards. But ESG 
offers only a partial solution. Precisely 
because this field is now booming, it has 
become crowded and confusing, leading to 
complaints about “sustainability reporting 
fatigue.”

Fortunately, there has been some 
consolidation recently, with major ESG 
standard-setters such as the Global 
Reporting Initiative and the Sustainability 
Accounting Standards Board announcing 
that they will work together. Their goal is 
not to create a single standard, but rather to 

“help stakeholders better understand how 

Next Frontier of Responsible Business

BERTRAND BADRÉ AND CAMILLE PUTOIS
Bertrand Badré, a former managing director of the World 
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Capital and the author of Can Finance Save the World? 
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Measuring a company’s 
wider impact is the 

first step toward proper 
corporate accounting. 

Going beyond 
immediate output, such 
metrics focus on broader 

outcomes stemming 
from a company’s 

behavior.
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In two of my previous commentaries on 
the peculiar world of equity markets in 
2020, I offered a bullish outlook for how 

events would unfold as the year progressed 
(with all due caveats for the market’s overall 
unpredictability). In the event, things have 
broadly played out as I anticipated, owing 
to a remarkable monetary- and fiscal-policy 
expansion and the timely arrival of vaccines 
that appear capable of ending this dreadful 
pandemic.

What can we expect in 2021? I will consider 
both the bullish case and the bearish one 
before I reveal my bias. On the positive side, 
the year will follow a similar script as 2020, 
with generous monetary and fiscal policies 
justifying further optimism for equities.

After all, bull markets do not die of old 
age. They typically end because, beyond 
the issue of valuation or the duration of the 
market’s climb, some new factor or force 
intervenes. Moreover, recent comments from 
policymakers seem to suggest that even 
more generosity is on the way, particularly 
in the United States. There is also a good 
chance that President-elect Joe Biden, once 
in office, will call for a special meeting of the 
G20 to demonstrate that ‘America is back’.

Most crucially for markets, the return to 
multilateralism could unleash a new version 
of ‘whatever it takes’, with the governments 
of leading economies doing everything they 
can to bolster the post-pandemic recovery. 
In addition to supporting businesses and 
households, health systems urgently need 
investment to prepare for the next biological 
threat, which could well come from the 
neglected crisis of antimicrobial resistance.

Similarly, with a change in US leadership, 
we can look forward to still more international 
cooperation in the fight against climate 
change, and in the quest to develop and 
deploy new, cleaner forms of energy. Rather 
than curtailing progress on this critical issue, 
the pandemic seems to have instilled a new 
sense of urgency.

Finally, following the good news so 
far about vaccines from Pfizer/BioNTech, 
Moderna, and AstraZeneca/Oxford 
University, it is likely that still more effective 
vaccines and treatments will be approved 
in 2021, allowing for significant vaccination 
before the year is over. Together with the 
interplay of a stronger cyclical economic 
rebound, this list of positive factors suggests 
that the bulls will remain in charge until 
some other disruption comes along.

So, what is the bearish argument? 
Notwithstanding my previous point about 
valuations and the age of the expansion, the 
fact is that equities are not cheap, especially 
in the US. While a high valuation in itself 
is never the spark for a trend reversal, it 
certainly offers a reason to be careful. If 
and when a reversal comes, expensive 
markets will likely fall fast.Moreover, three 
interrelated forces could come into play, one 
of which we have already glimpsed. First, 
with vaccinations underway in the United 
Kingdom and forthcoming everywhere else, 
the equity sector could shift from technology 
and other ‘stay-home’ stocks back toward a 
more normal market composition.

Second, there are broader reasons to 
think that tech stocks’ massive lead could 
soon be closed somewhat. Much will 
depend on how far regulators are prepared 
to go to address the leading Big Tech firms’ 
apparent monopoly positions. Moreover, 
a strong cyclical recovery will at some 
point prompt policymakers to review and 
potentially tighten fiscal and monetary 
policies. There is no telling when this might 
happen, but one factor that would narrow 
policymakers’ options would be a surprise 
return of inflation.

It is worth remembering, however, that 
advanced economies have repeatedly 
undershot annual inflation targets, leading 
modelers and forecasters to adjust their 
expectations. Notwithstanding recent job 
losses, unemployment has been low enough 
that one would expect it to have generated 
higher inflation years ago, but it has not.

