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Last week the state treasury, 
the General Reserve Fund, 
received an infusion of cash 

to help the government tide over its 
immediate liquidity needs and meet 
public sector salaries until the end 
of current fiscal year in March. How 
did Kuwait, one of the wealthiest oil-
producing states in the world, end up 
in this dire strait of needing regular 
capital infusions to meet even the ba-
sic expenses of running the govern-
ment?

Kuwait, once the gold-standard 
credit in the region, has in the span of 
a year suffered a string of downgrades 
by international sovereign credit 
rating agencies. 

The latest lowering came at the 
start of February, when Fitch Ratings 
downgraded its outlook on Kuwait’s 
sovereign debt rating to ‘negative’ 
from ‘stable’, warning of “near-term 
liquidity risks associated with the 
General Reserve Fund (GRF).”

In September 2020, another global 
rating agency, Moody’s Investors 
Service downgraded Kuwait for the 
first time, citing the same increase 
in the government’s “liquidity risks.” 
The sovereign credit rating agency 
cut Kuwait two levels to A1, its fifth-
highest investment-grade level. 
Moody’s now ranks Kuwait two steps 
lower than Fitch Ratings and one 
below S&P Global Ratings, another 
international rating agency that 
lowered its own assessment of Kuwait 
in March for the first time ever.

In a note on its latest downgrade, 
Fitch Ratings said in February that 
while it affirmed Kuwait’s long-
term rating at ‘AA’, the liquid assets 
in the state treasury fund faced 

being depleted in the absence 
of parliamentary approval for 
the government to borrow on 
international debt markets. Fitch 
added, “Without passage of a law 

permitting new debt issuance, the 
GRF could run out of liquidity in the 
coming months without further 
measures to replenish it. Depletion 
of GRF liquidity would sharply limit 
the government’s ability to make 
good on its spending obligations and 
could result in significant economic 
disruption.”

Kuwait has not tapped global debt 
markets since its highly successful 
US$8 billion debut debt sale in 2017; 
not that it did not need to. Since the 
stark fall in oil prices in mid-2014, the 
country has in most years struggled 
to rein-in ballooning budget deficits. 
From a 20-percent surplus budget 
in 2013-14, Kuwait’s fiscal deficit 
declined to 17.5 percent of GDP in 
fiscal-year 2016-17. 
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Dr. Shayma Shamo, 27, a medical 
doctor residing in Kuwait is the 
founding force behind the ever-

growing ‘Lan Asket’ movement — a social 
media page wherein people from all 
across Kuwait submit their encounters of 
harassment anonymously. Lan Asket is an 
Arabic expression that translates to “I will 
not be silenced”. And in keeping with that 
spirit, Dr. Shayma and I had a very candid 
conversation via Zoom on this movement 
and the concrete steps being taken to 
combat harassment in Kuwait.

“The triggering event was the way Ascia 
was talking about harassment. It was always 
something that I was passionate about and 
something that I wanted to talk about. I saw 
the opportunity when she was talking about 
it, so literally that same night I thought about 
account names and hashtags and then the 
next day I launched it and messaged every 
single person I know to talk about this very 
serious issue we have.”

An issue that needed to be placed under a 
magnifying glass, an issue that needed to be 
dissected from every angle, and an issue that 
needed to be addressed a long time ago and 
yet it never was. Why the complacency?

“I think it’s really reflective of the culture 
we’re in where appearances are really 
important, and you don’t want to appear in a 
bad way in front of anyone. I think that’s one 
of the things that makes people not want to 
speak about it and keep it quiet. Why bring 
these problems to yourself when you can dust 
it under the rug? It’s also the normalization 
that happened, because people have been 
ignoring it, it’s become normalized. It created 
a type of false acceptance.”

At this point in our conversation, I couldn’t 
help but mention the virtual elephant in the 
room. How does gender play into all of this? 

Are perceptions of gender and gender roles 
in Kuwait fueling the problem of harassment? 
And aren’t men victims of harassment too?

“We have had some submissions from men, 
and as a response to everyone who’s telling us 
that men are getting harassed as well, we also 
include stories from men. Nobody denies it, 
nobody says men aren’t getting harassed. But 
the reality is most of the submissions are from 
women. I think it’s a no brainer to admit that 
Kuwait is very much a patriarchal society and 
it’s a question of how this is manifesting its way 
into society and what can we do to tackle it?”

Excellent question indeed, according to 
Dr. Shayma – “now that we’ve taken the first 
step which is to talk about the very serious 
problem while we’re also in the process 
of healing. The number one thing is to talk 
about the problem, the acceptance that 
there is a problem. As a doctor, when you’re 
breaking bad news, one of the steps you take 
is to just say it as it is. This is the bad news. And 
this is what Kuwait needs at the moment. We 
need a moment where somebody is going 
to break the bad news and that is the aim of 
Lan Asket. We are not going to be silenced 
anymore.”

A common phenomenon that I, and most 
women, have observed is victim-blaming. 
More often than not, when women come 
forward with their accounts of harassment, 
there has to be at least one good Samaritan 
who’s quick to pose the question “what were 
you wearing?” or “what were you doing that 
provoked them?” or, my personal favorite, 
“are you sure you’re not imagining things?” 
That’s certainly plausible, a victim mustering 

enough bravery to come forward and talk 
about their harrowing experience only 
for it to be dismissed as a figment of their 
imagination, but I digress.  

“I think, first and foremost, we need to 
push for legislative changes and creating 
proper protocols when it comes to dealing 
with harassment. Both men and women 
have complained that they did not know 
who to talk to or who to approach. There isn’t 
an exact protocol or helpline or application 
or website. Even when it comes to actual 
statistics on harassment in Kuwait, it’s 
incredibly limited.” 

“There are two surveys made by 
Abolish153 on the perceptions of violence 
against women. But actual numbers, age 
group, type of harassment, why aren’t 
individuals filing complaints? This is all 
information that we have no idea about. 
This is why we created this platform, it’s a 
rough start, very ground up but here it is. We 
want to talk about this, we want to create an 
environment where people can talk about 
this and we want to fix it.”

Lan Asket, within a matter of weeks, has 
amassed a following of over 8,000 users. 
This number is rapidly increasing day by day 
and their submission e-mail has received 
over 300 stories and accounts of harassment 
in Kuwait. Dr. Shayma safeguards the 
confidentiality, trust, and full privacy of 
these submissions. 

“As a platform, we like to remain as a safe 
place for people to talk about harassment. 
However, we’re working very closely with 
the team of Amana, a very new start-up 

that I recommend everyone to look out for 
and a new campaign that we’re working 
on. Through Amana, the team is helping to 
create more concrete changes.”

As our conversation was nearing its end, 
I had to ask Dr. Shayma about the most 
pressing issues or observations that she’s 
made ever since receiving these submissions.

“I love working with children, and what 
really resonated with me was that most 
of the stories people were submitting 
were encounters of harassment where the 
victims were under 18. Including most of 
the encounters of harassment where men 
were the victims, they were under 18 as well. 
That was the most shocking thing and was 
very painful to see. When you think about 
legislative change, how are you going to get 
the child to speak? If the child is too afraid to 
speak to their parents, how will they come 
forward?”

And finally, what advice does Dr. Shayma 
have for victims who are struggling to find 
their voice and feel that they can’t bring 
themselves to come forward and share their 
experience?

“First and foremost, it’s not every single 
person’s job to save the world. If you feel that 
in order to make peace, you need to forget it 
and move on, there’s nothing wrong with that. 
It’s not your job to fight every single thing in 
the world and if you feel you’re not up for this 
fight, don’t feel guilty. Rather, just be there 
as a source of support for other people who 
are willing to take this fight. Simply, look after 
yourself. Mentally, emotionally, physically, 
spiritually. Be open to the idea of healing. 
That’s the most important thing. Heal.”

Nourah Al-Oseimi is a 28-year-old 
Kuwaiti who holds a Master’s degree in 

Business Administration. Nourah has 
worked in different places such as the 

Central Bank of Kuwait and the United 
Nations. She serves as a free-lance 

contributing writer to The Times Kuwait 
newsmagazine. Her column, Essentially 

Kuwaiti, features an in-depth look on 
exceptional young Kuwaitis and their 

efforts towards the realization of a New 
Kuwait.

Nourah Al-Oseimi and The Times 
Kuwait are proud supporters of the Lan 
Asket movement. To learn more, please 

follow @lan.asket on Instagram. To 
submit your story, please e-mail shayma@

lanasket.org

Lan Asket, within a matter of weeks, has 
amassed a following of over 11,000 users. This 
number is rapidly increasing day by day and 
their submission e-mail has received over 300 
stories and accounts of harassment in Kuwait.

We Will Not Be SileNced
I take everything that I do very seriously. 
Regardless of whether it is a small task or a 
huge project, work is work and it must be taken 
seriously. As such, writing for a newspaper and 
having such a public platform means that I have a 
huge responsibility to report as accurately as I can 
and to create meaningful content that others can 
enjoy and benefit from. 

Public platforms give us the opportunity to do so much 
good, when harnessed and used the correct way. It is 
how you use your platform that sets you apart from the 
rest. Are you using your platform to spread happiness? 
Are you using your platform to spread misinformation? 
Or perhaps most importantly, are you using your 
platform to create real change?

The subject of today’s article is one that I have longed 
to share and discuss publicly. It is a subject that most 
women dread speaking about. It is a subject that has 
been overlooked one too many times. Harassment.

Webster’s dictionary defines the term ‘harass’ as “to 
create an unpleasant or hostile situation especially by 
uninvited and unwelcome verbal or physical conduct.” 
Accordingly, we are going to apply this definition of 
harassment for the remainder of this article. 

