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The government’s contentious 
public debt law, which 
would allow it to borrow 

on international debt markets has 
repeatedly been thwarted in parliament 
by lawmakers opposed to the bill.

Draft of the debt law, which has 
been languishing in parliament since 
2018, is considered critical to help 
the government overcome existing 
budget and fiscal deficits stemming 
from sustained low oil revenues, as 
well as to tide over the economic 
exigencies arising from the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic. In July, the 
government made its latest attempt to 
obtain approval from the parliament’s 

finance and economic committee by 
submitting a revised version of the bill. 

However, it is very likely that the 
new bill could face the same fate as 
previous attempts with lawmakers 

remaining unconvinced about its 
urgency and blaming the government 
for not revealing how it plans to spend 
the borrowed money. 
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More than 100,000 expatriates 
who were employed in fake 

companies will have to leave the 
country by the end of the year, after 
authorities referred nearly 450 such 
companies to the public prosecution 
on charges of selling visas.

Investigation reveals that these 
companies had no commercial activity 
and yet a total of 100,000 workers 
were sponsored by them. Authorities 
say the files of these companies were 
closed as the expat workers were 

not employed by these companies 
and instead only purchased the 
sponsorship from them.

It was also discovered that many farms 
were a source of visa trading as work 
visas were issued but the employees 
were working elsewhere. Many persons 
managed to leave the country after 
realising that the companies were under 
investigation, while many others were 
said to be waiting for flights to resume in 
order to depart. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10
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Over 100,000 expats on fake 
company visas to lose jobs
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Noor Al-Obaid turned savior to a 
group of around 72 Indian workers 
that were living out in the open 

beside a building in Farwaniya. Noor, 
a young Kuwaiti human rights activist, 
popularly known by her social media handle 
@noorthatbakes, found out about them 
through an Instagram contact.

The group of workers, hoping to get 
deported, went to the amnesty center but 
did not have the necessary clearance to 
leave the country due to missing paperwork. 
Having left their accommodation, they were 
stranded with no place to stay – homeless 
and hopeless.

Noor explains “There were about 40 
workers in the beginning and then they 
slowly increased. I am guessing as they 
realized we were there just to help, and we 
were offering a helping hand, they saw what 
we could do and realized we could be trusted. 
So, a lot more started to come forward and 
the numbers just kept increasing. In the three 
days that we were in touch with them it went 
from 40 to 50 to 60 and then 72. And I am 
pretty sure there are some more that are too 
scared to step forward.”

The diverse group of workers coming 
from different parts of India and different 
companies managed to survive without 
a roof over their heads, living on the 
generosity of a nearby restaurant and 
building dwellers.

Noor and her team of volunteers – Hanson 
Aranha, Jithin Jacob, Dominque Dias, Kidwai 
Ahmad, Faraz Riaz and Sammar Hussein, 
reached out to them and first supplied 
them with meals. She also helped one of 
the restaurants that was feeding these 
workers for free, despite incurring losses, by 
paying them for the meals to support their 
endeavors.

By approaching different sources like the 
Indian Embassy, the Ministry of Interior and 
media outlets, Noor kept pushing for a solution. 
Her online plea for assistance went viral.

Finally, 6 of the workers had their amnesty 
approved and made it to a deportation 
center. All thanks to Noor who cared enough 
and fought hard enough with her team to 
make a difference. The rest are now waiting 
by the Indian Embassy for a solution to their 
situation.

Noor is not giving up and is continuing to 
do her best by pursuing the Indian Embassy 
and several other government entities. 
She also has a whole team of lawyers and 
social workers driving efforts to help find a 
solution. But finding a way out is extremely 
challenging.

The worker’s sponsors are corporations 
that are withholding their papers which is 
against the law. They are going to be fined 
and the person in charge will be tried with jail 
time, according to Noor.

“Doing what I do, it is not easy to balance 
everything. I have like 12 things to do daily. 
But I always feel like it is such a priority for me 
to give back, speak up for those that cannot 
and to be the voice for those whose voices 
aren’t heard.

It’s honestly something that I have learnt 
growing up because my mother has always 
taught us that you have to give back to be 
a productive member of society and to be a 
productive member of society doesn’t mean 
that you are just sitting here making your 
money. At the end of the day you are not 
taking your money to the grave. You are here 
to make a difference to the world and that is 
what I constantly preach and tell people. You 
need to have a little bit of humanity.”

This is not the first time that Noor, who 
introduces herself on Instagram as “a small 
but fierce human rights activist with an 
appetite, food and beverage consultant 
and future UN ambassador” has pulled off 
something like this.

Noor started her community service 
efforts at the tender age of 14 with “Bake 
and Educate”, a non-profit organization that 
aims to educate children via food. She was 
the youngest Kuwaiti to start a non-profit 
organization. Due to her age, she struggled 
to find the right partners at first but with 
persistence, her efforts paid off and in 2014 
“Bake and Educate” was recognized by the 
UNDP. Till date, the initiative has helped close 
to 500 students cover tuition fees.

Noor highlights “You are brought into this 
world to make a difference and you want to 
know that you have done something that 
has helped someone's life be better. If you 
are blessed even a little more than them then 
why not help them. For me that’s my logic. 

Even if you don’t have much always pay it 
forward. Paying it forward is my motto in life.”

Since 17 March of this year, Noor and 
her team of volunteers kicked off food and 
grocery distributions to those in need. In 63 
days since, partnering with local restaurants, 
businesses and generous donors, they have 
successfully managed to distribute 6,325 
meals and provision packs for 90 families and 
groups in need across Kuwait.

Noor does not want to rest here. 
“Hopefully we will be able to find more 
(workers) and help as many as possible but 
the problem is with the lockdown it is a little 
difficult as it is very difficult to get permits but 
I am still working on it.”

The team did not get much help from 
the government because they go through 
channels like the Red Crescent or government 
based initiatives and all of them were focused 
on Mahboula and Jleeb Al Shyoukh which 

were under complete lockdown.
However, she did get some help from 

a friend in the Ministry of Interior who 
supported by helping distribute a few of the 
meals when they didn’t have enough time or 
bandwidth. Also, there were occasions when 
police cars would stop and help volunteers 
organize and distribute. “They came out to 
help on their own knowing that we were 
doing something good.” Noor explained.

She is extremely grateful to the volunteers 
and businesses that supported the team’s 
efforts by donating such a large number 
of meals, some at short notice and often 
providing extra meals that they could spare. 
Some of the generous restaurants included 
Singapura, Nomou, On the Roto and China 
Metro.

When speaking about her predictions 
for the months to come she says “I honestly 
don’t know how the situation is going to be 
in the upcoming months or the year. Because 
I don’t know how long its going to last. And 
not knowing is going to leave everyone in 
a state of shock I feel. And coming out of it, 
everyone is going to be scrambling for a job.

And most people are going to try and 
save or scrounge as much money as they 
possibly can because they took such intense 
losses during this crisis. I don’t really know but 
it feels like its going to take us months to get 
back to normal post-Covid just because we 
don’t really know how to react and how to 
deal with our daily lives again because we 
have been out of it for so long.”

Noor is a great example of how a small 
movement can bring about a huge change. 

You are brought into 
this world to make a 

difference and you want 
to know that you have 
done something that 
has helped someone’s 

life be better.

LOCAL

A Kuwaiti Samaritan 
             to the rescue of 

homeless Indians
Noor Al-Obaid: Paying it Forward is my Motto in Life

BY NITA BHATKAR CHOGLE 
SPECIAL TO THE TIMES, KUWAIT
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More than 4,000 Kuwaitis 
have registered on the 

online platform, ‘Kuwaitis 
without salaries’ which was 
launched by the social affairs 
ministry two weeks ago.  

Speaking about the 
unprecedented response, 
the Undersecretary at the 
Ministry of Social Affairs, 
Abdul Aziz Shuaib, said the 
ministry initiated the program 
to examine the cases of those 
affected financially by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

He added that the ministry 
studied the various cases 
and provided public aid to a 
portion of those registered, 
while the other segment 
of those registered will be 
handled by the Public Affairs 
for Manpower and the Public 
Institution for Social Security. 
The undersecretary pointed 
out that those citizens who 
desire public aid from the 
ministry should update their 
data by September. 

However, he added that the 
ministry was willing to extend 

the deadline if the response 
proved overwhelming. “We are 
waiting to see what happens 
during the next phase of 
the government’s five-stage 
plan to return the country to 
normalcy.

He noted that the ministry 
would never resort to 
stopping or reducing public 
aid and that even during the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis it has 
never been late in distributing 
aid. Many beneficiaries have 
had funds deposited in their 

accounts in the last week, said 
Mr. Shuaib.

The Minister of Social 
Affairs recently announced a 
government proposal to create 
an online platform that would 
allow every citizen affected by 
the pandemic to register their 
data so that the concerned 
government entities could 
evaluate each individual case. 
The program was initiated 
during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and is slated to continue until 
the pandemic is over. 

Divorces surpass 
marriages in Kuwait

Over 4,000 register as 
‘Kuwaitis without salaries’

Last week the Ministry of Interior (MoI) 
launched a smartphone app to organize 

services and speed up transactions for citizens 
and expatriates at the General Traffic Department.

The new ‘Traffickw’ app provides users with 
notifications of indirect traffic violations, facilitates 
payment for violations, and provides information 
on the location and type of traffic disruption on 
major roads around Kuwait, so that people can 
avoid those routes and reduce congestion there.

The app also enables people to book test 
dates for obtaining a driver’s license, reserve 
an appointment for vehicle licensing, as well 
as submit requests and obtain forms related to 
driving licenses. The app also provides for the 
submission of complaints, suggestions, and 
provides route maps to locate traffic departments 
in all six governorates of the country.

The statement quoted the Undersecretary 
of the Ministry of Interior, Lieutenant General 
Issam Al-Naham, as saying that Deputy Prime 
Minister and Minister of Interior and Minister of 

State for Cabinet Affairs Anas Al-Saleh is keen to 
continue technological development and raise 
the level of services within the security institution, 
especially the speedy completion of transactions.
The Assistant Director-General of the General 
Directorate of Traffic for Traffic Regulation and 
Licensing Affairs, Brigadier Yusef Al-Khadda, also 
provided a detailed explanation about the services 
provided by the app and process to register on the 
app to achieve maximum benefit.

Parliament approves several 
bills in marathon session

Following a 12-hour marathon session 
on Thursday, the National Assembly 
approved a series of bills, while 

rejecting or amending others.
Bill to amend salaries of employees 
rejected: An amendment to the bill on 
salaries of employees in the private sector 
was rejected by parliament. The amendment 
sought to reduce the salaries of private-
sector employees by 50 percent and to 
force employees to take unpaid leave. Many 
employers state that the amendment was a 
financial measure needed to cope with the 
economic repercussions brought about by 
the COVID-19 pandemic.
Bill to ban eviction of tenants: A bill that 
restrains building owners from evicting 

tenants who are unable to pay their rents 
during the lockdown imposed by the 
government was passed by parliament, 
provided the rented space was not used 
within this period. An amendment to the rent 
law was also passed by the Assembly so that 
tenants could delay their rent payment or get 
authorization from court to pay the rent in 
installments. A special judge will be entrusted 
to decide on the mode of payment as per his 
evaluation of individual cases.
Bill for Right to Information: A bill that 
would allow citizens to obtain information 
from the government was approved by 
parliament. The bill on ‘Right to Information’ 
states that any citizen has the right to request 
for information from the authorities, provided 

such information is not confidential such 
as those related to the Kuwait Army or on 
matters of national security.

On receiving such a request for 
information, the concerned minister will issue 
a decision whether to release the requested 
information or not. On the other hand, the 
citizen has the right to submit a complaint to 
the Council of Ministers if he is not satisfied 
with the decision of the ministry. The citizen 
can also resort to the courts, which will 
then decide if the needed information is 
confidential or not.
Bill to tackle family violence: A bill aimed 
at combating family-violence was approved 
in its first reading with the second reading to 
be held during the next session on 12 August. 

The bill amends Law No.16/1960 on family-
violence with a new article, which specifies 
that penalties stated in the old law will be 
doubled on a member of the family who 
attacks another member if the victim is a 
minor, mentally challenged or elderly.