Of course, bears can also list plenty of 
other potential threats, from military flare-
ups around the world to problems in the 
eurozone and fresh turmoil involving China. 
I, for one, am closely watching the vaccine 
rollouts. There is a big difference between 

having effective vaccines and actually 
vaccinating a sufficient share of the global 
population. We will have to see if countries 
that failed to deploy testing and tracing 
systems can do any better when it comes to 
administering vaccines in an orderly fashion.

In any case, the S&P 500 is now within 
10 percent of the 4,000 range, where I 
suggested back in April that it would be. I 
see no reason why it will not reach or exceed 
that level in the first half of 2021, granting 
that it may not follow a straight line (as it has 
done since April), and that a reversal at some 
point next year is always possible.

Finally, there is the matter of the US dollar, 
which I suspect will go up and down (as I 
often jokingly say), but more likely the latter, 
given the forces that have been unleashed 
in recent months. If so, commodity markets 
may rise, and that might sustain the 
leadership of non-US markets, especially 
emerging markets.

On balance, then, I count myself among 
the bulls. But even if I turn out to be right 
(or at least more right than wrong), 2021 
promises to be anything but a boring year 
for equity investors, or anyone else.

VIEWPOINT
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English-language series was most popular 
during COVID-19 among our subscribers with 
action, comedy and drama were considered 
the top three popular genres. Though English 
content remains the dominant choice, Arabic 
content doubled its share of total consumption 
reaching a peak in the early stages of the 
pandemic.

On average, the hours streamed in Arabic has 
increased from just about 5% in January 2019 to 
about 10% in January 2020 and five times more 
Arabic content was streamed during COVID-19 
months than at the start of the year.  In Kuwait 
our subscribers binge watched shows like Al 
Dakheel and Awalem Khafeyah that helped swell 
the numbers.

The Kuwait market is no different. We saw 
explosive growth during COVID-19 with new 
subscriptions increasing each month of the 
lockdown. Overall, subscribers consumed more 
content during COVID-19, with an increase of 
50% in streaming hours per unique user.

Did subscription increase during the last 6 
months, if so, by how much? 

As mentioned, we recorded strong and sustained 
growth in the number of unique users from 2019, 
peaking at 141% during COVID-19. In terms of 
content, subscribers consumed more content 
during COVID-19, with an increase of 50% in 
streaming hours per unique user. Both carryover 
and new subscribers showed steady growth 
during COVID-19. Overall, STARZPLAY grew its 
user base by over 40% during 2019. 

What about STARZPLAY’s partnerships in 
Kuwait?

We have partnered with Zain, Ooredoo 
and Viva in Kuwait, the three leaders in mobile 
communications and data services, to offer even 
easier payment options for existing and would-
be subscribers. We plan to accelerate customer 
acquisition through Mobile Payment integration. 

Mobile payment is a critical success factor for 
reaching mass audiences across MENA markets, 
where not all would-be-subscribers have access 
to a credit card – especially those younger 
demographics who prefer to consume their 
content on demand. Making payments through 
local telecom operators as part of their standard 
prepaid or post-paid bills is quick and convenient 
and means they can watch STARZPLAY’s killer 

content straight from their phone, or at home via 
smart TV or games console. We are continuously 
in discussion with existing and potential partners 
for enhancing our subscriber experiences and 
look forward to rolling out new announcements 
in the future.

Any new shows to be added in the coming 
months?

Unbeatable line-up awaits viewers this 
month including new exclusive series, festive 
titles and binge-able premium entertainment 
that will surely fit everyone’s interest such as 
Your Honor starring Bryan Cranston, Power 
Book II: Ghost, Season 1, Penny Dreadful : City of 
Angels, exclusive series like Harley Quinn and all 
time bingeable shows like Two and a half men, 
Fraiser, Everybody Loves Raymond in addition 
to a franchise of premium entertainment on the 
platform that includes The Gofather Triology, 
Mission Impossible (all parts), Transformers (all 
parts), The Dark Knight Triology, The Lord of The 
Rings Triology, Jack Reacher (all parts) as well as 
the Star Trek franchise. Viewers can also enjoy a 
series of holiday movies on STARZPLAY including 
Christmas matchmakers, The Santa Claus, 
Staging Christmas, A Christmas Carol amongst 

others. On Arabic content front, we will be adding 
an amazing line-up of Arabic content including 
shows like Halawat Duniya, Hajar Jahanam, 
Talat Rohee, La Tatfa Alshams and Grand Hotel. 