BY NOURAH AL-OSEIMI

@lan_asket Women in Kuwait stand against harassment 

LOCAL
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Marking the 200th hypermarket opening 
in Cairo, Egypt, leading retail chain LuLu 

is celebrating the milestone with a mega 
promotion with amazing offers and discounts 
on all product categories from supermarket 
to lifestyle sections across its 200 stores for 
the next seven days and online at www.
luluhypermarket.com. The promotion is valid 
till 13th February 2021.  

During this 200-hour celebration, shoppers 
can enjoy “Your Shopping Free”, “50% OFF” 
on selected categories, “1+1 Offers”, “1/2, 1, 2 
KD Offers”, “Hourly Offers”, “Online Exclusive 
Deals”, and much more—from grocery to fresh 
food, fashion, gadgets, household, and much 
more. Exclusive online deals are also on during 
the promotion. 

Mr. Ashraf Ali M.A., Executive Director of LuLu 
Group, shared: “We are humbled by the utmost 
support of our shoppers which is the reason we 

have reached this great achievement. As a way 
of giving back, this promotion will benefit our 
shoppers with the best deals and offers on their 
food and lifestyle essentials. Our 200th store 
milestone will inspire us further to continue 
supporting the economic activities with our 
expansion plans and strengthen our presence 
not only in the Middle Eastern region but across 
the world.” 

LuLu launched its newest hypermarket at 
Park Mall, New Cairo, Egypt. With 200 stores 
operating worldwide, LuLu has continuously 
been exerting its greatest efforts to provide 
and sustain the supply of global products at 
the best rates, especially in the midst of the 
pandemic. With its organised food sourcing 
centres across 22 countries, LuLu remains to 
be the favourite shopping destination in the 
UAE when it comes to a broader selection of 
international products. 

LuLu Celebrates 
200th Store Milestone

Lack of compliance by the public to 
health and safety guidelines issued 
by the health ministry and disregard 

for repeated warnings by the authorities 
have led to a spurt in COVID-19 infections 
and increased pressure on medical facilities 
and personnel in the country.

Despite the government’s best efforts, 
many people show scant regard for rules 

and regulations on health safety. For 
instance, though the authorities imposed 
new restrictions on gatherings in public 
places, the fish market in downtown Sharq 
witnessed large crowds. Media reports 
speak of large crowds at the daily fish 
auctions, with many people congregating 
without wearing face masks or maintaining 
social distancing.

Ministry of Health (MoH) spokesperson 
Dr. Abdullah Al-Sanad in his official 
announcement last week revealed a sharp 
increase in the number of infections and 
need for intensive care units in hospitals, in 
recent weeks.

Urging greater cooperation from 
the public to contain the spread of the 
coronavirus and lessen pressure on the 
country’s health system, Dr. Al-Sanad said, 
“What we are facing in the State of Kuwait 
comes within the framework of the global 
and regional epidemiological sequence, 
and while the ministry has taken proactive 
measures and doubled precautions to 
control the pandemic, the adherence by 
society to these measures needed to be 
increased.”

Pointing out that there are several factors 
through which the assessment of the 
epidemiological situation of any community 
is determined, Dr. Al-Sanad explained that 
some of these factors were, the number 
of daily positive infections, the ratio of 
occupation of ICU beds and the proportion 
between the infected cases and the medical 
swabs conducted, he explained.

He made clear that the ratio between the 
cases and medical swabs hit 2 percent last 
December, 8.9 percent last week and 11.2 
percent on Monday, 8 February.

Meanwhile, active cases still receiving 
treatment reached 3,361 last December 
and 9,310 on 9 February. The occupation at 

hospitals’ wards which was 7 percent last 
December, rose to 9 percent last January 
and 11 percent in the first week of February, 
he stated.

Intensive care units (ICUs) occupation 
reached nine percent last December, 11 
percent in the second half of January and 
15 percent in the first week of February, Al-
Sanad added. The total infected cases in 
last January was 17,653, including 10,787 
nationals, with the percentage of nationals’ 
infections accounting for 61.1 percent.

Those who are aged 16-44 are the most 
highly infected, registering 67 percent, 
followed by those aged 45-59 with 18.8 
percent. On the other hand only 3 percent 
of those aged 60-65 were infected and 
3.7 percent of those aged above 65 were 
infected. Among the very young, the 
infection of those aged one day-6 months 
is .06 percent, for those aged 1-4 it was 4.28 
percent, and for those aged 5-15, it stood at 
3 percent

Coronavirus infection rates among
Kuwaitis spike to 61.1 percent

Health authorities in the country along 
with relevant government agencies are 

reported to be reviewing the recent spurt in 
coronavirus infections and the high rate of 
people admitted to intensive care units. 

Latest figures indicate that the intensive 
care occupancy rate increased from 9 to 15 
percent within the span of just one week, 
and unless it is checked it could have serious 
ramifications for the country’s health system.

Depending on the outcome of the review 
process,  the government is likely to impose 

extensions, introduce more stringent 
restrictions, and widen the scope of the 
ongoing one-month long partial restrictions 
in place since last week.

Health authorities fear that the situation 
could spiral out of control with the advent 
of the month of Ramadan, when people 
traditionally attend Iftar gatherings and 
spend time visiting family and friends. The 
increase in cases could endanger the health 
system and put even more pressure on 
medical staff.

Partial or full curfew in the offing 
if situation does not improve
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From 21 February, all those wishing to 
travel to Kuwait will first have to make 
a booking for institutional quarantine 

in a local hotel for seven days through the 
official ‘Kuwait Traveler’ online platform. 

The spokesperson for the Directorate 
General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), Saad Al-
Otaibi said, “Airlines will have to ensure that 
the passenger booking a ticket to Kuwait 
also has the necessary institutional hotel 
quarantine booking, and has other travel 
requirements including for PCR tests on 
landing in Kuwait.”

He added that the hotel bookings are 
non-refundable, but the passenger had the 
choice of picking from 5- 4- or 3-Star hotels 
based on their budget. Following the seven 
days in hotel quarantine, the passenger 
would need to spend an additional seven 
days in quarantine at their homes.”

He noted that health requirements for 
those quarantined will be the responsibility 

of the hotels concerned. Each hotel will set 
aside full floors dedicated to quarantine, 
and packaged meals will be delivered 
to each guest in quarantine to avoid the 
potential of infection. On whether the 
sick or elederly would be excluded from 
institutional quarantine, Al-Otaibi stated 
that sick patients will be transferred directly 
to hospitals and will not be quarantined in 
hotels. He added that the authorities are yet 
to decide on whether to exclude the elderly 
from institutional quarantine.

Meanwhile, the Hotel Owners Union said 
that the Ministry of Health had agreed to 
vaccinate employees of hotels designated 
for institutional quarantine. 

Secretary-General of the Union 
Muhammad Najia called on hotel managers 
to register names of employees working in 
reception, housekeeping, and room service 
departments so that the vaccination process 
can take place without any delay.

LOCAL

Kuwait Foreign Petroleum Exploration 
Company (KUFPEC), announced 
last week that its wholly-owned 

subsidiary, KUFPEC Malaysia, has made 
the company’s largest-ever hydrocarbon 
discovery to date.

KUFPEC is the international upstream 
company of Kuwait Petroleum Corporation, 
engaged in the exploration, development, 
and production of crude oil and natural gas 
outside the State of Kuwait.

According to a press release by KUFPEC 
the discovery was made in the Lang Lebah-2 
appraisal well in the SK-410B Block located 
approximately 90 kilometers offshore 
Sarawak in Malaysia. 

The appraisal drilling campaign followed 

the successful drilling of the first exploration 
well, Lang Lebah-1RDR2, in the SK 410B Block 
in 2019, indicated KUFPEC. The  discovery 
during the appraisal drilling was completed 
at a total depth of 4320 meters, with over 600 
meters of proven net gas pay.

The press release added, “KUFPEC 
Malaysia (SK-410B) Limited holds a 42.5 
percent working interest under its contract 
with PETRONAS Carigali Sdn. Bhd. and PTTEP 
HK Offshore Limited (as operator) holding 15 
percent and 42.5 percent working interests, 
respectively.” 

The well was tested and flowed at 50 

million cubic feet of gas per day with a 
significant amount of gas in place, indicating 
a substantially larger reservoir than the 
initial estimate. This result will accelerate the 
development plan for the project. 

“This successful world-class gas discovery 
is a testament to our steadfast efforts to 
maximize the value to our shareholders by 
exploring for hydrocarbons in highly prolific 
basins,” said KUFPEC CEO Shaikh Nawaf Saud 
Al-Sabah.

“KUFPEC played a strong and active role 
in maturing the prospect that led to a giant 
discovery. I am proud of our team,” he added. 

KUFPEC announces its largest gas field discovery

Booking for hotel quarantine
needed to travel to Kuwait

The Minister of Health, Dr. Basil 
Al-Sabah, announced that 

the ministry would vaccinate all 
registered citizens within three 
months. Speaking during  a visit 
to the newly launched Al-Masayel 
Center for vaccinations, the minister 
said,, “If the necessary quantities 
of vaccines are available, we will 
finish vaccinating a large number of 
people by September.”

Around 15 health centres are to 
be opened to facilitate and speed 
up the administering of COVID-19 
vaccines to nationals and residents.

Revealing this, Health Ministry 
spokesman Dr. Abdallah Al-Sanad 
said in a press statement that 
Kuwait’s five health regions would 
have three health centres each to 
provide vaccinations.

The designated health centers 
are:
• Capital Region: Hamad Al-

Humaidhi, Sheikha Al-Sdairawi, 
Musaed Hamad Al-Saleh and 
Northwest Sulaibikhat health 
centers.

• Hawalli Region: Abdulrahman 
Al-Zaid, Al-Siddiq and Salwa 
Specialist centers.