For the first time in the country’s history 
since statistics on marriages began to be 
compiled, divorces exceeded the number 

of marriages in Kuwait.
Figures for the month of July from the Legal 

Documentation Department at the Ministry of 
Justice, show that there were 818 divorces during 
the month compared to 622 marriages.

Marriage counselors and other social 
psychologists say that the rise in divorce rates can 
be partially attributed to marital problems arising 
between husband and wife during the coronavirus 
induced lockdown period, as they are forced to 
remain cooped up in their homes for weeks and 
months together. Other possible reasons for the 
nearly 4 divorces for every 3 marriages during July 
could be increasing financial problems as a result 
of the lockdown. Often faced with no income or 
little revenue due to job redundancies and failing 
businesses, many couples end up arguing over 

money matters that lead to marital discord.
The fewer number of marriages in July could 

also be the result of the lockdown as restrictions 
relevant authorities on social gatherings to 
prevent the spread of the coronavirus. Many 
couples were reluctant to get married without 
their friends and families present at traditional 
wedding gatherings.

MoI launches Traffic 
app to facilitate services

Following the Directorate-General of 
Civil Aviation’s (DGCA) decision to ban 

passengers arriving from 31 countries, airlines 
and ticketing agencies have had to refund 
around 10,000 air tickets to passengers stranded 
abroad and to those wanting to travel abroad.

Thousands of expatriates residing in Kuwait 
are expected to cancel their reservations to 
travel abroad for fear that they will not be 
able to re-enter Kuwait, said a travel office 
representative. He added that the decision by 
DGCA and the health authorities has created an 

economic catastrophe and huge losses for some 
airlines and travel offices. Describing the DGCA 
decision as “hasty and ill-conceived”, he asked 
“how the health authorities in Kuwait can allow 
citizens and residents to travel to the banned 
countries, and at the same time stop expatriates 
from these countries arriving in Kuwait”.

The DGCA decision to ban flights from 
the 31 countries was announced shortly after 
commercial flight operations were resumed at 
the start of August after a suspension of over four 
months.

More than 10,000 
air tickets to be refunded
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We were all anxious and 
stressed about the 
Coronavirus, COVID-19. As 

part of the health measures to combat 
the pandemic, people have been 
donning face masks, washing their 
hands regularly and using sanitizers. 
And now, most of the countries have 
almost returned to normal life. But is 
the virus still a threat?

Yes, many countries worry about a 
second wave of the coronavirus. The 
virus is still here and all we can do at 
this time is to create an immunity 
against it naturally. While saying that, I 
want you to think that our immunity is 
our greatest weapon today, and if we 
do not take in foods to give it a boost, 
we will be prone to the negative effects 
again. Our immune system is the one 
responsible for protecting your body 
from harmful substances, germs and 
cell changes that could make you ill. 
Hence, the right nutrition is a necessity. 

You heard a lot about some vital 
vitamins and minerals for the past 
months, take some time to know 
about the essential ones needed at 
this stage? 

Vitamins:
Vitamin A: Found in carrots, mango, 
sweet potatoes, tuna, beef meat, tofu 
and whole grains.
Vitamin C: Found in broccoli, 
tomatoes, capsicums (green, red and 
yellow), zucchinis, lemons and oranges. 
Vitamin D: Found in shrimps, sardine, 
salmon, egg yolk, cow’s milk and soya 
milk, mushrooms, chicken breast and 
all kinds of cheeses.
Vitamin E: Found in olive oil, olives, 

avocadoes, almonds, walnuts, nuts, 
peanut butter, sunflower seeds, sesame 
seeds, tuna, salmon and sardine. 

Minerals:
Zinc: Found in beef and veal meat, 
eggs, dark chocolate, avocadoes, kajo, 
pumpkin seeds. 

Iron: Found in beef meat, liver meat, 
lentils, egg yolks, beans (white, red, 
black and soya), spinach and rocket 
leaves. 
Copper: Found in liver meat and liver 
chicken, oysters and almonds.
Selenium: Found in fish, chicken 
breast, turkey, cottage cheese, brown 

rice and oats.
So, putting all together, we can say 

that a clean balanced diet filled with 
foods rich in minerals and vitamins is 
recommended now more than never! 
Stay away from processed food and 
artificial products that will weaken 
your immune system and fill your 

body with toxins. Protect yourself and 
your loved ones.

Mira is a go-to source for nutrition and 
wellness and writes a weekly column in The 
Times Kuwait on nutrition and also answers 
your  queries. You can send in your questions to 

infotimeskuwait@gmail.com

Build your immune system 
during the pandemic

To subscribe to my diet programs, 
don’t forget to log in to: 

www.eatlikemira.com.

Ask Mira: Eating Right to Live Happy & Healthy

 Thought
  for the         e

week
- Confucius

“He who wished to secure 
the good of others, 

Has already secured his own.”

Mistakes to Avoid 
When Making Slow 

Cooker Dump Dinners

For the uninitiated, dump dinners are a mealtime game-changer. 
They are just what they sound like — impossibly easy dinners 
that require zero upfront prep (save for chopping a veggie or 

two), where the ingredients are dumped into the slow cooker and left 
to cook uninterrupted. To make sure they are as easy as promised, you 
will want to avoid these dump dinner mistakes.

Starting with frozen meat: Despite the long cook time with 
some slow cooker dump dinners, starting with uncooked frozen meat 

is always off-limits. 
Putting frozen meat 
in a slow cooker 
without thawing 
it first runs the risk 
of harmful bacteria 
multiplying in the 
meat while it’s in the 
danger zone — the 
temperature range 
between 4.4 °Celsius 
and 60 °Celsius.

Follow this tip: If 
meat is frozen, always 
give it a chance to 
thaw completely 
before starting a 
dump dinner. If meat 
is still frozen, there 
are always plenty of 
vegetarian dump 
dinner options (and 
unlike the meat, the 
veggies can go in 
frozen!).

Picking the wrong 
recipe for your 
schedule: Do 
not confuse dump 
dinners for all-day 
slow cooker recipes. 

Just like any other slow cooker recipe, the time required for dump 
dinners can vary greatly. While there are plenty of dump dinners that 
can cook all day while you are at work or school, there are others that 
come together in a couple of hours.

Follow this tip: Remember that not all dump dinners take the same 
amount of time to cook, so pick recipes based on your schedule. Some 
only need two to three hours, while some cook all day for upwards of 
eight to 10 hours.

Forgetting about ingredient swaps: Drop dinners are the 
easiest type of slow cooker recipes you can make, which also means 
these meals come with a high degree of versatility and flexibility. If you 
don’t have everything on a recipe’s ingredient list, there is no need to 
make a special trip to the store. There is a way to make drop dinners 
work with what you have on hand if you are smart about swaps.

Follow this tip: Ingredients can often be varied, so shop your pantry, 
fridge, or freezer for ingredient substitutes rather than spending extra 
money on missing ingredients. For example, if you are making a recipe 
that calls for sweet potatoes, you can always swap in another root 
vegetable, like carrots, white potatoes, or turnips, or use hearty kabocha 
squash or pumpkin in place of butternut. Try white beans instead of 
chickpeas, or kidney beans in place of black beans. The same goes for 
pasta — other tube shapes, like penne or rigatoni, make a fine swap 
for ziti. Boneless chicken thighs and boneless breasts can also be used 
interchangeably.
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The abrupt decision on 
August 2 by Directorate 
General of Civil Aviation 

(DGCA) to ban the arrival of 
non-Kuwaiti passengers from 31 
countries is to be reviewed every 
10 days. 

The review mechanism would 
be based on latest reports 
of coronavirus infection in a 
country by the World Health 
Organization and other relevant 
international organizations. 
Following each review the ban 
list would be updated, with new 
countries being added or existing 
countries removed from the list 
according to developments, said 
a source at DGCA.

As part of the review process, 
people from essential services 
such as doctors, nurses, teachers 
and judges could also be excluded 

from the banned list and allowed 
to return on a fast-track. The 
ministries of Foreign Affairs, Health 
and Education are understood to 
have requested for the exclusion 
of certain categories of expatriates 
from the list of banned countries.

The Ministry of Health (MoH) 
is reported to have sent a circular 
to various healthcare facilities 
to submit within a week the 
details of expatriate employees 
from 31 banned countries who 
are stranded outside Kuwait. 
The ministry has asked for full 
particulars of the employees 
including name, designation, civil 
ID number, nationality and status 

of residency permit of the worker. 
MoH officials will then ascertain 
which staff are essential and 
forward those names to the MoI 
and other relevant authorities in 
order to expedite their return to 
the country. 

The 31 countries from which 
passengers are currently banned 
from arriving in Kuwait are: India, 
Iran, China, Brazil, Columbia, 
Armenia, Bangladesh, the 
Philippines, Syria, Spain, Singapore, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Sri 
Lanka, Nepal, Iraq, Mexico, 
Indonesia, Chile, Pakistan, Egypt, 
Lebanon, Hong Kong, Italy, North 
Macedonia, Moldova, Panama, 
Peru, Serbia, Montenegro, 
Dominican Republic and Kosovo.

Three-stage plan for expat 
return: The Ministry of Interior 
(MoI) is said to be drawing up 
a three-stage plan to organize 
the return of expatriates into the 
country so as to avoid crowding 
at the airport and at immigration 
counters. The first stage would 
give priority to those whose jobs 
are considered crucial to the 
country, such as doctors, nurses, 
judges, prosecutors and teachers. 
The MoI is reportedly in the 
process of gathering details of 
essential expatriates from various 
various ministries to prepare a list 
for their return.

The second stage would 
comprise families of those residing 
in the country and holding Article 
22 (Dependent) visa, as well 
as heads of families who hold 
residency permits in accordance 
with Article 18 and with wives and 
children residing in the country. 
The third and last stage would 

include the remaining expats 
looking to return to Kuwait and 
holding valid visas.

The foreign affairs ministry is 
also said to have requested the 
MoI to set up a mechanism for 
renewing the expired residencies 
of expatriates whose sponsors 
wish to bring them to Kuwait, 
as well as facilitate the entry of 
expats who were issued new visas 
and those who are on new work 
contracts. 

Around 40,000 expatriates 
are reportedly stranded outside 
Kuwait due to their inability to 
renew their expired residency 
permits. According to data from 
the DGCA, a total of 203,967 
passengers departed through 
Kuwait airport between March16 
and July 31 of this year.

Meanwhile, the MoI has 
announced that all types of visas 
issued prior to the suspension of 
services from Kuwait International 
Airport on March 13 will be 
considered canceled. Those 
who obtained visas for family, 
work, tourism, commercial or 
government before March 13 
will now need to submit new 
visa applications based on new 
procedures and terms that are set 
to be announced shortly.

Ban history: On the morning of 
August 2, the DGCA unexpectedly 
announced that non-Kuwaiti 
passengers from 31 countries 
would not be allowed to enter the 
country whether they were flying 
directly or via transit from other 
countries. The decision was later 
amended to allow passengers 
to fly into Kuwait provided they 
stayed in countries not on the 

banned list for at least 14 days 
prior to their arrival in Kuwait. 

The arriving passengers 
would also have to conduct a 
PCR test and carry a certificate 
from approved health facilities 
to show they were not infected 
with the COVID-19 virus. The 
certificate’s validity should also 
not exceed 72 hours between 
the test date and arriving date to 
Kuwait. The arriving passengers 
will also have to register in the 
government’s Shlonik application 
before boarding the plane and all 
passengers must adhere to home 
quarantine for 14 days on arrival in 
the country.

However, representatives from 
various industries in Kuwait have 
called on the government to revise 
the 14-day quarantine rule. They 
point out that foreign specialist 
technicians and engineers who 
are needed to maintain the 
heavy machinery used in factory 
production lines are refusing 
to come to Kuwait. Foreign 
companies that have contracted 
to maintain equipment or have 
provided warranty on machines 
say that they cannot afford to 
have their employees remaining 
in quarantine for two weeks while 

they have work elsewhere around 
the world.  

The DGCA ban has also been 
criticised for its abruptness and 
the arbitrary nature of the list 
as many countries on the list, as 
some of these countries have 
fewer infections than Kuwait. The 
Chairman of Kuwait Travel and 
Tourism Agencies Association 
(KTTAA) Mohammad AlMutairi 
said the decision was unjustified 
and came without any prior notice 
to passengers on the morning of 
the day of flight resumption. He 
added, “The cancellation of flights 
and disruption of passengers’ 
interests in this manner did not 
happen in any other country 
around the world during the 
COVID-19 crisis”.