What are your expectations from the market?
Even with full social and work activity 

resuming, we see streaming numbers almost 2.5 
to 2.75 times now compared to January. Average 
daily consumption per user is at a solid 110 
minutes (as against 35 minutes in January), which 
could be the current average for the industry in 
the UAE/Gulf markets.

The future of SVOD industry is robust, and we 
are certain that we will continue to entertain our 
fan base in the MENA region with local as well 
as international content. According to industry 
reports, video streaming will make up 80 per 
cent of internet traffic by the year 2022. 

Today, the combination of internet, 
smartphones and streaming technologies is 
triggering the shift from linear to OTT platforms, 
more so now with the current situation. Secondly, 
millennials and youth are shifting towards online 
streaming and that’s where the future market is. 
Perhaps, the key driving factor for us is that youth 
form the largest demographic of the region.

STARZPLAY, a regional business that has disrupted...
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Come Christmastime, it can be difficult to carve out 
some time for holiday cheer and putting up festive 
decorations. With the hustle and bustle of life, it’s 

important to find a way to celebrate the holidays that meets 
both your budget and your schedule. To get a wonderful 
Christmas holiday atmosphere, there are a few things you 
can do to make the home feel cozy, special, and decorative. 
Below are some ideas for quick and simple ways to add a 
lovely holiday look and feel to your home that allows you to 
truly enjoy the winter season.

Decorate Everything with Bows
You can get cheap bows at dollar stores and discount 

shops. Tie generous ribbons to chair backs, candlesticks, 
picks in plants, and wreaths. You can also tie ribbons to 
garlands, basket handles, drapery tie-backs, stair railings, and 
even doorknobs. Bows are an easy and festive look, and the 

ribbon colors and patterns you choose should go together 
with the rest of your decorating scheme.

When it comes to colors, you don’t have to stick with 
red and green. Choose plaids or florals that tie in with the 
Christmas theme. If you can’t find anything that looks quite 
right, you can also consider metallic silver or gold.

It’s also important to choose a ribbon that you can untie 
and re-tie each year. This will save money in the long run, and 
you’ll end up with a good collection of ribbons over time. 
When the holidays are over, untie the ribbons and press them 
lightly. The bows won’t get crushed and the ribbons will be 
ready when you want to take them out the next year. You can 
also look into making your own floral bows of all sizes using 
wire. By using wire to make your bows, you can get crafty and 
attach them to many objects.

Use Holiday Tableware for December Meals
For a festive dinner table, look through your cupboards 

and get out any dishes that fit the holiday theme. Discount 
stores often carry many name brand China as well as fun 
winter designs that are not so common. This is a great way to 
start a set of holiday dishes with dinner plates that coordinate 
with your everyday dishes.

Every year, you can add to your theme by adding pieces 
like salad plates and mugs. To keep the theme going, 
purchase one or two place settings every year until you 
can serve a full feast. If you’re feeling adventurous, choose 
a different pattern and one place setting each year. Then, 
arrange different dishes around the table and use them as 
decor when they’re not in use.

Turn off the Lights
Arrange a generous amount of candles on the dining ta-

ble. Even if you are just having leftovers, you can dine by can-
dlelight and feel that your meal is special. When it comes to 
lighting, you can also burn a fire in the fireplace each evening, 
and encourage family and friends to gather around. Activities 
like reading, homework, writing Christmas cards, and even a 
brief snooze are great around the fireplace.

In your bathroom, you can also put together a pillar of 
candles on the sink or around the tub. Take some time to 
relax, soak, and enjoy. 

Christmas garland
Put a wreath or some type of holiday swag on every door 

you have. Start with the front door to welcome guests, and 
then go to the back door. You can also hang wreaths over the 
mantle, in front of windows, and on bedroom doors. With all 
of these options, you can put wreaths on both sides of the 
door if you wish. Wreaths can be used in various forms, such 
as real pine, holly, grapevine, or decorated with bows. They 
can also be decorated with berries, fruit, pine cones, raffia, 
ornaments, birds, photos, and even candy. To keep wreaths 
year after year, buy artificial ones that will last a lifetime, and 
remember to store them properly.

Use Christmas Colors
Of course, it is imperative that you put up a Christmas tree 

for the right holiday vibe. You can use an artificial tree, a real 
one, or a very small desk tree if you are concerned about size. 
For decorations, drape real or artificial garlands on railings, 
over mirrors, on the top of armoires, and along the mantle. 
Use additional ornaments to add wonderful color to your 
home to make the season extra special.

Easy ways to add 

Christmas spirit into your home