• Farwaniya Region: Mutab Obaid 
Al-Shallahi, Al-Ardiya Al-Shamali 

and Khaitan Al-Janoubi centers.
• Al-Ahmadi Region: Al-Masayel, 

Sabah Al-Ahmad Health Center 
E and East Al-Ahmadi health 
centers.

• Jahra Region: Al-Naseem, Jaber 
Al-Ahmad Health Center 1 and 
Al-Nahda.
The spokesperson added that 

the ministry is already administering 
vaccines in centres for the care of the 
disabled and the elderly and plans 
to launch other campaigns in some 
public and oil sector establishments 
in the immediate future. The ministry 
also noted the launch of mobile units 
for vaccinating the bedridden, with 
the allocation of two mobile units in 
each health zone.

Additional health centers 
to speed up vaccine drive

The Directorate-General for Civil Aviation 
(DGCA) is reported to have reached a 

tentative agreement with the Hotel Owners 
Association on the prices to be charged 
for the mandatory seven-day institutional 
quarantine in local hotels starting from 21 
February. The prices are as follows for 6 
nights and 7 days

First (5-star hotels): Meal Rate: (Lunch or 
Dinner) is KD10/- Single room: KD270

Double room: KD330

Second (4-star hotels): Meal Rate: (Lunch or 

Dinner) is KD8/- Single room: KD180
Double room: KD240

Third (3-star hotels): Meal Rate: (Lunch or 
Dinner) is KD6/ Single Room: KD120
Double room: KD180

Airlines will be responsible for ensuring their 
passengers adhere to travel requirements, 
including prior booking for institutional 
quarantine before their departure.

Prices for
quarantine hotel 
bookings fixed

All levels of education in public and private schools, 
religious educational institutes and teaching centers 

for the elderly, will continue to be provided online for the 
second semester.

A ministerial resolution to this effect was issued last 
week by the Minister of Education and Minister of Higher 
Education Dr. Ali AlMudhaf. The decision could be revised 
depending on the evolving health situation in the country.

Earlier, the Ministry of Education had recommended 
that normal classes in schools should commence from 
the second semester of scholastic year 2020-2021. The 

education ministry is closely coordinating with the 
Ministry of Health and a joint committee has been formed 
to monitor the health situation and take appropriate 
action, as and when warranted. 

Kuwait has been adhering to internationally-accredited 
precautions against COVID-19 and holding teaching 
classes online. The authorities have also been urging 
residents to comply with all health and safety guidelines, 
including wearing face masks, regularly washing hands, 
maintaining social distancing and preventing social and 
public gatherings. 

Online classes to continue 
in second semester

People who were administered 
the first dose of the newly arrived 

Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine will have 
to take the second dose only after 
three months, rather than after four 
weeks as informed earlier. 

Announcing this extension 
period to deliver the second dose, 
the health ministry said that new 
studies have confirmed that the 
effectiveness of the vaccine increases 
by administering the second dose 
after three months.

However, the ministry underlined 
that those who received the first dose 
of Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine would 

have to take the second dose within 
21 and 28 days of initial dose.

Postponing the second dose of 
the vaccine to three months, will 
allow the ministry to also administer 
the available vaccines to more target 
groups, while waiting for the arrival of 
new batches of vaccines from abroad.

Financial support 
to SMEs to tide 
over closures

Small and medium enterprises 
(SME) could receive some 

support from the government 
following the new decision to 
restrict business activities for up 
to a month, starting last week. 

A proposal before the 
government is to compensate 
SMEs to the tune of their monthly 
rent and monthly payout in 
salaries to staff, based on records 
filed with the Public Authority for 
Manpower.

Three-month extension for second 
dose of Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine



5
The Times Kuwait              14 - 20 February, 2021
www.timeskuwait.com LOCAL

Public awareness concerning the 
mounting challenges stemming from 
global warming is reassuringly high 

in Kuwait as the government, organizations, 
and civil society continue to play their part 
in embracing environmental sustainability 
initiatives. Despite significant efforts by 
all those involved, consumers still face 
obstacles preventing them from translating 
their concerns into action via eco-friendly 
practices.

According to a new report by Boston 
Consulting Group (BCG), while 58 percent 
of Kuwait consumers have reaffirmed 
their preparedness to incorporate more 
sustainable actions into their daily lives, 
the availability of green infrastructure, 
financial incentives, and a greater selection 
of affordable eco-friendly goods and services 
would assist in accelerating change. 

The report highlights that 52 percent 

of Kuwait consumers are largely aware of 
climate change and how the issue negatively 
affects the environment. Moreover, 65 
percent of consumers with knowledge of 
the implications also perceive it to have a 
negative impact on the global environment. 
In addition, 56 percent already believe climate 
change is having a significant influence on 
their personal lives, and two-thirds anticipate 
it will impact future generations.

While there is growing public concern 
on climate change and support for green 
initiatives and sustainable lifestyles, the 
challenge is to translate these concerns and 
support into action, said Simon Birkebaek, 
partner at BCG. “For example, Kuwait still 
relies heavily on disposal of waste in landfills, 
while electric vehicles are also relatively 
scarce. Understanding the perceived 
challenges for consumers to take action is 
important in advancing the green agenda,” 

he added
For his part, Cristiano Rizzi, managing 

director and partner, BCG Middle East 
said, “Public concerns around climate and 
sustainability do bode well for the future. 
But challenges remain and people want 
more investment geared towards sustainable 
infrastructure, particularly in recycling, 
renewable energy, public transportation, and 
eco-tourism.”

Other  barriers to sustainable lifestyles 
include insufficient information, limited 
access to opportunities, limited range, social 
pressure to maintain current lifestyles, and 
concerns that eco-friendly products lack 
quality and downgrade lifestyles.

The public’s reluctance to embrace 
electric vehicles is based around perceived 
high purchase prices, operating costs, and 
a lack of charging infrastructure. Around 35 
percent cited electric vehicles as being too 

expensive and 32 percent expressed the 
opinion that operating costs are too high.

In terms of eco-friendly tourist 
destinations, the perceived higher costs, 
long travel distances, and lack of access to 
luxurious amenities, entertainment, and 
shopping are of concern to travelers with 31 
percent pointing out the lack of amenities as 
an issue.

New survey shows people want to 
go-green but challenges remain

Traffic violations on the rise
The recent traffic security 

campaigns to prosecute 
reckless drivers and perpetrators 
of serious traffic violations that 
endanger the lives of other road 
users has lead to the issuing of 
30,954 traffic offenses, the seizure 
of 12 vehicles and motorcycles, 
the referral of 93 violators to the 
detention center of the General 
Traffic Department, and 52 juveniles 

to the Juvenile Prosecution Office 
and the seizure of 10 vehicles 
required by security and judicial 
authorities, as well as the arrest of 18 
persons wanted, and the referring  
of 9 expatriates to the Deportation 
Department for driving vehicles 
without obtaining a driving licence, 
in addition to 15 cases of juveniles 
driving around without a valid 
driving license.

Stringent measures 
against expats violating 
new restrictions

The authorities are said to be monitoring the adherence 
by businesses and individuals to the partial close-down 

in place. The authorities warned owners of businesses that 
they risked losing their license if found violating closure 
timings or other health guidelines. 

Expatriates breaching the law have been warned that 
they could face summary deportation in the event they 

were found in violations of the new laws. The head of 
the Barber Shop Union, Tariq Asad, confirmed to a local 
daily that everyone is adhering to the decisions issued by 
government agencies, and expressed his objection to the 
implementation mechanism.

The Kuwait Municipality, the Ministry of Interior, 
the Public Authority for Manpower, and the Ministry of 
Trade are said to be jointly and on their own organizing 
inspections campaigns to check on businesses to check 
they are complying with the closing timings of their 
business. The authorities will initially warn the owners 
of violating stores and premises, following which, those 
repeating the offense could face the prospect of revoking 
or cancelling their licenses.
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 Thought
  for the         e

week
- Unknown

Once you have matured, 
you realize silence is more 

important than proving a point.

This classic Middle Eastern style milk pudding is very popular across 
the Arab world in its many iterations. The sweet dessert is super easy-

to-make, with a beautiful vibrant upgrade, to enjoy delicious layers of 
pretty rose jelly, which is very delicious.

Preparation time : 15 to 20min.
Serving: 6 person

Directions:
To Make Rose Jelly:
• Pour cold water in a bowl.  Add gelatin 

powder. Stir until gelatin dissolves. Set 
aside.

• When the mixture starts to thicken, add 
boiling water before stirring to mix and 
then introduce the rose syrup. Pour into 
a bowl and refrigerate until set.

To Make Mahalabia
• In a medium saucepan, whisk together 

the milk, thick cream, sugar and 
cornstarch until well combined and the 
cornstarch has dissolved completely 
without lumps, before turning on the flame.

• Cook the Mahalabia pudding mix on medium heat, while continuously 
whisking the mixture until it begins to thicken, like a custard.

• This will take around 5 to7 minutes. Do not stop whisking, the recipe 
calls for continuous whisking until thickened. This is a crucial step 
while making this pudding, so do not stop whisking the mixture until 
it begins to coat the back of a spoon.

• Remove the saucepan from the heat. Mix in the Rose essence and 
blend well.

• Add Rose jelly pieces at bottom of each glass or bowl and then pour 
the mahalabia mixture to desired level. Refrigerate uncovered until 
the surface has begun to set; about 20 minutes. 

• Meanwhile, prepare the Rose Syrup Topping

To Make Rose Syrup Toppings:
• In a saucepan, off the heat, whisk together the rose syrup concentrate, 

water and cornstarch until well combined.
• Set the saucepan over medium high heat and bring to a full boil, 

whisking constantly, until the mixture thickens and large bubbles 
form around the surface.

• Remove the saucepan from the heat and spoon a thin layer of the 
rose topping over the surface of each mahalabia glass.