However, sources at DGCA 
justified the surprise decision 
and said the measures were 
implemented quickly after 
taking into consideration the 
rapid and daily evolving global 
pandemic situation. The source 
added that the decision was in 
the best interests of the health 
and safety of the country, and 
other countries did not protest as 
they understood it as a sovereign 
decision of Kuwait.

LOCAL

Ban on expatriates from 
31 countries to be reviewed

203,967: The number 
of passengers who 
departed through 
Kuwait airport between 
March16 and July 31 of 
this year.
40,000: The number 
of expatriates said to be 
stranded abroad due to 
visa expiry.
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The Head of Parliament’s Finance and Economic 
panel, Safa Al-Hashem, has already raised her 
objections to the bill and reiterated criticism of the 
government for not outlining investment plans and 
failing to diversify state revenues away from oil. “Let 
me tell you from now that the general tendency [in 
parliament] is to reject it, because until now, you 
haven’t been able to convince everybody, including 
the people,” Al-Hashem is reported to have said. 

Analysts believe that without parliament’s 
approval for the debt law bill, the government would 
be left with very few options to help it meet current 
liquidity needs or reduce its recurring budget deficits. 
Global rating agency, S&P Global Ratings, recently 
lowered its outlook for Kuwait from a stable AA- to 
a negative score.  Citing “risks stemming from fiscal 
pressure” and forecasting that the budget deficit 
could widen to 40 percent of GDP this fiscal year, S&P 
said that the government’s General Reserve Fund 
(GRF), which is the main source of budget financing, 
would not be enough to cover the fiscal shortfall.

Well-placed sources in the finance ministry 
confirm that over the years the government has been 
drawing down from the GRF to tide over concurrent 

budget deficits. In the last six years until fiscal year 
2019/2020 the government is reported to have 
withdrawn as much as KD48 billion from the GRF. 

According to sources, the fund has dwindled to 
such an extent that it can no longer shore-up budget 
deficits, let alone meet new liquidity crunches facing 
the government. 

In response to the downgrade by S&P, Kuwait’s 
Finance Minister Barak Al-Sheetan said that the future 
outlook by the agency “is an automatic result of low 
liquidity in state reserves.” He added, “The executive 
and legislative powers are now working on finding 
solutions for this challenge and the government is 
looking forward to the cooperation of lawmakers.” 

The fall in oil revenues since the precipitous price 
dip in mid-2014, and which persisted in a ‘lower-for-
longer’ scenario until well into 2016, led to recurring 
budget and fiscal deficits that the government was 
able to smooth-over each time by dipping into the 
GRF. In 2017, faced with a continued deficit budget 
and falling oil revenue, the government decided to 
approach the international debt market with a dual 
tranche sovereign bond offering for a total of US$8 
billion. The offering was hugely successful and was 
oversubscribed with orders of around $20 billion. 
However, since October 2017, when the provision 

for borrowing on international markets ran out, the 
government has struggled to win approval from 
parliament for an amended public debt law.

With very few options on the table the 
government could struggle to provide much-
needed support to the country’s economy and 
overcome the economic and financial repercussions 
on the market from the COVID-19 pandemic. In mid-
March, at the first signs that COVID-19 pandemic 
would impact Kuwait’s economy, the government 
along with the Central Bank and other local banks 
announced a slew of measures aimed at bolstering 
the market and stimulating the economy.

With uncharacteristic alacrity, Kuwait’s cabinet 
promptly approved a draft law authorizing KD500 
million additional budget funding to ministries and 
state agencies for the fiscal year 2020/2021. The 
Central Bank followed suit by reducing the repo rate 
to a historic low of 1.5 percent and the Kuwait Banking 
Association announced a moratorium on bank loans. 
Small and medium entrepreneurs as well as retail 
clients of local banks, both citizens and expatriates, 
were granted a freeze on loan repayments, including 
a waiver of interest and late-payment charges, for a 
period of up to six months.

However, the government’s stimulus package 

and support does not appear to have boosted the 
market’s sentiment. The latest monthly review on 
the health of markets in the region by the Kuwait 
Financial Centre showed that in July, despite the the 
easing of lockdown and recent positive trends seen 
in most markets of the six-nation Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) bloc, Kuwait continued to remain in 
negative territory, with the Kuwait All Share index 
registering a decline of 3.2 percent for the month. 
The earnings numbers released so far also added to 
the negative sentiment. During the first-half of 2020, 
two of Kuwait’s biggest companies, National Bank 
of Kuwait and Zain registered a decline in net profit 
by 46.9 percent year-on-year (y/y) and 14 percent 
y/y respectively decline.  With oil prices, which form 
the mainstay of Kuwait’s economy, still remaining 
sluggishly low the government’s ability to further 
support the market remains severely constrained. 

Though oil price at the end of July 2020 was up 5.2 
percent from a month earlier and stood at US43.3 per 
barrel, this is nowhere close to what Kuwait needs 
to balance its budget and sustain the economy. 
Approval of the public debt law in parliament would 
give authorities a much-needed economic respite, 
but lawmakers apparently feel the government does 
not merit any breathing space.

New Debt Law critical to revive economy

Dear friends,

When ASEAN was established 53 years ago, few could have 
imagined the success of ASEAN today. 

Over the past half century, ASEAN has time and again shown 
the strength of unity and resilience. 

An ASEAN embracing 10 brotherly nations has turned 
Southeast Asia from a land of discord to a land of concord, from 
confrontation to cooperation, and from poverty to dynamic 
development. 

Today, the ASEAN Community is a big family of six hundred 
and fifty million people with a combined GDP of three trillion 
US dollars. 

Translating its vision into actions, ASEAN has been promoting 
both the interest of our peoples and peace and prosperity in the 
Asia - Pacific. 

ASEAN is now at a critical juncture. The new dynamism in our 
geo-strategic landscape, emerging regional and global issues 
require ASEAN to be ever more cohesive and responsive. 

Shoulder to shoulder, we can rise above any challenge and 
move ASEAN forward. Therefore, we should redouble our efforts 
to strengthen our Community, while proactively and effectively 
promote our ties with the dialogue partners. 

We should also ensure an ASEAN-centered regional architecture 
that is open, transparent, inclusive and rules-based.

This year marks the 25th Anniversary of Viet Nam’s 
participation in ASEAN. Our commitment and experience in the 
past 25 years enable us to make more proactive contributions 
to ASEAN. 

Under Vietnam’s Chairmanship this year, a cohesive and 
responsive ASEAN has taken well-coordinated measures to 
protect the health of our peoples and revive our economies. 
ASEAN has led regional efforts in fighting the Covid-19 
pandemic, innovated our operations, and further deepened our 
external relations, thus elevated ASEAN international standing. 

With the ‘Think Community, Act Community’ approach, 
let us continue to work closely with each other and with our 
partners and friends across the world to build a strong and 
united ASEAN that is indispensable for peace and prosperity in 
our region and beyond.

Thank you.

The new Ambassador of the 
State of Kuwait to ASEAN, 
Abdulwahab Abdullah Al 

Sager, stressed that Kuwait attaches 
importance to ASEAN and expressed 
the country’s keen interest to enhance 
cooperative relations with ASEAN and 
ASEAN Member States. This message 
was made during the presentation of 
his Letter of Credence to Secretary-
General of ASEAN Le Luong Minh at the 
ASEAN Secretariat on 17 March.

According to Ambassador Al Sager, 
Kuwait views ASEAN as an important 
regional organisation, with which 
his government wishes to pursue 
closer cooperation and relations. He 
also expressed his keen interest to 
participate in relevant and appropriate 
ASEAN activities organized in Jakarta or 
ASEAN Member States.

Secretary-General Minh 
congratulated Ambassador Al Sager 
on the start of his duty as Kuwait’s 
Ambassador to ASEAN and encouraged 

Kuwait to further explore practical 
cooperation activities with ASEAN 
and its Member States in the areas of 
mutual interest, including trade and 
investment. Furthermore, the Secretary-
General updated Ambassador Al Sager 
on the progress of ASEAN Community 
building as envisaged in the ASEAN 

Community Vision 2025 and ASEAN’s 
efforts to forge closer ties with external 
partners.

Secretary-General Minh and 
Ambassador Al Sager also exchanged 
views on the ways and means to 
enhance relations between ASEAN and 
Gulf Cooperation Council.

MESSAGE

By H.E. PHAM BINH MINH,
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of 
Vietnam (Chair of ASEAN 2020) on the occasion 
of the 53rd ASEAN Day (8 August 2020) 

Sibi George takes 
over as new 
Indian ambassador
to Kuwait

H.E. Sibi George arrived in Kuwait 
last week to take charge as the 

new Indian Ambassador to Kuwait. 
Sibi succeeded 
Ambassador 
Jeeva Sagar who 
completed a 
successful tenure in 
Kuwait and retired 
from his post on May 
31, 2020.

H E Sibi George, 
a 1993 batch Indian 
Foreign Service (IFS) 
officer, has been 
India’s Ambassador to Switzerland since 
2017. He was first appointed as political 
officer at Indian High Commission in 
Pakistan. He also has served  in various 
Indian missions in Cairo, Doha, Tehran, 
Riyadh and Washington DC in various 
capacities prior to his appointment as 
ambassador in Switzerland. He  hails from 
the south Indian state of Kerala.

Ambassador of Guyana H.E. Shamir 
Ally will be leaving Kuwait this week 

after completing a highly successful 
tenure in the country.

During his four-year tenure in Kuwait, 
Ambassador Ally endeared himself to 
the local Kuwaiti and expatriate residents 
with his charming personality and active 
participation in numerous local events.

Calling Kuwait a small nation with 
a big heart, Ambassador Ally noted 
that Kuwait’s role on the global stage 

was appreciated and praised by the 
international community.

Ambassador Ally added that his wife 
Maryann and he leave behind many 
friends and carry fond memories of a 
country they have grown to love during 
their tenure here.  Kuwait will sorely 
miss the smiling and cheerful couple 
as they depart with happy memories, 
while leaving behind an indelible 
mark on a country they have endeared 
themselves to.

Ambassador of Guyana
bids farewell to Kuwait

Kuwait seeks to enhance relationship with ASEAN
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Imagine leaving your home for a quick 
errand or for work, a family emergency or 
just a fun outing and coming back to find 

yourself locked out of your home with no way 
to enter. This is what hundreds of individuals 
and families faced since the airport in Kuwait 
was closed.

The Times spoke to a few of them to discuss 
the challenges they have to deal with since 
flights into the country were suspended and 
people were forced to stay where they were – 
many in foreign countries staying in hotels and 
running low on finances.

Karmen Meneses
Karmen, a Kuwaiti resident for the last 24 years, 
travelled to India in March 2020 to research 
schools for her daughter who was passing out 
of grade 10. It was meant to be a quick visit to 
look at the school campuses.

Travelling via Dubai on her way back, on 
March 6 she was told she could not fly back 
to Kuwait since she had to do the mandatory 
quarantine. Eligible for a visa on arrival in 
Dubai, she thought it would be best to spend 
the quarantine period in Dubai and then she 
could go back to Kuwait. Unfortunately, Kuwait 
closed its airport the very next day.

Karmen hung on hoping the airport 
would open shortly. After three weeks of 
living in a hotel, concerned about safety and 
with no clear indication on when the airport 
would open again, she felt it best to fly back 
to Goa where she could at least be at home. 
A investment bank employee, she has now 
spent three months with no clue on when she 
can come back.

Her daughter and husband are in Kuwait 
and Karmen is desperately waiting to get back 
and be with them. “The challenge is to stay 
positive which is difficult at times as I have 
never stayed away from home this long by 
myself ever. My daughter was turning 16 this 
April and we had big plans to celebrate her 
sweet 16.

It was very painful not to even be with my 
girl on her birthday, let alone celebrate. The 
challenge is not only for me being stuck here 
away from Kuwait but also for my entire family. 
My husband is doing a great job in my absence 
by multitasking between work and home and I 
know it is not easy.”

Karmen admits that she has broken down 
many times during this tough period and felt 
like she can’t go on for one more day. “But 
the thought of ‘hopefully soon’ returning to 
my family makes me stronger and positive. 
Working remotely helps as it keeps me busy 
and more than anything, having my siblings 
around close-by has made a big difference.”, 
she says.

Keen to be back she emphasizes, “I am 
looking forward to Kuwait opening up the 
skies so I can be with my family as soon as 
possible. So, when it happens, I will pick up my 
overnight bag which I travelled with and come 
home to my little world.”

Jumana Abbas
Jumana, a marketing veteran grew up in 
Kuwait and has been living here for the last 45 
years. She travelled to India on February 22nd 
to visit her parents and was scheduled to be 
back on March 7th.

At the Mumbai airport, while waiting to 
board, she was told that the flight to Kuwait was 
cancelled. And thus, began her long saga. She 
returned back to Pune and has been there since, 
waiting to hear when she could come back.

Working in advertising and retail for the 
last 25 years, she also lost her current job as 
a Marketing Manager at Al Yasra Fashions 
during this time. “If I was in Kuwait I would 
have tried and kept my job since I would be 
a more reliable asset to my company.” says 
Jumana.

Jumana’s husband and two children, 
aged 17 and 11 are in Kuwait. Her husband 
and children are Pakistanis so for them to join 
her in India is also impossible.

Being away from her family is a huge 
challenge and she highlights “The most 
important and biggest challenge is not 
being able to be with my children especially 
my daughter who is suffering from scoliosis 
and needs a female in the house since our 
house help left. Losing my job and having 
my husband’s business at standstill has made 
it financially very difficult. With all these 
uncertainties we had to make some tough 
decisions and had to reduce the wages of 
our house help after which she chose to 
leave us.”

Jumana understands that it’s beyond 
her control and means to do anything 
to get back sooner but can help feeling 
extremely lost and helpless. “The uncertainty 
of the situation is extremely depressing 
and frustrating. I would like to request the 
authorities to consider the return of expats 
who have issues such as mine. I am sure 
there are many like me who are stranded and 
would desperately like to reunite with their 
immediate family.”

Darwin D’cruz
Darwin left his two kids in the care of his 
72-year-old father in law when he and his 
wife needed to go to India to attend a funeral 

in the family. It was 
just a couple of 
days and they were 
flying back in via 
Dubai but when 
flights to Kuwait 
were suspended, 
they were forced to 
stay put in Dubai.

Working for a 
private company 
as a sales manager, Darwin has now been 
stuck in Dubai for over 3 months. “We are 
mentally stressed and financially drained out. 
What can be more worse than being away 
from kids for more than 3 months. This is 
the agony. I know Kuwait is trying to protect 
the people but for once on humanitarian 
grounds I would like them to think about 
people like us who are stuck outside and kids 
alone in Kuwait.” he says.

Darwin’s son also celebrated his birthday 
during this time. It was the first time since 
he was born that the family was away from 
each other for such a special occasion. 
Their neighbors were kind enough to 
make it special for the boy but still it was 
heartbreaking to be away from him.

“I am trying all the ways and means. I call 
the Consulate of Kuwait every week in a ray 
of hope and am also trying to call all the 
airlines possible too every week.” explained 
Darwin.

Javid Dalvi
With two young daughters all alone in 
Kuwait, Javid and his wife Samina, who were 
in India to attend the happy occasion of a 
family wedding, have been held up there 
since 28th February.

His daughters Ibtisaam and Suaad were to 
join them on the 4th of March but hearing 
about the impending lockdowns they made 
a family decision not to travel. Javid and 
Samina also preponed their return to the 7th 
of March. Unfortunately, at the airport they 
were informed of the flight cancellation.

Director of operations with Luai Al Abdul 
Razzak and Partners Co., Javid whose family 
has been in Kuwait since the 50s, explained 
that staying away for so long has its own 
challenges. Especially when a short holiday 
becomes a long stay. Luckily for them they 
are in their own home in Pune but adapting 
to the lockdown, restricted movement, and 
long queues for basic necessities, all took 
getting used to.

Javid highlights “For a person who has 

always been on the move, to stay within four 
walls gets very depressing at times. Yes, it’s 
hard and difficult.”

On the work front, he is sure he may have 
missed out a lot of opportunities for business 
development during this difficult time. “But, 
better late than never. Will do my best once I 
am back to Kuwait.” he says.

From the perspective of their daughters, 
one of the major challenges they faced early 
on was, when deliveries were not available, 
and things were not operating online. They 
had to go and shop physically and as both 
didn’t drive, were reliant on friends and 
shopping trips had to be planned according 
to their convenience. Also, the girls had to 
manage their own study or work schedules 
while managing the home front.

Ibtisaam adds “Having lived under the 
umbrella of our Mother always, it was a VERY 
tough first month as we had to learn how to 
do everything in the house. As days went by, 
we gradually had roles for each other that 
helped us divide the tasks at home and it 
kept us preoccupied most of the time. And 
of course, not a day would go by without us 
video calling our mother to find things in the 
kitchen and asking for recipes. But we are 
faced with a missed opportunity of family 
time. We hear all our friends talking about the 
good times with their families and it’s deeply 
saddening to have this taken away by a day. 
One thing for sure we will never forget is that 
some of our family friends always sent us 
food and were constantly checking upon us.”

On a positive note, Javid says “Life is always 
a learning. And this is the second lesson for 
my family and myself as the first was in 1990. 
We fought through it then, and InshaAllah 
we will overcome this situation also.”

Surraya and Salim Cyclewala
Salim Cyclewala a resident of Kuwait for 
the last 40 years and his wife Surraya are 
currently stuck in the UK. They came for a 
short ten days to be with their daughter who 
is pursuing her medical studies there. They 
have now completed over three and a half 
months with limited belongings away from 
their family in Kuwait.

Initially staying in a hotel, they decided 
to move into a rented apartment to ease 
the financial burden. They also continue to 
pay the rent of their apartment in Kuwait 
during this time. Being away for their 
printing business which is also locked 
down for this long period also has its own 
challenges. Their press workers continue to 
receive their salaries.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 8

Locked Out in 
Kuwait’s Lockdown
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Surraya says “We would like to be united with 
our family as soon as possible and for work to get 
back to normal.”

Babli Anand
Living alone in a hotel in Mumbai since 27th 
February, Babli Anand says “The biggest challenge 
is staying in a hotel because visitors are not 
allowed in my relatives’ apartment complexes. 
Lack of proper food. Lack of exercise (confined to 
one room). Unavailability of medicines. So many 
other issues.”

Babli travelled to attend to urgent legal matters 
and was to return on the 8th of March.

She currently spends her time keeping abreast 
with current news, trying to request the MOFA 
for an urgent return, and keeping track of flight 
schedules in both countries.

Lonely and in low spirits Babli highlights “I 
need to be back with my husband who is also 
living alone. It is very difficult to stay away from 

home especially during such trying times. I heard 
flights reopen in August. I am hoping Mumbai/
Kuwait Airports will open soon. Keeping my 
fingers crossed.”

Sudhir Menghani
“It’s very difficult to manage with 
2 small kids in such a difficult 
situation especially when my 
husband is not in the country. 
Especially arranging day today 
stuff and managing regular 
stuff in the Corona situation 
when the market and other 
commodities are not functioning 
well.” Explained Kanika Menghani 
whose husband Sudhir is stuck 
in India since 7th March. He went 
to attend his uncle’s funeral and could not come 
back due to the lockdown.

A mechanical engineer with KEO International 
Consultants, Sudhir has been a resident of Kuwait 
for the last 18 years.

Sudhir says “I tried to contact Kuwait Embassy 
in India, posted emails to MOFA, and other official 
websites but have no reply. I am also booked on 
Jazeera Airways for 2nd July 2020 at double the 

price. But am still not sure whether 
I will be able to fly or not.”

Since April 2020, it is also 
getting exceptionally difficult for 
them to manage finances. “It’s 
really a dire situation and I really 
don’t know how I can get back 
to my wife and kids.” said Sudhir. 
Locked down in Kuwait or locked 
out of Kuwait, the unprecedented 
challenges caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic remain 
enormous for all.

There have been some recent 
reports that the airports are likely to open and 
allow residents of Kuwait to return by August 2020.

We are still awaiting confirmation from the 
Government entities. With the aviation regulatory 
bodies issuing guidelines for safe travel and local 
testing, allowing people to come back may not be 
as risky. For the many locked out and away from 
their homes and families we can only hope for a 
quick return.

Locked Out in Kuwait’s Lockdown

In a bid to transform the demographic imbalance in the 
country and as part of the Kuwaitization drive to provide 
employment to nationals, the government plans to 

retrench over 50 percent of the expatriate workforce in the 
public sector, especially those working in non-technical fields.

In the first-phase, more than 50 percent of expats working 
for subcontractors, hired by governmental agencies, will be 
laid off in the coming three months. Earlier the government 
had shifted those hired directly by ministries to companies 
subcontracting to government ministries.

Speaking about the retrenchment, Head of the National 
Assembly Human Resources Development Committee, MP 
Khalil Al Saleh said,  “The committee has taken concrete steps 
to address the issue of demographic imbalance in the country 
and we have achieved what we agreed upon to solve the 
problem, especially since there are many expats  working in 
non-technical jobs in the governmental sector.”

He called on the Civil Services Commission to adhere to 
resolution 11/2017 that deals with achieving Kuwaitization 
in the public sector, which would lead to 100 percent of the 
public sector workforce being Kuwaiti.

The government began implementing its Kuwaitization 
policy in 2018, with the aim of shifting the workforce balance 
so that the majority of jobs in the country are done by Kuwaitis, 
and not expatriates as is currently the situation. However, the 
process has been slow and is being introduced in a gradual 
manner so as to not impact services provided by ministries 
and other government entities.

As of December 2019, there are 120,000 expats in the 
public-sector workforce. Back in 2018, around 50,000 expats 
working in governmental agencies were laid off. Currently, 
90 percent of the 1.4 million Kuwaiti population works in 
the public sector, while the majority of 3.4 million expatriate 

residents in the country work in the private-sector.
In the past few months, there has been an increase in 

demand by citizens, Kuwaiti professionals and members of 
parliament to address the demographic imbalance within 
Kuwait.

Back in June, the prime minister, Sheikh Sabah Al Khalid Al 
Sabah, proposed reducing the percentage of expatriates in 
the country from 70 to 30 percent. 

Last week, the Ministry of Interior announced that it 
will begin reviewing expired residency permits of tens of 
thousands of expatriates who are stranded abroad due to the 
COVID-19 crisis. The process which is set to begin this week will 
determine who will be allowed to return to Kuwait.

A separate expatriate quota bill that is looming in 
parliament proposes to fix a ratio for the number of expatriates 
from each country allowed to stay in Kuwait. If adopted by the 
National Assembly, the bill could see hundreds of thousands 
of Indians forced to leave Kuwait. Indians form the largest 
expatriates community in Kuwait numbering around a million. 
The proposed bill stipulates that Indians should not exceed 15 
percent of the total Kuwaiti population of 1.4 million.

The Ministry of Finance has announced 
that tenants utilizing state-owned 
properties, such as operating units, 

public markets and other business premises, 
will be exempt from paying rents or fees. 
The ministry’s decision is part of measures 
designed to provide relief to business 
owners during the lockdown period, when 
all activities were suspended to prevent the 
spread of COVID-19 virus.

The waiver decision will reportedly be 
announced in the coming few days, and 
will be based on the rental value calculated 
from April 1 till the end of the coronavirus 
pandemic, provided the exemption period is 
not less than six months.

The authorities are said to be working on 
setting up a procedure for granting the rent 
waivers and reimbursing tenants who have 
already paid their annual rent to the ministry. 

However, chalets and farm contracts will be 
exempted from the decision as they are not 
among those in the affected commercial 
sector. 

Beneficiaries of state property rent 
exemptions include those have commercial 
activities: Markets such as Al-Mubarakiya, 
Al-Munakh, Al-Kuwait, Al-Dawliah, Al-
Mutahidah, and other markets managed by 
others, provided that the rent is reduced by 
the same proportion. Exemption will also 
cover all owners of rented units in various 
cultural centers, including the Jaber Cultural 
Center, Al-Shaheed Gardens, and all sites 
under the Amiri Diwan.