• Chill in the refrigerator until set about 2 hours or overnight.
• Before serving, garnish this delicious Middle Eastern milk pudding 

with rose syrup jelly hearts and chopped pistachios and coconut 
powder.

RECIPE

Mahalabia: Famous 
Middle Eastern dessert 

Chef Chhaya Thakker

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

Rose Jelly:
2 cups water
1 tbsp gelatin powder
1/4 cup boiling water
2 tbsp. Rose syrup concentrate

Mahalabia:
500g full fat milk
1/2 cup thick cream
1/2 cup sugar
1/2 cup corn flour (cornstarch)
1 tsp Rose essence

For Garnishing:
Pistachios powder.
Coconut powder
Rose jelly heart

For the Rose Syrup Topping:
3 tbsp Rose syrup concentrate
1/2 cup water
1tbsp cornstarch“You are what you eat!” That 

is true when you examine 
your health inside out. 

Shiny hair, strong unbroken nails and 
a glowing skin are the highlights of 
my topic regarding how our inner 
health affects our outer look . So, 
girls! What do your skin, hair and nails 
say about your health? 

Good nutrition, essential vitamins 
and the right minerals intake play a 
big role in improving cells elasticity 
and growth. You just need to choose 
some power foods to start feeling 
better inside out.

More protein, more iron, more 
Vitamin B6 and B12: Nails 
problems are a sign of protein 
deficiency.  Hence, you need to 
increase your protein intake with the 
best sources like animal products 
such as meat and cheese, but also 
vegetarian protein sources, which 
may actually be more nutritionally 
beneficial due to their low saturated 
and fatty content.  Your best options 
are beans, peas, lentils and legumes, 
which are rich in protein but are also 
very lean. Think about making them 
a part of your daily food intake. 

Zinc-rich foods: Zinc plays a 
significant role in growth and 
development of our cells. Zinc 
deficiency can cause serious 
problems including skin issues, hair 
loss, abnormal discolorations of 
your nails, diarrhea, impaired taste 

sensation and reduced appetite. 
Teenagers have the highest risk of 
this deficiency as zinc is used at higher 
rates when the body is at maximum 
growth. Increase your consumption 
of oysters which is extremely high in 
zinc. Chocolate and sesame seeds are 
also good sources of zinc, along with 
pumpkin and sunflower seeds. 

More calcium and Vitamin D: 
Deficiency of calcium and Vitamin 
D causes your nails to lose their 
strength. They become dry and 
broken. You can find calcium and 
Vitamin D in green leafy vegetables, 
dairy products, sesame seeds, 
sardines, chicken, whole eggs, 
salmon, and enriched cereals. A daily 

supplement can even help.

More Beta-Carotene: Foods rich 
in beta-carotene, like carrots, turn 
into the powerful antioxidant 
vitamin A. This golden vitamin has 
remarkable anti-aging properties, 
promotes healthy hair and nail 
growth, is fantastic for your skin, 
and has been shown to combat 
diabetes-related symptoms. You can 
also find beta-carotene in spinach, 
broccoli, pumpkin, sweet potato, and 
cantaloupe.

Last but not least! The best way is 
always to provide your body all the 
varied and important nutrients is by 
eating a well-balanced diet. You will 
need plenty of protein, fresh fruits 
and vegetables. Water intake is also 
important for moisturizing your skin. 
You have to regularly keep yourself 
dehydrated.

Keep your body in beautiful 
health all through your life. 

Mira is a go-to source for nutrition and wellness 
and has joined The Times Kuwait team in 
a new weekly column discussing nutrition 
and answering queries. You can send in your 
questions to infotimeskuwait@gmail.com

Beauty and Health 
from the Inside Out

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

www.eatlikemira.com.

Ask Mira: Eating Right to Live Happy & Healthy
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Health authorities in the 
country are seemingly 
issuing exceptions to 

restrictions every other day. 
Various business activities that 
were prohibited earlier are now 
being permitted. 

The latest restriction roll back 
is for hotels and restaurants, 
where the relevant health 
committee has stated that it is 
safe to conduct buffets. The same 
committee also decided to allow 
activities in sports stadiums in 
investment areas. Why these 
exemptions when the whole 
purpose of restrictions is to limit 
close interactions between large 
groups of people? 

The new rules by the Health 
Committee states that buffets 
in restaurants and hotels will 
be permitted, provided there is 
adherence to physical spacing 
and health requirements. Having 
diners congregate at the buffet 

table, or wait in queues for their 
turn at the buffet do not seem 
conducive to health guidelines.

The health committee also 
permitted laundries to operate 
after 8pm, however, they are not 
allowed to open doors or receive 
any members of the public, 
but can perform their duties to 
prepare clothes and deliver them 
to their owners the next day. There 
are several other industries that 
could operate under these terms, 
so why only exempt laundries?

The Directorate-General of 
Civil Aviation (DGCA) has also 
decreed that starting from 
21 February, all departing 

passengers, both citizens and 
expats and irrespective of 
whether they have a return or 
one-way air ticket, should also 
have a hotel booking for a seven-
day institutional quarantine on 
their return. 

Passengers may be unsure of 
the exact return date or it could 
be up to five months later when 
the ground situation may have 
changed dramatically, but a hotel 
booking for quarantine has been 
made mandatory. The booking 
can be changed at a later date 
to correspond with the return 
date, but what is the guarantee 
that rooms will be available on 

the changed date? Thankfully, 
this rule is not applicable for 
expats who have cancelled their 
residency in Kuwait before their 
final departure from the country 
for good. The spokesperson 
for DGCA, Saad Al-Otaibi, said 
that no citizen or expat can 
depart from the country except 
after booking and selecting the 
institutional quarantine hotel 
online and paying the costs in 
full. He added, “the money is not 

refundable. The traveler will have 
to pay the costs before travel 
for the institutional quarantine 
period set for seven  continuous 
days on their return.”

With regards to arrivals to 
the country for the first time, 
Al-Otaibi reiterated: “First-
time arrivals must book a hotel 
through https://kuwaitmosafer.
com platform before they reach 
the country for the institutional 
quarantine period.

LOCAL

Restrictions eased as businesses begin to suffer

Public Authority for 
Manpower (PAM) has 

called on mobile food delivery 
vehicle owners to register their 
vehicles on the new online 
system in order to obtain 
the necessary approval from 
the related department for 
new need assessment for the 
profession of a driver.

The new online system at 
PAM is linked to the General 
Traffic Department (GTD) and 
the Ministry of Commerce, in 
addition to linking the need 
assessment to the validity period 
of the commercial licence.

The new regulation follows 
the detection that after 
registering on the new online 
system and electronic linking 
to the GTD and Commerce 
ministry,  some vehicle owners 
were obtaining work permits 
and then selling their vehicles 
to others with the names they 
contain according to the needs 

assessment.  
PAM warned that if such 

registered vehicles are 
converted or sold, it must first 
be registered according to the 
new register before entering 
the profession or making a 
request for change. The new 
owners would then have to 
register with the General 
Traffic Department according 
to the commercial licence and 

the name mentioned in the 
commercial licence.

PAM is working with the 
General Traffic Department 
and the Ministry of Commerce 
to define specific regulations 
for food-order delivery 
vehicles, food vending vehicles 
and mobile restaurants, and 
the businesses they are used 
for according to a technical list 
that will be announced soon.

PAM to register outdoor 
food delivery vehicles

Following the sharp increase in recent 
weeks of coronavirus infected patients, 

the Ministry of Health (MoH) has decided to 
open two new Intensive CAre (IC) wards at the 
Jaber Al-Ahmad Hospital.

A statement from Director of Jaber Al-
Ahmad Hospital, Dr. Nader Al-Awadi, said that 
the hospital began receiving about 30 patients 
per day, compared to a month ago when it was 
receiving 10 to 15 patients a day. This doubling 
in number of patients admitted to intensive 
care has necessitated the opening of two other 
wards when earlier it was only two wings.

Al-Awadi indicated that 90 percent of 
hospital care patients are elderly and suffer 
from chronic diseases, and their health 
condition is critical.

For his part, the head of the Department 
of Anaesthesia and Intensive Care at Jaber 
Hospital, Dr. Abdul Rahman Al-Rifai, explained 
that the doubling of the coronavirus infection 
rate and the entry of patients to the hospital 
may point to the possibility of another viral 
wave and highlighted the importance of 
taking anti-coronavirus vaccines while being 
careful to follow health regulations.

New IC wards opened at Jaber 
Hospital for COVID patients
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The decision by Council of Ministers to begin 
institutional quarantine in local hotels for 

all incoming passengers to Kuwait from Sunday, 
21 February could see the cancelling of a ban 
on people from 35-countries flying directly into 
Kuwait. 

Priority on institutional quarantine in Kuwait 
will be for citizens followed by expatriates holding 
valid residency permits and the availability of 
hotel rooms to accommodate them.

The Cabinet’s decision could also hopefully 
put an end to the expensive process of people 
from the currently banned countries traveling to 
Kuwait, after spending two weeks quarantine in 
several neighboring countries.

The government is said to be considering 
closing down any activity contributing to the 
spread of the pandemic

The coronavirus investigation health team is 
reported to be monitoring the evolving situation, 
while security personnel are on the watch-out 
for any illegal gatherings or parties being held in 
breach of the law.

Following last week’s cabinet decision to 
impose limited restrictions on businesses and 
travel, hotels, wellness centers, gyms and salons 
were forced to close their businesses for a 
period of one month from 7 February. However, 
opposition to the new partial closures were 
reported in some places, with owners of the 
shut-down enterprises protesting the decision 
and calling on the authorities to roll-back the 
new restrictions.