The rent waiver decision for state 
properties is part of the government’s 
economic stimulus process aimed at reviving 
the commercial sector, such as retail stores, 
restaurants and corporate offices which were 

affected by the shutdown. 
In a related development, the Public 

Authority for Industry (PAI) is also said to 
be considering allowing rent exemptions 
for factory owners in the industrial sector, 
only those who were affected by the work 
suspension during the complete or partial 
curfew period. However, factories for 
foodstuffs and other establishments that 
continued to operate during the lockdown, 
as part of essential services, will not come 
under the exemption..

Factories and manufacturing units 
that were forced to suspend production 
partially or completely during the lockdown 
period are said to have incurred huge 
losses. Informed sources said that the PAI is 
expected to announce the rent waivers in 
the coming weeks so as to help lessen the 
financial burden on factory owners.

Cabinet has already given its consent 
to PAI to reduce rents on its lands in some 
areas, such as Shuwaikh, Al-Rai, Sabhan, Mina 
Abdullah, Ahmadi, Fahaheel, and Sharq. The 
government is expecting the owners of 
businesses and buildings on state property 
to pass on the benefit of rent waivers to their 
tenants so as to benefit the largest number 
of businesses and help revive the economy.

Rent relief for tenants in state-owned properties

The Ministry of Education (MoE) 
has reportedly sent a request to 

concerned authorities to provide an 
exemption for expatriate teachers 
stranded abroad, following the 
decision to ban passengers arriving 
in Kuwait from 31 countries.

The request comes in the wake 
of an acute shortage of teaching 
staff in schools, especially in 
certain subjects, following the 
government’s earlier decision to halt 
the recruitment of local and foreign 
contracts for expatriate teaching 
staff. The situation had exacerbated 
after many foreign teachers resigned 
and returned home in the aftermath 
of the coronavirus pandemic.

The ministry pointed out that 
lack of teachers would negatively 
impact the start of the next 
academic year, and since the dates 
for resumption of work by teachers 
at all academic levels have already 
been set.

Chairman of  Kuwait Teachers 
Society Mutee Al-Ajmi demanded 
expatriate teachers who are 
stranded abroad due to the ban 
on passengers from 31 countries. 
He urged MoE to pursue the 
matter with relevant authorities, 
considering that stranded staff 
working for the ministry of health 
have been provided with such an 
exemption.

Around half of expats
in public sector to lose jobs

MoE requests exemption
from ban for teachers
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“Life always waits for some crisis to occur before 
revealing itself at its most brilliant !”

– Paulo Coelho

Positivity in the 
times of Corona

DR. SAJNA MOHAMMED
SPECIAL TO THE TIMES, KUWAIT

The life altering COVID-19 
pandemic has shaken the entire 
world in an unprecedented 

manner. It has been an eye opener to 
many, especially me. It has been aptly said 
that it took a microscopic virus to make 
us all slowdown and enable us to delve 
into our innermost realms, reevaluate our 
surroundings, our relationships, our roles 
in our professional life and also achieve 
self-realization in many other aspects.

As a doctor, in our healthcare setting, 
we are primed to adapt and step up to 
the plate, no matter what .To complain 
really is not in our DNA because we have 
never seen ourselves as victims.

On a personal level, I always enjoyed 
being a workaholic calling my clinic 
my first home. Annual vacations were 
usually limited to a maximum of 5-7 days 
not because I never enjoyed them, but 
rather to savor the rejuvenation of short 
frequent holidays rather than consuming 
the entire 30-day annual leave at one go. 
The last long vacation that I remember 
was my maternity leave around 12 years 
ago.

When the corona pandemic struck 
and the lockdown was declared, I was 
exhilarated. The first week was a welcome 
break from the monotonous routine. 
Relaxing, making up for all the lost hours 
of sleep, rejuvenating oneself, calming 
minds with TV shows, decluttering 
closets, walking and zumba classes for a 
fitness routine and spending quality time 
with my children made me feel energetic 
and rejuvenated.

As the lockdown period extended 
longer, a sense of insecurity, boredom 
and disappointment slowly started 
creeping in. Thoughts of job stability, 
income, coping with an uncertain future 
and other were worries invaded my mind. 
But then the realization that “the world 
has slowed down to rediscover oneself” 
sprang into my mind and brought about 
some positivity.

I realized that I do not have control 
over the pandemic, but I can make the 
most of my days regardless. As much 
as I enjoy socializing, being sheltered at 
home was a necessary reprieve. It has 
enriched my sense of self peace and 
overall contentment.

I tried to search for venues to keep 
my mind occupied. I signed up as a 
volunteer with the Ministry of Health 
for contact tracing, in an effort to 
proactively and meaningfully assisting 
others, especially the lesser privileged. 
Being able to telework with flexibility, 
offering teleconsultations, attending 
webinars and training sessions by world 
renowned professors in the comfort of 
my home, helped improve my clinical 
skills excessively.

Quarantine was an opportunity to 
rediscover myself, to go back and rekindle 
hobbies and passions which were dear to 
me, but I couldn’t find time to nurture. I 
joined online baking and cooking classes 
and kept busy preparing the dishes 
which I learnt. It gave me lot of joy when 

I saw my hubby and kids relishing the 
dishes I doled out.

I also joined an online scrabble 
workshop conducted by a renowned 
world champion (if it weren’t for the 
lockdown, this would have been just 
a dream) which made me realize how 
little I knew about English language. It 
was also the perfect opportunity to go 
back to spiritualism. I found immense 
joy in reciting the Holy Quran and its 
transliteration, prayers ,fasting and 
duas with increased piety (since it was 
Ramadan).

I also spent a lot of time on social 
media, rediscovering old friends and 
relatives and striking up new, meaningful 
friendships as physical social connections 
became more of virtual.

As a mother, I could give undivided 
attention to my kids and cater to their 
needs which gave a lot of satisfaction. 
Rearranging the house also brought 
forth great joy. As a lady I could pamper 
myself with long hair treatment sessions 
and skin care which was unthinkable in 
regular times.

Perspective is an amazing art. Refined 
and enlightening us as time goes on. 
So let’s keep things in perspective. Our 
parents and grandparents had to endure 
a lot of hardships in times of pandemics, 
natural calamities, and wars. We have just 
been called to stay at home and sit on 
our couch in the confines of our homes. 
Keeping in good health, living in a secure 
abode with clean air/food/water and 
most importantly sharing space with 
the human threads of one’s life fabric, I 
could not but help find deep gratitude. 
None of us must burn out in this 
unforeseeable long drawn process. We 
must consciously take a few moments to 
pause and introspect. I learnt that being 
a workaholic is not a sign of success, 
instead it is a sign of neglect. All the 
experiences in the past two months 
has been a kind of dress rehearsal for 
retirement.

Yes, the streets are empty and we may 
be in isolation, but nature moves on. The 
earth rotates, the planets revolve, the sun 
rises and sets, our universe goes about 
business as usual.This grand scheme is an 
unfailing source of comfort and security 
which we all can count on each day. Let’s 
try our best to stay positive, sane and 
hopeful, develop a positive aura, keep 
looking forward with an enlightened, 
evolved and transformed outlook – just 
one day at a time!
“Que sera sera, whatever will be, will 
be…the future is not ours to see…Que 
sera sera. ”

Kuwait highlights 
child rights amid pandemic

Nearly 1.6 billion students in countries around 
the world have been affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, creating what is arguably the 

largest disruption of education systems in history.
In his recent policy brief on education, the United 

Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said, 
“Education is a fundamental human right. It is the 
bedrock of just, equal and inclusive societies and a 
main driver of sustainable development. To prevent a 
pre-existing learning crisis from turning into a learning 
catastrophe, governments and the international 
community must step up.”in his recent policy brief 
on education.  In Kuwait, a statement from Kuwait’s 
human rights office last week noted that as the world 
continues to grapple with the coronavirus, a child rights 
approach should be a pivotal part of its response to the 
pandemic.

With their academic futures thrown into limbo 
because of the coronavirus, children have had to 
withstand the devastating effects of the pandemic, 
which has upended their social lives, Kuwait’s human 
rights watchdog said in the statement.

 The statement highlighted that an ad hoc 
committee looking into child rights has been formed 
to ensure that children in Kuwait, who are entitled to 
free and compulsory education, are not deprived of 
their right to learn in the midst of these trying times.

It added that another aspect the committee would 

be taking into account is child healthcare, with greater 
attention given to kids growing up in dysfunctional 
families who are often prone to emotional neglect.

Humane measures will also be taken to protect 
children from violence, whether its domestic trouble or 
skirmishes at school, including setting up a hotline that 
would make reporting such abuse much easier.

The local media will be joining this collective 
endeavor as well, with a campaign set to be rolled out 
to create more awareness on the matter across various 
state bodies, aiming to make sure that the inalienable 
rights of children are never disregarded, it said.

      Practice food safety

Lessen your exposure to COVID-19 virus
• To contract COVID-19, you have to be exposed to 

a sufficient amount of the virus. Research suggests 
that it takes at least a million copies of the virus to 
cause infection.

• Transmission of the virus via face-to-face contact 
with an infected person is far more likely than 
catching it from touching a contaminated surface.

• Prolonged exposure is defined as 15 minutes or 
more of unprotected contact with someone less 
than two meters away.

• The longer you are exposed to a person, the more 
of their virus-infected respiratory droplets you are 
exposed to.  A person wearing a mask will expose 
others to fewer respiratory droplets than one 
without a mask.

• Fresh air can dilute the concentration of the 
respiratory droplets, which lowers the likelihood of 
transmission. Interacting with people outdoors is 
safer than indoors.

Six months into the coronavirus crisis, there is a 
growing consensus about a central question: How do 
people become infected?

Scientists believe that while it is possible, it is not 
common to contract Covid-19 from a contaminated 
surface. And fleeting encounters with people outdoors 
are unlikely to spread the coronavirus.

Instead, the major culprit is close-up, person-to-
person interactions for extended periods. Crowded 
indoor events, poorly ventilated areas and places where 
people are talking loudly,or singing maximize the risk.

These emerging findings are helping businesses and 
governments devise reopening strategies to protect 
public health while getting economies going again. 
That includes tactics like installing plexiglass barriers, 
requiring people to wear masks in stores and other 
venues, using good ventilation systems and keeping 
windows open when possible.

Two recent large studies showed that wide-scale 
lockdowns — stay-at-home orders, bans on large 
gatherings and business closures — prevented millions 
of infections and deaths around the world. Now, with 
more knowledge in hand, public-health experts say that 
cities and states can deploy targeted interventions to 
keep the virus from taking off again.

That means better protections for nursing-home 

residents and multigenerational families living in 
crowded conditions. It also means stressing physical 
distancing and masks, and reducing the number of 
gatherings in enclosed spaces. Aside from thinking of 
a lockdown, there are other ways to increase physical 
distance. This can include allowing outside activities, 
allowing walking or cycling to an office with people 
all physically distant, curbside pickup from stores, 
and other innovative methods that can facilitate 
resumption of economic activity without a rekindling 
of the outbreak.
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Filipinos stranded in the Philippines due 
to the COVID-19 crisis have appealed 
to Kuwait to lift the ban on their entry 

to the country and allow them to return to 
resume their jobs and rejoin their families.

n a series of messages sent to The Times 
Kuwait, Filipino workers holding valid and 
soon to expire visas expressed their dismay 
over the decision to include Philippines in 
the list of countries currently banned from 
entering Kuwait. Filipino workers who have 
been in a lockdown in their country for the 
past four months had been hoping to return 
to Kuwait as soon as flights resumed. However, 
when flights from Kuwait International Airport 
were resumed at the start of August, the 
Directorate-General of Civil Aviation (DGCA0 
in Kuwait in consultation with the Ministry 
of Health decided to impose a ban on 
passengers from 31 countries, including the 
Philippines from entering Kuwait.

Zeny who works for an engineering 
firm said that she has two young children 
currently in the care of her husband in Kuwait 
and she had to return to the Philippines 
for emergency reasons, but due to the 
lockdown implemented by Kuwait for four 
months she could not return and the recent 
implementation of ban for passengers on 
flights from the Philippines has caused alarm.

“My husband has to report to work daily 
and he is forced to leave our two young 
children in care of a friend. It’s heartbreaking 
as a mother not to be able to take care of my 
own children and be away from them during 
this difficult time. I was looking forward to 
joining them during this month but it seems 
impossible. The situation is made all the worse 
as my visa, which is already on an extension 
status, will expire at the end of this month. I 
am appealing to Kuwait to allow us to return 
for humanitarian reasons, for the sake of our 

families and companies which expect us to 
return,” lamented Zeny.

In a similar situation, Lyn, a service crew for 
a chain of casual-dining restaurants in Kuwait 
has been locked-down in the Philippines 
since March. She had been looking forward 
to returning to Kuwait and resuming her job, 
but then the ban was implemented. “I hope 
Kuwait considers lifting the ban and allows 
us to return. I am a single mother of a child 
with special needs and I am the only one who 
earns and supports my family, including my 
brothers and sisters who are all still young, and 
my company expects my return. My special 
child needs medicines on a regular basis and 
I have to earn and provide, looking at my 
child everyday worsens my depression as I am 
starting to feel incapable of providing for the 
child,” explained Lyn.

Sharon, a pizza maker for a popular brand 
in Kuwait, said that she has been out of job 
for nearly six months and was hoping to 
return to her work kitchen, as she was asked 
by her company to return at the earliest. “Our 
company resumed operations and I need to 
return, it has been very difficult here as I do not 
have a source of income,” she said.

Just like other Filipinos stranded here, 

we are appealing to Kuwait to consider our 
current situation and allow us to rejoin our 
companies and continue our work,” added 
Sharon. Tasmeen stated that she has been 
in the Philippines since the start of Kuwait’s 
lockdown and her husband is in Kuwait 
and is under a ‘no-work no-pay’ status. “It’s 
a very difficult situation that we are going 
through, she explained. We sent an email to 
the Philippine Embassy asking for assistance 
to intercede for us on behalf of all Filipino 
workers stranded in the Philippines but we 
never received any response. It is frustrating 
that your own embassy could not provide if 
not assistance at least some response to an 
email,” complained Tasmeen.

Noor, a customer service staff in one of 
the malls in Kuwait, added that she needs to 
return as she has outstanding loan in a bank 
to settle and she does not want her guarantor 
to end up paying for the amount. “Some of us 
stranded here in the Philippines have financial 
obligations to settle and we do not want to 
suffer the fate of being back-listed in the Gulf 
region. We have other accounts to settle too, 
such as personal loans, mobiles, rents and 
more, and the only way we can do this is to 
be allowed to return and work,” explained Ellie.

“There is a substantial number of Filipino 
workers currently stranded in the Philippines 
and we are appealing to Kuwait to consider the 
plea to take Philippines out of the list. Taking 
the PCR test is a must and we are fully aware of 
the importance of this precautionary measure 
to ensure that we are COVID free and tested 
negative prior to the flight, we also acknowledge 
the 14 days home quarantine to further protect 
ourselves and people around us and we are 
more than willing to comply,” stated Mila.

The new directive issued by the Directorate 
General of Civil Aviation stated that nationals 
from the banned 31 countries should spend 
14 days in other countries not included in the 
list and comply with the PCR test. However, 
the directive caused an uproar among other 
nationals. “We are experiencing financial 
constraint and considerations should have 
been taken on behalf of those ordinary 
workers who are employed on a below 
minimum salary scale.

Filipino workers in the Philippines urged 
the Philippine government, in particular the 
Department of Foreign Affairs, to look into their 
situation and represent their concerns with 
Kuwait. “We have very limited time left as many 
of us are on visa extensions given by Kuwait 
that will expire at the end of the month. We are 
appealing to Kuwait to allow us to return, update 
our visa status, comply with precautionary 
measures required and resume our work on 
behalf of our families who are hopeful of our 
financial support,” said Elmer, a barista.

Although there are no existing statistics as to 
how many Filipino workers are stranded in the 
Philippines, in Kuwait there are at least 40,000 
experiencing a ‘no-work no-pay’ situation for 
the past several months. Many have not been 
able to resume their jobs and for those who 
have continued work, are still receiving only 
a portion of their regular salaries. There have 
been six chartered flights to the Philippines 
with about 2,300 Filipinos returning home for 
good and more flights currently ongoing and 
scheduled within the month.

Stranded Filipino workers appeal
for lifting of ban on entry to Kuwait

RICKY LAXA
STAFF WRITER

Citizens advised 
to travel only
if necessary
The list of 31 countries from where passengers 

are banned to enter Kuwait will change as 
per the status of coronavirus reports in those 
countries, said government spokesman Tariq Al-
Muzrim. He explained that the ban on commercial 
flights to and from some countries is subject to 
continuous review by government agencies and 

that countries could be added or removed from 
the list based on evolving developments.

He added that although commercial flights 
have resumed, the Ministry of Health is advising 
people not to travel at present and only to travel if 
it is very necessary and in extreme cases.

He noted that most countries have their own 
policies with regard to receiving or denying entry 
to passengers who are suspected of carrying the 
coronavirus infection

Al-Muzrim stated that it was mandatory for 
all expats entering from any country to Kuwait 
to have a valid PCR negative certificate according 
to the health requirements as mandated by the 
Directorate-General of Civil Aviation.

Indian Embassy has announced that the annual 
Independence Day celebrations on August 15 at 

the embassy premises will not be held due to the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis.

Independence Day celebration at the embassy 
premises, with the enthusiastic participation of 
Indian community members and friends of India in 
Kuwait, has been an eagerly awaited function that 
the embassy organizes every year.

An announcement from the embassy stated 
that this year, due to the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic and to follow 
local government guidelines on social 
distancing and other health-related 
regulations designed to prevent the 
spread of the virus, there will be no 
public function at the embassy premises 
on Independence Day. However, the embassy 
added that it will be livestreaming the flag-hoisting 
event and a speech by the Indian Ambassador.

“Esteemed Community Members, Pravasis, and 
friends of India are requested not to visit the Embassy 
on Independence Day, 2020 i.e. 15th August, 2020 
and watch the celebration at their home,” said a 
communique from the Indian Embassy.

The announcement added that: India celebrates 
its Independence Day every year on 15 August 
with great passion. The Indian Embassy has been 
organizing several cultural activities during the 
celebration in collaboration with Indian schools and 

Indian associations in Kuwait. This year, it would not 
be feasible to organize various cultural and social 
programs on the country’s 74th Independence Day.

In view of the above and in order to facilitate 
the participation of the large and vibrant Indian 
community in Kuwait in the Independence Day 
celebration, Embassy has planned various online 
activities to be conducted during Independence 
Day celebration. Embassy of India requests resident 
Indians in Kuwait to record patriotic songs and send 

it to the Embassy. The selected video 
will be uploaded on the facebook (@
indianembassykuwait) and twitter (@
indembkwt) handle of the Mission. 
Recording can also be sent to the 
Embassy at pic.kuwait@mea.gov.in 
with details of names, age and passport 

number of the person submitting the images.
The embassy added: The consent of participants 

for sharing of their videos by the Embassy of India, 
Kuwait on its official social media platforms is 
inherent and included in their act of submission 
of their entries. The videos should adhere to the 
laws, rules, and customs of the host government. 
Participants submitting the videos for this online 
program are solely responsible for copyright 
regulations, if any. Their undertaking that the videos 
do not infringe on any copyrights or intellectual 
property rights is inherent and included in their act 
of submission of their entries.

Indian Embassy to hold only 
virtual Independence Day function

LOCAL

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

The government is keen to control the trade in 
visas by such ‘ghost’ companies as a means to control 
the country’s demographic imbalance . While it 
remains to be seen what drastic steps will be taken 
against the sponsors, the 100,000 or more expatriates 
will end up losing their money and their right to stay 
in the country.

The General Administration of Residency Affairs 
Investigation is reported to have referred 535 
persons, including 55 citizens, to the investigation 
authorities for their involvement in these cases. 
Authorities say that inspection and examination 
operations on ghost companies and farms are still 
ongoing, in cooperation with the competent teams 

of the Ministry of Social Affairs indicating that many 
of these farms files are considered a gateway to 
the residence trade. It is estimated that visa traders 
earned more than KD66 million during 2018-2019, as 
it was found that around 30,000 visas were sold to 
workers from Arab and Asian countries during this 
period at the rate o KD1,500 per visa, while residency 
permits were transferred or renewed within the 
country for about 70,000 residents for an estimate 
value of KD21 million.

The authorities are understood to have issued 
stringent instructions to not tolerate visa traders and 
close down the file of any company found to be fake. 
Close coordination between the ministries of Interior, 
Social Affairs and other relevant entities are said to be 
taking place to stamp out this nefarious trade in visas.

Over 100,000 expats on fake company...
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Four years ago, Kenneth Rogoff, a former 
chief economist of the International 
Monetary Fund, made a powerful case for 

phasing out paper money. In his book The Curse 
of Cash, Rogoff argued that much paper money, 
especially high-denomination banknotes, 
facilitated tax evasion and fueled the drug trade 
all the way down the supply chain: a British study 
in 1999 found that only four of 500 notes tested 
in London had no traces of cocaine.

Furthermore, the existence of cash 
constrains monetary policy. It is harder for 
central banks to implement negative interest 
rates when investors have the alternative of 
keeping a safe full of $100 bills. That seemed 
an abstruse point to some at the time, but the 
COVID-19 crisis has placed negative rates firmly 
on the policy agenda in several countries, albeit 
not yet in the United States.

Since Rogoff wrote, cash has been 
in retreat as a payment mechanism. In 
Sweden, for example, the demise of the 
paper krona seems within sight. The mobile 

payment system Swish dominates the small-
denomination landscape. As anyone who 
has recently tried to buy a beer in Stockholm 
knows, you will remain thirsty if all you have is 
a wallet full of cash.

And the COVID-19 crisis has given people 
another reason to steer away from banknotes. 
It was widely reported that the virus could 
be transmitted through handling them, 
prompting many outlets to put up ‘no cash’ 
signs. In my village, even the traveling fish and 
chip van will now accept only a contactless 
card. In fact, there is little or no validity in that 
scare story. The World Health Organization 
has said there is no evidence that currency 
notes transmit coronavirus. The virus lasts just 
as long on plastic cards, and Christine Tait-
Burkard, an infectious disease expert at the 
University of Edinburgh, said that cash is not 
a vector of disease “unless someone is using a 
banknote to sneeze in.”

But the damage was done, and in the first 
month of the crisis cash usage in the United 
Kingdom fell by over 60 percent. Transaction 
volumes halved. In a survey, nearly 75 percent 
of respondents said they expect to use cash 
less in the future.

That trend, which has been replicated 
across the developed world, has given a 
further boost to digital banking and non-bank 
payment system providers. Apple Pay and 
PayPal are doing well. Fintech neobanks have 
continued to expand their user base, though 
many question whether they have yet found 
a sustainable business model. Facebook’s 

Libra currency is waiting in the wings, with its 
backers trying to persuade regulators that its 
model is safe and compliant with anti-money 
laundering protocols.

The further decline of cash has also given 
greater impetus to central banks’ own work 
on digital currencies. Through banknotes, 
citizens and businesses have for centuries 
been able to hold a direct claim on the central 
bank. If cash were to disappear, is there not an 
argument for a central bank digital currency, 
whether wholesale, retail, or both? The Bank 
for International Settlements reports that 
several central banks are actively considering 
introducing one, though none has yet taken 
the plunge. The Swedish Riksbank may well 
be the first, with an e-krona ready to roll.

So, is a farewell to cash at hand? Will even 
the greenback go the way of all flesh?

The answer is not so clear. In the first place, 
while the number of transactions fulfilled 
through cash transfers has indeed been 
falling, even at the bottom end of the range, 
the volume of cash in circulation has in fact 
continued to rise in many countries. Since 
the end of last year, according to the BIS, the 
value of currency in circulation has increased 
by 8 percent in Italy, and 7 percent in the US. 
Precautionary holdings of cash have risen. 
It is not only drug dealers and tax evaders 
who see the attraction of cash as a store of 
value and who value privacy. Of the largest 
economies, only China has begun to see 
an absolute decline in the ratio of physical 
currency to GDP. There are also signs of a 

political backlash against the withdrawal of 
cash handling facilities. The Bank of Canada 
has asked retailers to continue to accept cash, 
citing concerns about financial exclusion, as 
people without access to bank accounts and 
cards find themselves unable to shop. 