Quarantining in Kuwait 
could end transit quarantines

Consumer spending falls as 
COVID dampens purchasing

Latest figures from the Central Bank of 
Kuwait (CBK) reveal that spending of 
citizens and expatriates witnessed a 

decline of 17 percent in 2020 to total KD19.3 
billion —  down from the KD23.3 billion 
spent in 2019.

The fall in consumer spending has been 
attributed to the government’s decision to 
restrict mobility and close-down economic 
activity in the country for much of the 
first-half of the year, in response to the 
global COVID-19 pandemic and its impact 
in Kuwait. Travel restrictions imposed in 
Kuwait and around the world also meant 
that spending on travel abroad for tourism 
or holidays by residents was negligible for 
the entire 2020 period.

Data from CBK show that consumer 
spending was lowest in the second-quarter 
of 2020, reaching a total of only KD3.2 

billion. The spending improved in the third-
quarter, with the government loosening 
restrictions in August, to reach KD5.4 billion 
and rose slightly higher in fourth-quarter to 
total KD5.6 billion.

Other statistics on spending from the 
CBK reveals that transactions conducted 
through point of sale devices (PoS) within 
Kuwait and abroad totaled KD9.2 billion, 
which was a year-on-year decline of 15 
percent compared to KD10.8 billion in 2019.

Point of sale transactions, split between 
spending in Kuwait and abroad, shows 
that spending at PoS devices in Kuwait 
stood at KD8.8 billion, down 10.6 percent 
from the KD9.9 billion in 2019. At the same 
time, the value of transactions outside 
Kuwait amounted to about KD286 million, 
a decrease of 67 percent relative to the 
spending in 2019 of KD856 million.

Meanwhile, total cash withdrawals 
through ATMs both within Kuwait and 
abroad during 2020 amounted to KD10 
billion, a decline of 19 percent compared 
to KD12.5 billion withdrawn in 2019. 
Withdrawals within Kuwait was KD9.9 
billion, while use of ATMs outside Kuwait to 
withdraw cash was limited to KD209 million.

Other relevant figures from the CBK 
report show that there was a significant 
decline in volume of deposits by expatriates 
in Kuwait. Deposits until December 2020 
total KD6.4 billion, down from the KD7 
billion by the end of the same period in 2019.

Ambassador of Pakistan H E Syed Sajjad 
Haider paid a courtesy visit to The Times, 

Kuwait last week and met with Editor-in-Chief 
Tareq Yusuf Al-Shumaimry and Managing 

Editor Reaven D'Souza.
Several topics were discussed including 

the impact of Covid-19 and various topics of 
mutual interes.

Pakistan ambassador 
visits The Times Kuwait
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Under the patronage of H.E Sheikha 
Hanouf Bader Al Muhamad Al 
Sabah, spouse to H.E Minister 

of Foreign Affairs, Honorary President of 
the International Women’s Group- Kuwait 
(IWG) celebrated with the group the 60th 
anniversary of Independence and the 30th 
anniversary of Liberation Day. 

Laila Boulos, master of ceremonies, 
eloquently and seamlessly managed the 
virtual program. Mrs. Ambreen Mustafa 
spouse of the Ambassador of the Republic 
of Pakistan and president of IWG delivered 
the welcome speech and congratulated the 
State of Kuwait, citizens, and residents on 
this auspicious occasion. 

The event commenced with the National 
anthem orchestrated by Saint John’s Scout, 
Orthodox Church.

Sheikha Hanouf Bader Al Muhamad Al 
Sabah, as a guest of honor, in her taped 
speech highlighted loyalty and appreciation 
to the souls of martyrs who sacrificed their 
lives for Kuwait.

Sheikha Hanouf also praised the efforts 
of the international community for their 
support during the liberation of the State of 
Kuwait. Adding that Kuwait is forever grateful 
to the allied forces for their continued 
support to bring peace and stability to the 
region.  Reiterating that the occasion is also 
an opportunity to commemorate women 
martyrs and recognize their invaluable role 
in the liberation of Kuwait and their sacrifice 
for the sake of peace and prosperity for 
future generations.

Sheikha Hanouf Bader Al Muhamad Al 

Sabah offered condolences to the families 
who have lost a loved one during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and extended well 
wishes to those in recovery and called on 
Allah for an end to this universal pandemic.  

She praised highly the commitment of 
the IWG board to adhering to the required 
health measures imposed by the Kuwaiti 
government and thanked all volunteers and 
various servicemen and women in Kuwait 
who fight on the front lines of this pandemic. 
Al-Sabah also thanked the IWG for service to 
the community and bringing awareness to 
the special attributes of Kuwait’s society and 
cultural activities. 

Sheikha Hanouf concluded her speech 
by stressing that Kuwait will always be 
an oasis for humanity and prosperity and 
will continue to be the land of peace and 
friendship. 

Dr. Bassam Al Faili, founder and director-
general of Orbital Space and Director of 
Innovation & Enterprises  Directorate at 
KFAS delivered his address and described 
the efforts and achievements of his team 
with the international space program. Omar 
Kammourieh one the students on this team 
gave details of the project which entailed 
sending bacteria into space to be used in an 
experiment on how to reduce the effect of 

carbon dioxide on our planet. 
Prof. Leila Vali also gave an enlightening 

presentation on Kuwait’s participation in 
the space program and praised Omar and 
Mahlak Abdulla, the two students involved.

The event continued with a Kuwaiti 
folkloric dance performance by Mrs. Braisa 
Al Roumi; 

The British School of Kuwait’s orchestra 
La Camarata, the winners of the 2019 
Bahrain music championship for the 
Gulf, performance of “Watan Al Nahar”, 
the patriotic symphony that was created 
during the Iraqi invasion. The BSK Camarata 
orchestra gave the auspicious occasion the 
grandeur it well deserved. 

Quamar Al-Mumin, a young Kuwaiti 
woman poet delivered a sonnet on 
women empowerment. And a gastronomic 
experience was enjoyed by watching chef 
Sadeqa Esmael from Dar Hamad restaurant 
present a step by step method to making a 
national Kuwaiti dish. 

The event concluded with special thanks 
to the distinguished guests, volunteers, 
board members and the event AlWazzan 
Hectar crisps company, and the online 
participants and board members for making 
this event a great success.

IWG celebrates 60th Independence and 
30th Liberation day of Kuwait

M inistry of Health (MoH) is reportedly 
making arrangements for the return 

of all expatriate medical personnel stranded 
abroad, including medical, technical and 
nursing employees, despite the ongoing 
temporary ban on non-Kuwaitis entering 
the country.

In preparation for this return the MoH has 
addressed all health regions, and asked for the 
list of the names of its employees stranded 
abroad with their civil numbers, job titles, 
work centers, passport numbers, nationalities, 

country of residence, and the date of expiry of 
their residency.

MoH exempts its staff from ban
on foreigners entering Kuwait

Embassy of India is inviting the Indian diaspora 
in Kuwait to register on the ‘Global Pravasi 

Rishta’ portal, set up by the government of India 
to establish a three-way communication between 
the Ministry of External Affairs, Indian Missions, 
and the Diaspora.

Registering on the portal will facilitate the 
Indian government to connect with the overseas 
Indian community, while allowing the diaspora to 

connect to various new and existing government 
schemes benefiting them in various areas of 
interest. To register on the portal visit: https://
pravasirishta.gov.in/home.

The portal is embedded with Mission’s function 
areas related to After registering with the portal, 
users can submit queries pertaining to a Misson’s 
Consular, Community Affairs, Labor, Education 
and Events, while also providing Feedback.

Indian Embassy urges NRIs to 
register on ‘Global Pravasi Rishta’ portal

Latest statistics made available by the Central 
Statistics Bureau (CSB) show that inflation 
last December rose by 2.95 percent year-

on-year. Presenting its monthly consumer prices 
index (CPI) report, the CSB noted that the monthly 
rate rose by 0.34 percent in December compared 
with a month earlier.

The CPI reveals that there were significant 
rises for food and beverages (9.81%), culture 
and recreation (7.23%), commodities and 
miscellaneous goods and services (5.73%), and 
telecommunications (5.3 %). Other sectors 
that witnessed rises include home furnishings 
and household maintenance (4.18%), transport 

(3.34%), cigarettes and tobacco (2.43%), clothing 
and footwear (2.19%), and healthcare (1.73%). 
Education was the only sector to have witnessed 
a downturn, plummeting by 15.46 percent. 
Meanwhile, two sectors, namely housing 
services and restaurants and hotels, remained 
unchanged — the former unaffected for the 
second month in a row. 

The CPI measures prices in general, either on a 
monthly or yearly basis. It is also a basic indicator 
for growth or economic recession calculations, 
which the state may take into consideration when 
making decisions regarding economic, commercial 
sectors or to map out monetary and fiscal policies.

Inflation up as 
market activity resumes
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Even in interim years when oil prices regained 
some of its luster, Kuwait has struggled to 
introduce meaningful economic and financial 
reforms that would allow it to diversify the 
economy from its overwhelming dependence 
on hydrocarbon revenues. Repeated rows 
and deadlocks between appointed cabinets 
and successive elected assemblies have led to 
several government reshuffles and dissolutions 
of parliament, hampering much needed 
economic reforms.

According to Fitch Ratings, Kuwait has 
vast foreign assets that buttress the country’s 
continued AA ratings. The Kuwait Investment 
Authority (KIA), which manages the country’s 
sovereign wealth fund that includes the Future 
Generations Fund (FGF) and the General 
Reserve Fund (GRF) is estimated to hold 
investments totalling over US$ 527 billion, or 
around 380 percent of the country’s GDP at the 
end of fiscal year 2019-20.

The FGF constitutes the bulk of Kuwait’s 
sovereign net foreign asset position of 471 
percent of GDP or around US$489 billion. 
The FGF has grown over the years due to 
investment returns and a law mandating 
transfer of 10 percent of government revenue 
to the FGF each year. But last year, parliament 
permitted the government to amend this law, 
which now states that the 10 percent annual 
transfer is incumbent only in those years when 
the budget registers a surplus. 