New York City, San Francisco, and the 
state of New Jersey have barred retailers 
from refusing cash. Even in Sweden, the 
Swishers are not having it all their way. An 
activist group called Kontantupproret (Cash 
Rebellion) is now campaigning to sustain 
poorer consumers’ ability to use paper money. 
In the UK, the government has published an 
‘access to cash’ review, which recommends 
the mandatory maintenance of a large 
national fleet of ATMs, even though utilization 
is falling fast.

In sum, it may be too soon to write Dollar 
Bill’s obituary. Demand for his services remains 
strong. It may make sense for central banks to 
offer digital services to nonbanks, perhaps 
partly to avoid the loss of seigniorage income, 
which would enrich Facebook, rather than 
governments, in a Libra-dominated world. 
But unless central banks wish also to enter 
the credit allocation business, they will want 
to avoid large-scale disintermediation of the 
banking system.

I suspect that, for the foreseeable future, 
we will live in a kind of mixed-economy 
payment system. Cash will continue to play 
a role, albeit a more modest one than in the 
past, alongside a variety of cards and direct 
digital transfers.

COVID-19, the cash killer
HOWARD DAVIES
First chairman of the United Kingdom’s 
Financial Services Authority (1997-
2003) and former Director of the 
London School of Economics (2003-11). 
He is currently Chairman of the Royal 
Bank of Scotland. 

The COVID-19 crisis 
has given people another 
reason to steer away from 
banknotes. It was widely 

reported, but wrongly, 
that the virus could be 
transmitted through 

handling them, prompting 
many outlets to put up ‘no 

cash’ signs. 
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Big Tech is back in the spotlight, and not in a 
good way. On July 29, the chief executives 
of Amazon, Apple, Google, and Facebook 

spent more than five hours fielding tough 
questions about their overwhelming market 
power from a bipartisan antitrust panel in the 
US House of Representatives. Is the end of an era 
approaching?

In many ways, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been a boon for tech companies. As Amazon’s 
Jeff Bezos, Apple’s Tim Cook, Google’s Sundar 
Pichai, and Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg all noted 
in their opening statements at the antitrust 
hearing, people appreciate the services their 
companies provide. Recent research indicates 
that the COVID-19 crisis has deepened this 
appreciation.

This is not surprising. Digital technologies 
have enabled workers to do their jobs from home, 
students to continue their classes while schools 
are closed, and people to stay in touch with loved 
ones and entertain themselves while sheltering 
in place.

Tech companies have been reaping 
enormous benefits from this shift. In the first half 
of 2020, while the global economy confronted an 
unprecedented recession, Amazon’s share price 
rose by about 40 percent, fueled by rising online 
purchases and increased use of cloud services. 
Zoom’s market value has more than tripled since 
the start of the COVID-19 crisis, as it became a hub 
for remote meetings and online socializing.

As for Google and Facebook, they suffered 
temporary losses from reduced advertising 
revenues. But they still account for an 
overwhelming share of the digital-advertising 
market —  four-fifths in the United Kingdom, to 
cite one example. Moreover, while Google and 

Facebook are free to use, the UK Competition 
and Markets Authority (CMA) has concluded 
that consumers are effectively paying for their 
services indirectly through advertising revenues, 
at a rate of £500 ($656) per household annually — 
a testament to their market power.

It is too early to say how much of people’s lives 
will move online, or for how long. People may fear 
COVID-19, but they also suffer from Zoom fatigue. 
Nonetheless, it seems likely that work and social 
patterns will undergo some sustained changes, 
which will have far-reaching policy implications.

For starters, closing the digital divide will 
become more urgent than ever. Of the many 
forms of inequality the pandemic is exposing 
and exacerbating, unequal access to the Internet 
and digital technologies is among the most 
prominent.

All the services that have made lives so 
much better under social-distancing rules, from 
remote working to online shopping to streaming 
services, are available only to those with access 
to a reasonably fast and reliable Internet 
connection and suitable hardware. Many are also 
receiving health care and accessing government 
support online, further highlighting the critical 
importance of universal access.

In recent years, governments have increasingly 
recognized this imperative. For example, in 2018, 

the US Federal Communications Commission 
made closing the digital divide a high priority. And 
yet about one in 20 people in the United States 
still have no high-speed Internet connection. In 
rural areas, about one-third of households are 
not connected. The figures are similarly bleak in 
the UK.

Closing the gap will require large-scale 
investment in digital infrastructure, including 
broadband connectivity and 5G for mobile 
services. In both the US and the UK, governments 
are working to deliver on the first imperative, by 
making the low-return rural investments that 
cannot attract private capital. Progress on the 
second imperative may be more difficult, owing 
to political opposition to the Chinese telecoms 
giant and 5G leader Huawei.

But Huawei may turn out to be the tip of an 
iceberg, because the current shift online will 
lead to greater political and regulatory scrutiny 
of tech giants. For one thing, regulators are likely 
to pressure telecommunications companies to 
increase investment, spurring debates about 
license obligations and pricing (how much 
companies must invest, and how they will fund it). 
Past disputes about where along the value chain 
costs should fall, from physical network operators 
to streaming services, may re-emerge.

But, as the recent US antitrust hearing suggests, 

the most contentious issue will probably be 
the market power of digital companies. Even in 
today’s highly polarized political environment, 
growing concern about Big Tech, including the 
viability of small producers and the economy’s 
dependence on digital market access, is broadly 
shared. And US regulators have already signaled 
their concern, with inquiries by both the Federal 
Trade Commission and the Department of Justice.

The European Union is far ahead of the 
US when it comes to regulating, taxing, and 
constraining Big Tech. The European Commission 
has pursued multiple antitrust cases against the 
tech giants, as well as broader initiatives such as 
the proposed Digital Services Act. Margrethe 
Vestager, previously the European commissioner 
for competition, and currently Executive Vice 
President of the European Commission for A 
Europe Fit for the Digital Age, has led the way on 
this front.

In the UK, the CMA is working to implement the 
Furman Review, a government-commissioned 
report on digital-market competition published 
in March 2019. The panel recommended 
subjecting strategically important companies to 
targeted regulation, including a code of conduct 
that will likely cover issues such as favoring one’s 
own services, changes in terms and conditions, 
and pre-notification of all mergers.

Tech Titans at bay
DIANE COYLE
Professor of Public Policy at the 
University of Cambridge, is the author, 
most recently, of Markets, State, and 
People: Economics for Public Policy.

 Of the many forms of 
inequality the pandemic is 
exposing and exacerbating, 

unequal access to the 
Internet and digital 

technologies is among the 
most prominent.
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In 1918, the Spanish Flu pandemic caused 
by the Influenza virus infected around 
500 million people, nearly a third of the 

global population then, and claimed the 
lives of an estimated 50 million people. It was 
undoubtedly one of the most devastating 
pandemics to affect humanity  

The widespread infection and huge loss 
of life was attributed to several reasons, but 
mainly the lack of vaccines and antibiotics. 
Back then, scientists did not know viruses 
caused disease, and there were no vaccines or 
antivirals to help prevent or treat the influenza, 
and no antibiotics to treat secondary bacterial 
infections arising from the virus. World War I 
was then raging and this abetted the rapid 
spread of infections among soldiers, while 
the crowded unhygienic living conditions in 
most cities and towns further aggravated the 
spread and death toll from the virus. The only 
options healthcare providers had was to place 
people in isolation or quarantine, limit public 
gatherings, use disinfectants and urge good 
hygiene among people. 

Fast forward more than a century and 
the COVID-19 infection currently dominating 
news and spreading around the world has 
so far infected over 18 million people and 
claimed the lives of more than 685,000 people 
around the world. Despite advancements 
in science and medical breakthroughs over 
the past 100 years, health authorities are still 
mainly limited to the same options that their 
predecessors relied on to treat the Spanish 
Flu. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
and local health personnel still recommend 
the identifying, quarantining and isolating 
of suspected patients to contain the virus, as 
well as employing personal hygiene and social 
distancing to prevent its spread.

It is true that infections and casualty figures 
of COVID-19 are as yet nowhere close to that 
of the 1918 Influenza pandemic, but this is not 
the result of new medications or treatment 
protocols. One reason for the lower numbers 
is that people now enjoy a far healthier life 
than they did a century ago. Today, in many 
places people have ready access to good 
healthcare, while doctors and other medical 
personnel have the latest technology, data 
and information to affect early detection of 
patients.  Over the last 100 years advancements 
in science and technology have made vast 
improvements in the delivery of healthcare and 
brought about paradigm shifts in diagnosis 
and treatment of illnesses. Precision medicine, 
robotic surgery, 3-D printing of tissues, artificial 
organs, remote monitoring tools, sensors and 
wearable technology, as well as the ability to 
‘splice’ infected DNA strands are some of the 
ways that have transformed how we identify 
and treat diseases.

But, despite these technological 
advancements, life threatening viruses and 
other diseases continue to take their toll on 
human life. Before COVID-19 emerged, the 
world faced other major epidemics, including 
the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome 
(SARS) in 2003, the Swine Flu in 2009, the 
Ebola epidemic in 2014, and the Middle East 
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) in 2015, as well 
as the annual seasonal flu, which though it 
may seem innocuous and not ‘newsworthy’, 
nevertheless claims around half-million lives 
each year. Here, we take a look at how COVID-19 
stacks up against major recent outbreaks:
Seasonal flu: In parts of the world the flu 
season strikes every year, but no two seasons 
are exactly the same, as the virus mutates 
with each passing year. Effective vaccines 
and antiviral medications that can help 
prevent and reduce the severity of the flu are 
readily available. Additionally, many people 
have residual immunity to the flu from past 
infections.The reason COVID-19 has spread so 
rapidly and widely is that the virus causing the 
disease is a new strain against which people 

have not developed any immunity.
Annually around 9 percent of the global 

population are infected and deaths from the 
‘common flu’ range from 300,000 to 650,000. 
Transmission is through respiratory droplets 
and each diagnosed person passes it to 1.3 
persons, with most of the affected being 
older adults and people with compromised 
immune systems. Antiviral medications help 
reduce duration and severity of flu and a 
variety of available vaccines provide immunity 
against multiple strains of influenza
SARS (2002–2004): Another type of 
coronavirus that emerged from China 
and spread quickly through contact with 
respiratory droplets from infected people. 
While contact tracing — monitoring of 

people who have come in close contact with 
those who are already infected — was really 
effective with SARS, the same cannot be said 
of the present disease. One reason is that while 
symptoms of SARS were severe and therefore 
easier to identify and contain, COVID-19 has 
taken a more stealthy approach with many of 
those infected being asymptomatic.

With around 8,000 infections in 29 
countries and a toll of over 750 lives, the death 
rate from SARS was 15 percent. Most affected 
groups were again, those aged over 60  and 
there was no treatment or cure for the virus. A 
vaccine was finally developed only when the 
pandemic was nearly ending.
Ebola (2014–2016): Ebola was extremely 
deadly, killing up to 50 percent of those who 

got sick. But because it predominantly spread 
through bodily fluids like sweat and blood 
during the last stages of the disease, it was 
not as contagious as COVID-19. Plus, because 
symptoms were so severe, health officials 
were able to quickly identify those who had 
been in contact with people who had it and 
effectively isolate them.

First detected in Guinea, the virus soon 
infected over 28,000 across 10 countries. 
Globally, the disease claimed over 11,000 
deaths for a mortality figure of 50 percent. 
Nearly 20 percent of all cases occurred 
in children. There were no treatments or 
vaccines available and the disease eventually 
died down by early 2016.

As it is obvious, COVID-19 is not the first life-
threatening disease nor the first pandemic 
that has surged around the world — nor will 
it be the last. The bright lining to the present 
COVID-19 infection is that the vast majority 
of cases have been mild with only 1 percent 
of six million active cases being serious or 
critical. More than 11 million of the 12 million 
closed cases have completely recovered 
from the disease while the fatality rate has 
dropped to around 6 percent with 6 percent, 
or a little over 688,000 deaths worldwide. 
However, this is not reason enough to let 
down our guard, we have to continue taking 
action to contain the spread through social 
distancing and practicing personal hygiene, 
while also protecting those who are most 
vulnerable.