The rest of the assets of the sovereign 
wealth fund lies in the General Reserve Fund 
(GRF), which is estimated to have fallen for the 
sixth year in a row. The depletion of GRF has 
been hastened by the government repeatedly 
dipping into the fund to finance its recurring 
budget deficits and for repayment of domestic 
maturities. It is also estimated that since only 
around 65 percent of GRF assets are liquid, the 
GRF could viably finance deficits only to the 
end of fiscal year 2021-22. 

The GRF, which serves as the state’s treasury, 
has in particular depleted rapidly since 2015-16 
due to heavy drawdowns by the government 
to finance recurring budget deficits. Assets of 
the state’s treasury declined by KD14.7 billion 
from the 2015-2016 to 2018-2019 fiscal years. In 
fiscal year 2016-17 the pace of decline in GRF’s 

assets slowed slightly due to the government 
issuing domestic debt issuances and launching 
the country’s debut international debt sale that 
was overwhelmingly well-received by markets. 
However, these issuances ended in 2017-18 as 
the authorities could not get a renewed debt 
law passed in parliament. 

According to a country report on Kuwait 
by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 
controversial and often contentious debt law 
was first enacted in 1987. Debt Law Bill: Law No. 
50 (1987) authorized the government to borrow 
for 10 years and was subsequently amended by 
Law No. 3 (1997) to extend the period until 2017. 
The law sets several restrictions on borrowings, 
including a debt limit of KD10 billion; and debt 
issuance maturities of maximum 10 years. 

Since the old debt law lapsed in October 
2017, repeated attempts by the executive to 
pass a revamped bill that would allow the 
government to increase the debt ceiling to KD25 
billion and to issue debt with tenures of up to 
30 years, have been stonewalled by lawmakers 
who insist that the government rein-in its own 
wasteful expenditures and curtail corruption 
before piling debt on future citizens. 

The largest portion of expenditure in 
the general budget goes to paying salaries 
and bonuses of government employees, 
but lawmakers are also adamant that the 
government should not infringe on salaries 
by reforming public sector wages as the vast 
majority of those employed in this sector are 
nationals. The deficit in the general budget in 
the first nine months of the current fiscal year 
that ends in March, has already topped KD5.4 
billion, or a monthly average of KD600 million 
per month. 

Falling oil revenues, rising expenditure, and 

a rapidly depleting GRF have made borrowing 
on the debt market no longer an option but a 
growing need for the country. In the current 
fiscal year 2020-21that ends in March, the 
country has struggled to not only control the 
budget deficit amid low oil revenues, rising 
government expenditures, and a rapidly 
depleting GRF, but has also had to cope with 
unexpected expenses arising from tackling the 
COVID-19 crisis.

However, in response to the latest 
downgrade by Fitch Ratings, Finance Minister 
Khalifa Hamada said in a statement that 
Kuwait’s financial position was solid, supported 
by the much larger Future Generations Fund. 
But he acknowledged the near-depletion of 
the GRF due to “structural imbalances” in public 
finances. He said boosting liquidity in the GRF 
was among the government’s top priorities and 
solutions were being explored. 

One such solution that has led to the infusion 
of capital in the GRF at the start of this February 
has been swapping state assets with the FGF in 
return for cash. With a debt law blocked, with 
reforms thwarted, and parliament waiting for 
a new government lineup to be announced, 
the authorities resorted to swapping state 
assets with the FGF to resolve the financial 
stalemate. While the government cannot 
directly withdraw money from the FGF without 
parliamentary approval, no such authorization 
is needed in order for the fund to buy assets of 
the GRF.

Last week, the massive wealth fund the FGF, 
which invests mostly abroad and is considered 
a safeguard to the nation’s wealth for a time 
when oil runs dry, once again came to the aid of 
its dwindling sisterly fund the GRF by infusing 
the country’s treasury with capital to the tune 

of KD7.5 billion. Though it appears to be a new 
initiative to infuse capital, the government has 
been swapping assets with the FGF since June 
2020, in order to provide the necessary liquidity 
to pay monthly government salaries and to 
finance current spending. 

The recently swapped assets reportedly 
include lucrative stakes in Kuwait Finance 
House and telecoms company Zain. In the latest 
infusion of cash into the GRF, the government 
is said to have transferred the last of its 
performing assets, the state-owned Kuwait 
Petroleum Corporation, which has a nominal 
value of KD2.5 billion, from the government’s 
treasury in January to the country’s sovereign 
wealth fund. With the state assets now nearly 
depleted, it is not clear how the government 
will cover future financial exigencies, or its 
eighth consecutive budget deficit expected in 
fiscal year 2021-22.

In a report carried by Bloomberg News 
recently, a business management professor 
at Kuwait University, Nawaf Alabduljader was 
quoted as saying, “It’s a very imminent crisis 
now, not a long-term one like it was before. 
The Future Generations Fund is our life jacket 
but we don’t have a boat to take us to shore, we 
have no vision. We urgently need to restructure 
our economy and move away from the welfare 
state model.”

The brinkmanship in parliament has 
prompted warnings that repeated delays could 
carry long-term costs. Kuwait would be looking 
at “either the imposition of high taxes. Or, if the 
government fails to convince parliament, the 
central bank will have to resort to devaluing 
the dinar,” the former CEO of Boursa Kuwait 
Talal Fahad Alghanim, was quoted as saying by 
media sources. 

To end on a more positive note, Fitch said in 
announcing its ratings downgrade that its base 
case, however, remains that the government 
would replenish the GRF even without any 
new legislation, and that debt servicing of 
KD400 million, or 1percent of GDP in 2021, 
would in any case continue in a timely manner. 
It forecast Kuwait’s economy would stage a 
modest recovery this year as the dual shocks of 
oil output cuts and the pandemic fade after the 
economy contracted an estimated 7 percent in 
2020. Let us hope Fitch is right.

Dwindling reserves force state asset swaps

Indian Embassy holds “Invest in Tamil 
Nadu – A State Facilitation Event”

Embassy of India in Kuwait, with 
the Indian Business Network (IBN) 
organized a virtual event “Invest in 

Tamil Nadu – A State Facilitation Event” on 
09 February. This event was organized in 
association with Guidance Tamil Nadu, which 
is the nodal agency of the State government 
of Tamil Nadu for investment promotion and 
single-window facilitation.

“Invest in Tamil Nadu” event is another 
event by the Embassy organized as part 
of the States Facilitation Program by the 
Ministry of External Affairs, Government of 
India. Embassy has previously conducted 
trade, tourism and investment promotion 
events for the Indian states of Gujarat, Punjab 
as well as the North-Eastern states of India.

The aim of this virtual conference was 
to bolster trade and investment linkages 
between Kuwait and India, especially in 
the state of Tamil Nadu, which is a well-
diversified industrial state of India, and is 
one of the most sought-after investment 
destinations due to its strategic location, 
conducive business environment, state-of-
the-art infrastructure, proactive governance 
and favourable ecosystem.

Addressing the gathering, H.E. Shri Sibi 

George, Ambassador of India to Kuwait 
highlighted the historically friendly 
relations between Kuwait and India 
and spoke about the Embassy’s vision 
and continuous efforts to engage the 
business, trade, and investment sectors 
in India and Kuwait. Dr. Neeraj Mittal, 
MD & CEO, Guidance Tamil Nadu, in his 
address emphasized the progressive policy 
framework and incentives offered by the 
Government of Tamil Nadu and added that 
the state has been receiving a stream of 

foreign investments despite the pandemic.
Mr. Israr Ahmed, Regional Chairman, 

Federation of Indian Export Organizations 
(Southern Region) spoke about the trade 
and investment opportunities available 
for those interested in doing business with 
Kuwait and Tamil Nadu. Presenters from 
Kuwait included Eng. Khaled Hamdan Al 
Saif, Vice Chairman and CEO, NAPESCO, 
Kuwait, and Chairman, NAPESCO India LLP 
who spoke in detail about his company’s 
experience of opening a subsidiary base 

in India and the variety of opportunities 
offered by India for Kuwaiti businesses 
and investors. Mr. M.R. Raghu, Executive 
Vice President – Research, Kuwait Financial 
Centre (Markaz) made a presentation on 
business climate in Kuwait and gave insights 
useful for Indian companies doing business 
with Kuwait.

The event saw virtual participation from 
a large number of business and professional 
community members in Kuwait as well as 
India.
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Lateral flow test kits to detect 
asymptomatic COVID-19

In the United Kingdom, Prime Minister 
Boris Johnson plans to launch a £7 billion 
mass testing ‘Moonshot’ program where 

the government will deploy over £1.2 billion 
worth of rapid lateral flow antigen tests to 
identify asymptomatic cases in communities 
and workplaces. 

Last week, the new administration in the 
United States also announced the investment 
of $230 million in at-home coronavirus testing 
kits, to identify cases of the virus across the 
country, to break chains of transmission 
and prevent new strains from disrupting 
communities and workplaces. 

Many other countries, including Canada, 
Japan, France, Hungary as well as private 
and public industries are now adopting this 
regular rapid testing strategy. Rapid mass 
testing is also under consideration as an 
accelerated public health strategy for Africa 
with frequent weekly testing in communities 
and workplaces. India is also undertaking 
Rapid Lateral Flow Testing as they have been 
found to be time and cost effective in the 
detection of SARS-CoV-2 virus infection. 

So what is rapid lateral flow testing? Unlike 
PCR tests, which involve complex laboratory 
equipment and highly trained staff, lateral 
flow tests can be processed on the spot and 
return a result far quicker. 