COVID-19, not the first 
nor the last pandemic
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While the COVID-19 pandemic rages, 
more than 100 low- and middle-
income countries will still have to 

pay a combined US$130 billion in debt service 
this year — around half of which is owed to 
private creditors. With much economic activity 
suspended and fiscal revenues in free fall, many 
countries will be forced to default. Others 
will cobble together scarce resources to pay 
creditors, cutting back on much-needed health 
and social expenditures. Still others will resort 
to additional borrowing, kicking the proverbial 
can down the road, seemingly easier now 
because of the flood of liquidity from central 
banks around the world.

From Latin America’s lost decade in the 
1980s to the more recent Greek crisis, there are 
plenty of painful reminders of what happens 
when countries cannot service their debts. A 
global debt crisis today will push millions of 
people into unemployment and fuel instability 
and violence around the world. Many will seek 
jobs abroad, potentially overwhelming border-
control and immigration systems in Europe and 
North America. Another costly migration crisis 
will divert attention away from the urgent need 
to address climate change. Such humanitarian 
emergencies are becoming the new norm. 
This nightmare scenario is avoidable if we act 
now. The origins of today’s looming debt crisis 
are easy to understand. Owing to quantitative 

easing, the public debt (mostly sovereign 
bonds) of low- and middle-income countries 
has more than tripled since the 2008 global 
financial crisis. Sovereign bonds are riskier 
than ‘official’ debt from multilateral institutions 
and developed-country aid agencies because 
creditors can dump them on a whim, triggering 
a sharp currency depreciation and other far-
reaching economic disruptions.

Back in June 2013, we worried that 
“shortsighted financial markets, working with 
shortsighted governments,” were “laying the 
groundwork for the world’s next debt crisis.” 
Now, the day of reckoning has come. This 
past March, the United Nations called for debt 
relief for the world’s least-developed countries. 
Several G20 countries and the International 
Monetary Fund have suspended debt service 
for the year, and have called upon private 
creditors to follow suit.

Unsurprisingly, these calls have fallen on 
deaf ears. The newly formed Africa Private 
Creditor Working Group, for example, has 
already rejected the idea of modest but broad-
based debt relief for poor countries. As a result, 
much, if not most, of the benefits of debt relief 
from official creditors will accrue to the private 
creditors who are unwilling to provide any debt 
relief.

The upshot is that taxpayers in creditor 
countries will once again end up bailing out 
excessive risk taking and imprudent lending 
by private actors. The only way to avoid this 
is to have a comprehensive debt standstill 
that includes private creditors. But without 
strong action from the countries in which 
debt contracts are written, private creditors 

are unlikely to accept such an arrangement. 
These governments therefore must invoke 
the doctrines of necessity and force majeure 
to enforce comprehensive standstills on debt 
service.

But standstills will not solve the systemic 
problem of excessive indebtedness. For that, 
we urgently need deep debt restructuring. 
History shows that for many countries, a 
restructuring that is too little, too late merely 
sets the stage for another crisis. And Argentina’s 
long struggle to restructure its debt in the 
face of recalcitrant, shortsighted, hard-headed, 
and hard-hearted private creditors has shown 
that collective-action clauses designed to 
facilitate restructuring are not as effective as 
had been hoped. More often than not, an 
inadequate restructuring is followed by another 
restructuring within five years, with enormous 
suffering on the part of those in the debtor 
country. Even creditors lose, over the long run.

Fortunately, there is an underused 
alternative: voluntary sovereign-debt buybacks. 
Debt buybacks are widespread in the corporate 
world, and have proved effective both in Latin 
America in the 1990s and, more recently, in the 
Greek context. And they have the advantage of 
avoiding the harsh terms that typically come 
with debt swaps.

A buyback program’s principal objective 
would be to reduce debt burdens by securing 
significant discounts (haircuts) on the face 
value of sovereign bonds, and by minimizing 
exposure to risky private creditors. But a 
buyback program could also be designed to 
advance health and climate goals, by requiring 
that the beneficiaries spend the money that 

otherwise would have gone to debt service on 
creating public goods.

As we explain in a recent paper published 
by the Center for Economic Policy Research, a 
multilateral buyback facility could be managed 
by the IMF, which can use already available 
resources, its New Arrangements to Borrow 
function, and supplemental funds from a 
global consortium of countries and multilateral 
institutions. Countries that do not need their full 
allocation of Special Drawing Rights, the IMF’s 
unit of account, could donate or lend them to 
the new facility. A new issuance of SDRs, for 
which there is a clear need, could provide still 
additional resources. To ensure the maximum 
debt reduction for a given expenditure, the IMF 
could conduct an auction, announcing that it 
will buy back only a limited amount of bonds.

In the long term, a predictable, rules-based 
debt-restructuring mechanism, modeled 
after the United States’ municipal bankruptcy 
legislation (‘Chapter 9’) is needed. That would 
be in keeping with the recommendations of 
the post-2008 UN Commission of Experts on 
Reforms of the International Monetary and 
Financial System.

The usual objection to such proposals is that 
they would destroy the international capital 
market. But experience shows otherwise. One 
cannot squeeze water from a stone. There will 
be restructuring; the only question is whether 
it will be orderly. Our proposals would aid in 
achieving this objective, and thus strengthen 
capital markets.

Ultimately, though, our concern should not 
be with the health of capital markets, but with 
the welfare of people in developing and 

Preventing the looming sovereign-debt crisis

JOSEPH E. STIGLITZ AND HAMID RASHID
Joseph E. Stiglitz is a Nobel laureate in economics and 
University Professor at Columbia University. He is Chief 
Economist at the Roosevelt Institute and a former senior 
vice president and chief economist of the World Bank. His 
most recent book is People, Power, and Profits: Progressive 
Capitalism for an Age of Discontent.
Hamid Rashid, a former director-general for multilateral 
economic affairs at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Bangladesh, is Chief of Global Economic Monitoring at the 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.

There are plenty of painful 
reminders around the world 

of what happens when 
countries cannot service 
their debts. A global debt 

crisis today will push 
millions of people into 

unemployment and fuel 
instability and violence 

around the world.
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Netflix offers playback speed control 

Netflix is introducing several new 
features to its streaming service, 
including playback controls that 

allow audiences to control the speed at 
which they want to watch something on 
their phone or tablet.

In 2019, when Netflix initially tested 
the playback control feature, it had met 
with strong opposition from Hollywood’s 
creative community. Some actors and 
directors had expressed dismay over the 
feature saying it would distort the movie’s 
audio flow and the way the content was 
meant to be presented.  Netflix has now 
revamped playback controls as well as 
rolled out a number of other features to 
try and work with the creative community 
and ensure the quality of the content is not 
disrupted. The feature now automatically 
corrects the audio pitch at faster and slower 
speeds,” according to the company.

With the new rollout anyone watching 
Netflix on an Android mobile device will 
be able to stream at either 0.5x or 0.75x 
speeds for slowed-down viewing and 1.25x 
or 1.5x speeds for faster watching. Those are 
slightly fewer options than YouTube, which 
allows people to slow all the way down to 
0.25x speeds, and speed up by twice the 
normal playback speed. 

Downloaded titles that people save for 
offline viewing later will also have the option 
of playback speed. However subscribers 

must opt in to use the playback speeds with 
every single title they want to watch as the 
feature is not automatically available to every 
movie that they select. This prevents people 
from accidentally watching everything 
at 1.5x speed if they do not want to. The 
feature has rolled out in the US and will be 
available globally in the coming weeks.

Those in the creative community 
opposed to delegating playback speed to 
audiences are upset as they want their work 
to be seen only in a specific way,which is 
why some directors insist on their movies 
being released only in movie theaters. 
But opposition to disrupting the viewing 
experience notwithstanding, the fact is 
the way people like to view their content 
has changed over the years and decades. 
Digital retailers, PVRs, Blu-ray players and 
DVDs along with early VHS tapes have given 
viewers more control over how they watch 
movies and TV shows. 

For its part, Netflix said that the feature 
has been “much requested by members 
for years,” and that their tests showed 
consumers valuing the flexibility it provides. 
Whether it was rewatching their favorite 
scene or slowing things down because 
they are watching with subtitles or have 
hearing difficulties, it enhanced the viewing 
experience for audiences, said Netflix.

Both the US National Association of 
the Deaf and the National Federation of 
the Blind commended Netflix on adding 
the playback features. Since captions are 
slowed down (and also sped up) to keep 
in time with the images on-screen, many 
deaf people have difficulty reading the 
captions when they are sped up. They can 
now playback the movie at a slightly slower 
speed enabling them to follow the narrative. 
On the other hand, many people in the 
blind community “can understand and 
appreciate audio played at a much faster 
pace than what might be comfortable for 
most sighted people,” said a board member 
of the National Federation of the Blind.

Facebook to begin 
playing music videos

In what is seen as a big shift for Facebook 
and a direct challenge to YouTube 
music videos, the social media giant has 

announced that it will add official music videos 
to its service in the US. The new music videos 
section will be available on iOS, Android, and 
desktops in the US from this week and will 
gradually roll out to other places over the 
coming weeks and months.

Facebook said that in partnership with 
major music companies including Sony Music, 
Universal Music Group, and Warner Music 
Group, the music videos would be available on 

Facebook Watch and via individual artists’ pages. 
They can be shared, reacted to, or commented 
on like any other video on Facebook. In the past 
Facebook users have only been able to share 
short previews of music videos from artists on 
major US labels, or just audio in some cases. 

With launch of the new service, Facebook 
is stepping into an area where Google-owned 
YouTube is dominant. Music videos are one 
of the most popular genres on YouTube and 
Facebook’s interest in music videos probably 
stems from the more lucrative advertising rates 
associated with video.

As part of its announcement, Facebook also 
announced that its new service will feature 
exclusive music video content from a variety 
of artists including J Balvin, Karol G, Sebastián 
Yatra, Alejandro Fernández, and Calibre 50. 
A new official music video from Lele Pons 
will exclusively premiere on Facebook, and it 
also says it will have an exclusive video from 
Panamanian R&B singer Sech. Facebook is also 
reportedly offering funding for production of 
certain music videos in exchange for exclusivity.

The launch of the new service comes 
just weeks after Facebook’s Gaming section 
inherited Mixer’s streaming partners after 
Microsoft closed down the service. All Mixer 
sites and apps automatically started redirecting 
to Facebook Gaming from late July. 

Google has officially confirmed that 
a new Pixel phone is coming on 
Monday, 3 August without revealing 

the model. However, images leaked on the 
web in recent weeks and specifications out of 
the rumor-mill point to the new Pixel phone 
being the 4A. Google itself had also leaked a 
picture of a phone last month that matches 
up with everything on the web about the 4A.

The Pixel 4A is rumored to combine 
Google’s great camera and superb software, 
along with an OLED screen and a capable 
processor running inside and is rumored to 
retail for US$ 349. The aggressive pricing on 
the phone will be a tough deal to beat for 
those looking for an affordable phone with 
premium features.

Leaked teasers of the phone have 
been making the rounds on the Internet 
for months, with most of its specs, image 

samples from its vaunted cameras, and even 
images of a prototype device appearing 
online. Some of the potential specifications 
for the Pixel 4A include a Snapdragon 730 
processor with 64GB or 128GB storage and 
with 4 or 6GB RAM as standard.

The Pixel 4A is said to have a resolution 
of 2340 x 1080 pixels on a 147mm 5.8-inch 
display with a 12.2-megapixel rear camera and 
an 8-megapixel front-facing camera through 
a hole-punch cutout. The phone could offer 
the same video recording capabilities as 
Pixel 4 which shoots at a maximum of 4K at 
30fps. The headphone jack, rear-mounted 
fingerprint reader and a 3,080mAh battery 
are some of the other rumored specifications 
for the phone

It has been quite a wait for those eagerly 
awaiting the arrival of Google’s newest 
budget smartphone. The ongoing COVID-19 
pandemic led to Google cancelling its Google 
I/O 2020 that was slated for May and where 
the Pixel 4A was rumored to be launched. 
However, Google’s announcements in June 
about the upcoming Android 11 did not 
mention the Pixel 4A either.

On the expected price, last year Pixel 3A 
set the bar for sub-$400 phones with a superb 
camera performance that rivaled even those 
available on premium phones. 

Google set to launch affordable Pixel 4A