Rather than sending patient’s samples to 
a laboratory, lateral flow testing kits are small, 
portable devices that can be administered 
with minimal training. This makes them 
attractive for deployment outside of 
healthcare facilities, in low- and middle-
income countries, or for those countries rolling 
out mass population screening programs.

Lateral flow tests can be designed to 
analyse various body fluids, but in the case 

of COVID-19, most tests collect material from 
the back of someone’s nose and throat using 
a swab. The swab is then inserted into a tube 
of liquid, after which a sample of this liquid is 
deposited on a small absorbent pad contained 
within the disposable testing kit. The liquid is 
drawn along the pad by capillary action, until 
it encounters a strip coated in antibodies 
which are specific to proteins, also known as 
antigens, from the SARS-CoV-2 virus. If viral 
proteins are present, this will show up as a 
colored line.

However, many medical experts say the 
sensitivity and specificity of these tests are 
not sufficiently accurate to make a correct 
diagnosis. Sensitivity and specificity refers to 
the accuracy of a particular diagnostic test. 
Sensitivity refers to the proportion of true 
positives a test correctly identifies. A highly 
sensitive test will identify all infected people 
as positive. Specificity refers to the proportion 
of true negatives a test correctly identifies. A 
highly specific test will identify all people who 
do not have the virus as negative.

Unfortunately, increased sensitivity usually 
comes at the cost of reduced specificity. A test 
with low specificity can frequently tell people 
they are infected, when in reality they are 
not (a false positive). This may result in some 
people unnecessarily having to self-isolate.

Likewise, high specificity can come at the 
expense of lower sensitivity, which can mean 
that some people with a negative result are, in 
fact, infected (a false-negative). So, a negative 
test result may give people a false sense of 
security. Moreover, even a very specific test 
may yield a lot of false positive results if the 
disease is very rare in a population. Care must 
therefore be taken in the communication of 
such results to patients.

The World Health Organization 
recommends that rapid diagnostic tests 
for SARS-CoV-2 must have a minimum 
sensitivity of 70 percent and at least 97 
percent specificity. The rapid lateral test kit 
from South Korean company SD Biosensor, 
has a clinical specificity of 99.3 percent and 
a clinical sensitivity of 76.6 percent, making 
it around 20 percent less sensitive than PCR 
tests. Another issue is that lateral flow tests 
are unable to distinguish between infected 
people who are no longer transmitting the 
virus, and those who are still infectious. 

Even though they are less accurate than 
PCR tests, their low cost, speed and ease of use 
makes lateral flow tests particularly attractive to 
countries that do not have extensive laboratory 
facilities or trained health workers to easily 
conduct PCR tests. With their high specificity, 
existing COVID-19 lateral flow tests are 
potentially useful for confirming that someone 
suspected of having COVID-19 really has it.

An initiative by the G20 called ‘Access to 
COVID-19 Tools (ACT) Accelerator’, which 
is a global collaboration to accelerate the 
development, production and equitable access 
to new COVID-19 diagnostics, therapeutics and 
vaccines, has reached an agreement with two 
lateral flow test manufacturers, SD Biosensor 

and Abbott Laboratories, to make 120 million 
tests available at a maximum price of US$5 per 
unit over a period of six months. Additionally, 
the Global Fund has pledged an initial US$50 
million to make more of these tests available 
going forwards.

The hope is that this will enable more 
people who are infected, but asymptomatic, 
to be identified and quarantined, reducing 
transmission of the virus. However, some 
scientists have expressed concerns that the 
relatively low sensitivity of many of these 
tests in people with low viral loads, could 
lead to missing some infected cases. This 
would be particularly problematic if someone 
interpreted a negative test result as a license 
to stop taking precautions and attend social 
gatherings.

Scientists at the Wistar Institute, associated 
with the University of Pennsylvania in 

the United States, have uncovered a new 
class of compounds that uniquely combine 
direct antibiotic killing of pan drug-resistant 
bacterial pathogens while developing rapid 
immune response for combating antimicrobial 
resistance (AMR). 

The World Health Organization (WHO) 
has declared AMR as one of the top 10 global 
public health threats against humanity. It is 
estimated that by 2050, antibiotic-resistant 
infections could claim 10 million lives each year 
and impose a cumulative $100 trillion burden 
on the global economy. The list of bacteria 
that are becoming resistant to treatment with 
all available antibiotic options is growing and 
few new drugs are in the pipeline, creating a 
pressing need for new classes of antibiotics to 
prevent public health crises.

The scientists pursued an innovative double-
pronged strategy to develop new molecules 
that can kill difficult-to-treat infections while 
enhancing the natural host immune response. 
Their work has resulted in the identification of a 
new generation of antimicrobials named dual-
acting immuno-antibiotics (DAIAs).

Existing antibiotics target essential bacterial 
functions, including nucleic acid and protein 

synthesis, building of the cell membrane, 
and metabolic pathways. However, bacteria 
can acquire drug resistance by mutating the 
bacterial target the antibiotic is directed against, 
inactivating the drugs or pumping them out.

The researchers focused on a metabolic 
pathway that is essential for most bacteria but 
absent in humans, making it an ideal target 
for antibiotic development. This pathway, 
called methyl-D-erythritol phosphate (MEP) 
is responsible for biosynthesis of isoprenoids, 
which are molecules required for cell survival 
in most pathogenic bacteria. The team 
targeted an essential enzyme in isoprenoid 
biosynthesis, as a way to block this pathway 
and kill the microbes. Given the broad 
presence of this enzyme in the bacterial 
world, this approach may target a wide range 
of bacteria.

Researchers used computer modeling to 
screen several million commercially available 
compounds for their ability to bind with the 
enzyme, and selected the most potent ones 
that inhibited IspH function as starting points 
for drug discovery.

Immune activation represented the second 
line of attack of the DAIA strategy. The team 
demonstrated that the enzyme inhibitors also 
stimulated the immune system with more 
potent bacterial killing activity and specificity 
than current best-in-class antibiotics when 
tested in vitro on a wide range of pathogenic 
gram negative and gram positive bacteria. 

We believe this innovative DAIA strategy may 
represent a potential landmark in the world’s 
fight against AMR, creating a synergy between 
the direct killing ability of antibiotics and the 
natural power of the immune system,” said the 
team behind the research.

New class of antibiotics effective 
against wide range of bacteria

HEALTH
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The Visegrad Group was established 
as an alliance of originally three, 
later four countries for the purpose 

of furthering their European integration as 
well as advancing their military, economic 
and energy cooperation with one another. 
The Visegrad Group (or the ‘Visegrad Four’ 
or simply ‘V4’ reflects the efforts of the four 
Central European countries— the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia — 
to work together in a number of fields of 
common interest within the all-European 
integration. The respective leaders, Václav 
Havel, József Antall and Lech Wałęsa, made it 
clear in the founding document, the Visegrad 
Declaration, that cooperation in Central 
Europe was designed as a handy tool for 
integrating these states with European and 
Transatlantic institutions. Today, every one 
of them is a member of both the European 
Union and NATO. 

The first high-level summit was held in the 
town of Visegrád on 15 February, 1991. The 
place was selected to symbolically connect 
the summit to the meetings of three kings 
in Visegrád in 1335 and 1336 which had 
been the results of lengthy and complex 
diplomatic efforts at that time and can be 
regarded as one of the earliest examples of 
regional cooperation in Central Europe. Six 
hundred years later the presidents of the 
Central European states formed the Visegrád 
Group. 

The activities of the group are coordinated 
by V4 countries’ foreign ministries but extend 
to all levels of the government and state 
administration. With the establishment of 

the International Visegrad Fund in 2000 — 
the only solid organization of the alliance 
to date — support has also been given to 
nongovernmental organizations and civil 
initiatives for the ‘bottom-up’ building of the 
regional alliance.

Today, the V4 countries exchange 
information and develop priority programs 
in order better to cooperate in an increasing 

number of areas. An important basic 
principle is that, within the EU, the V4 carry 
more weight as an alliance than they would 
as individual countries. Each year a different 
member of the group takes over the V4 
presidency.

Nowadays Visegrad cooperation focuses 
on internal affairs in the region and takes 
place at the EU as well as other international 
organisations. It has resulted in establishing, 
among others, the Visegrad Battlegroup, the 

Visegrad Patent Institute and the Visegrad 
Prize awarded by V4 ministers of culture. 
Moreover, the Visegrad Group is a platform 
for exchanging experiences between V4 
societies. That is why, the International 
Visegrad Fund (IVF) was established to 
facilitate links between them. For more than 
20 years now the IVF supports the realisation 
of common projects, grants, artistic and 

literary programs. The current cooperation 
format within the V4 is regulated by rotating, 
year-long presidencies. Until 30 June, 2021 
Poland is holding the V4’s presidency, with 
Hungary taking over from 1 July 2021

Visegrad Fund: The purpose of the fund 
is to facilitate and promote the development 
of closer cooperation among citizens 
and institutions in the region as well as 
between the V4 region and other countries, 
especially in the Western Balkan and Eastern 

Partnership regions. The fund operates 
several grant programs, and also awards 
individual scholarships, fellowships and artist 
residencies. Grant support is given to original 
projects of multilateral character that display 
sufficient regional added value within the 
main focus areas. The fund’s annual budget 
(€8 million as of 2014) consists of equal 
contributions of V4 governments. 

Polish Presidency: Poland took over the 
annual rotating presidency in the Visegrad 
Group on 1 July 2020 under the ‘Back on 
track’ motto. In this context, the cooperation 
within the V4 focuses not only on acting 
together against the COVID-19 pandemic, 
but also on boosting and facilitating 
regional collaboration, as well as fostering 
people-to-people contacts between the 
Group’s societies after the pandemic-related 
restrictions are lifted. Since the European 
Union remains the key platform of the V4 
engagement, under the Polish presidency 
the Group centres its works on the current 
European agenda. Important topics include 
deepening cooperation in the digital 

sector, collaboration in the area of security 
and infrastructure, as well as international 
agenda, such as supporting pro-European 
aspirations of the Western Balkans and the 
development of the Eastern Partnership.

It is Poland’s sixth  presidency of the 
V4. The Group has separate formats of 
consultations with Germany, France, Benelux 
countries, Nordic and Baltic states (NB8), 
as well as with the Eastern Partnership and 
Western Balkans’ countries.

Visegrad Group V4

The Visegrad Group celebrates its 30th birthday this year. On 15 
February, 1991, the Presidents of Czechoslovakia and Poland and the 
Prime Minister of Hungary signed the Visegrad Declaration, which 

marked the beginning of the V4 cooperation. 

INTERNATIONAL
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Today 270 ,million people — equivalent 
to  the  combined  population  of 
Germany  ,the  United  Kingdom  ,France, 

and Italy — are on the brink of starvation .This 
number has doubled over the last 12 months. 
And it is the world‘s children who are suffering 
most.

An estimated 11 million children under the 
age of five face extreme hunger or starvation 
in  11  countries  in  Africa  ,the  Caribbean  ,the 
Middle  East  ,and  Asia  .Of  these  168,000  ,will 
die of malnutrition by the end of 2022 unless 
they receive emergency support. And a total 
of 73 million primary schoolchildren in 60 low-
income countries are chronically hungry.

Hunger was already on the rise before the 
coronavirus pandemic, mostly as a result of war 
and conflict, and climate change exacerbated 
it. But the secondary effects of the pandemic 
have created a global hunger crisis.

One reason for this is that COVID-19 has 
broken the lifeline of school. More than 1.6 
billion children have missed time in the 
classroom since the pandemic began, and 
nearly 200 million are still not back at school.

Previous crises have shown that school 
closures carry huge social and economic costs, 
including increases in child marriage and child 
labor. Some young people end up paying the 
ultimate price: complications from pregnancy 
and childbirth are the leading cause of death 
for girls aged 15-19 in low- and middle-income 
countries. Ultimately, crises reverse progress 
on ensuring that all girls have access to quality 
education.

Moreover, schools provide many poor 
children with their only nutritious meal of the 
day. School closures mean that millions of 
children have lost their opportunity not only 
to learn, but also to eat. Children have missed 
more than 39 billion school meals during the 

crisis. Women and girls are often the first to miss 
meals, and account for more than 70 percent of 
people facing chronic hunger.

The damage caused by just a few weeks of 
missed nutrition can stunt a hungry child for a 
lifetime, and malnutrition can stunt a country’s 
economic progress for a generation. So, getting 
children back into school where they can be 
educated and fed must be a high priority.

With relatively little money, the international 
humanitarian system has achieved much. 
The United Nations World Food Programme 
(WFP), for example, feeds around 100 million 
people per year. And when COVID-19 severely 

disrupted commercial airline services, the UN 
created a logistics system to transport health 
and humanitarian workers and vital supplies, 
including food. But a crisis on this scale requires 
an ambitious plan that involves more than 
just providing school meals. Humanitarian 
organizations cannot do it alone.

At their June summit, the wealthy G7 
economies should commission a long-term 
plan to address rising global food needs. The 
plan should include provisions for pre-emptive 

action: building up food stocks, developing 
insurance as a protection, and supporting 
developing-country farmers and food growers 
with long-term investments to help them 
become self-sufficient.

Policymakers must also adopt innovative 
ways to generate financing, including 
guarantee-based facilities that can maximize 
the use of development aid and private-sector 
funding, which was at the heart of the 2015 Addis 
Ababa proposals for financing the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Another priority could be 
a closer partnership between the UN and the 
World Bank, the main wholly global organization 

capable of mobilizing substantial additional 
resources on a sustained basis.

But there is a very simple, common-
sense solution to the immediate crisis: new 
international money. At least $600 billion 
in Special Drawing Rights (the International 
Monetary Fund’s reserve asset) can be allocated 
to poorer countries. Leaders and lenders can 
agree on up to $80 billion of debt relief on the 
condition that the money goes to education, 
health, and nutrition. And the World Bank 

and regional development banks can rapidly 
expand grants and loans.

With around $10 billion this year, the world 
could stave off famine in Yemen, South Sudan, 
northeast Nigeria, and the Sahel. And it could 
prevent mass hunger, which immediately 
precedes famine, in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, Afghanistan, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia’s 
Tigray region, and other vulnerable places.

This may sound like a lot of money. But it is 
the equivalent of a dollar a month from each 
person in the world’s richest economies, and 
represents a fraction of 1 percent of wealthy 
countries’ pandemic-related stimulus spending.

We need to move quickly. This means giving 
grants up front to the WFP and leading NGOs 
like Save the Children to feed hungry children 
and their families. With only 31 percent of 
refugee children enrolled at the secondary 
level, and just 27 percent of girls, Education 
Cannot Wait — which helps displaced children 
into school and has raised almost $1 billion in 
its short existence — needs to be fully funded. 
By directing additional resources to education, 
we can get 136 million children in some of the 
poorest and most conflict-affected countries 
back in school, and help them stay there.

COVID-19 has also exposed another 
educational divide: two thirds of the world’s 
school-age children lack internet access at 
home, which prevents them from online 
learning. Today, only 5 percent of children 
in low-income countries have such access, 
compared to 90 percent in high-income 
countries. A UNICEF-led project to connect the 
world could bridge this gaping digital divide.

The UK government has pledged to play a 
leading global role in getting all children into 
school and ensuring that girls receive 12 years 
of education. But we will not achieve that noble 
objective unless the G7 summit addresses this 
issue, in addition to food security.

Time and again, education has demonstrated 
its power to transform individuals, families, 
and entire countries. But chronic hunger can 
have devastating consequences: cruel and 
preventable deaths, violent conflict, and mass 
displacement. Ignoring the global scourge of 
hunger is thus not an option. What happens 
in the world’s most fragile places has knock-on 
effects in the most stable countries.

The choice facing world leaders is simple: act 
now to tackle the hunger crisis, or pay a much 
higher price later. Immediate action will be 
cheaper and save more lives than responding 
only after multiple famines have taken hold 
and  a  generation‘s  missed  education  has 
exacted a terrible toll.

Tackling the COVID Hunger Crisis

GORDON BROWN AND MARK LOWCOCK
Gordon Brown, a former prime minister of the United Kingdom, 
is United Nations Special Envoy for Global Education and 
Chair of the International Commission on Financing Global 
Education Opportunity. 

Mark Lowcock is the United Nations Under-Secretary-General 
for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief Coordinator.

:To address global food needs the G7 should 
commission a long-term plan that includes pre-
emptive action: by building up food stocks, and 
supporting food growers in poor countries with 
investments to help them become self-sufficient.

EXCLUSIVE to THE TIMES KUWAIT
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The COVID-19 crisis has confirmed, 
yet again, the importance of broad 
access to clear, reliable, and accurate 

information. Throughout the pandemic, 
people all over the world have depended 
on reliable news sources to help them 
understand not only the virus itself, but also 
its impact on their economies and societies. 
And yet the people gathering, verifying, and 
delivering that information have been under 
unprecedented strain – raising the risk that, 
when the next crisis comes, we will have few 
trusted news sources to which to turn.

Unlike other industries that have suffered 
during the pandemic, journalism is not 
facing a drop in demand. On the contrary, 
Nielsen estimates that staying home – such 
as during crises —  can lead to an almost 
60 percent increase in media consumption. 
And, indeed, in the United States, media 
consumption reached historic highs in 2020; 
news programming comprised a major 
component of the increase.

The same trend can be seen around the 
world. A study of media consumption across 
North Asia during the pandemic found a 
sharp increase in use of digital news sources 
in Japan as worries about COVID-19 spread. 
And in Taiwan and South Korea, news 
channels were the primary beneficiaries of 
growth in television viewership.

Despite this surge in demand, however, 
shrinking revenues crippled many local 
newsrooms in 2020. As freelance journalist 
Kaamil Ahmed warned last spring, the losses 
are so great that a “media extinction event” 
may be looming. He was talking about the 
developing world, but the risks are acute 
even in advanced economies like the US.

The good news, as my colleagues 
and I show in a co-authored new report 
commissioned by the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung Foundation, is that initiatives 
underway in many countries could help 
to bolster newsrooms. These efforts fall 
into four broad categories: private funding, 

public subsidies, new business models, and 
support from tech platforms. All are helpful, 
though over the long term, some will prove 
more important than others.

In terms of private funding, organizations 
like the Google News Initiative, the Pulitzer 
Center, and Internews, as well as government 
agencies, have set up emergency assistance 
funds during the pandemic. But, as the 
surge in applications for such assistance 
shows, individual grants are not enough. A 

more wide-ranging, comprehensive, and 
internationally focused strategy – a kind of 
global Marshall Plan for journalism – is also 
needed.

Some recognize this, and recognized 
media-development experts have begun 
to coordinate donors, scale up funding, and 
support media institutions and outlets. For 
example, Mark Nelson from the Center for 
International Media Assistance, along with 
James Deane and Maha Taki from BBC Media 
Action, have been promoting a billion-

FOCUS

dollar International Fund for Public Interest 
Media, which would deploy government 
development aid to support journalism in 
the Global South.

But, given tectonic shifts in the media 
landscape, no one-off initiative – no matter 
how large – will be enough to keep local 
news viable in the long term. As media 
entrepreneur Yvonne Leow points out, much 
like tech companies, media outlets must 
build stronger networks of investors that are 

committed to helping them ultimately reach 
sustainability.

It is in this spirit that Steve Waldman, a co-
founder of Report for America, has launched 
an initiative aimed at transforming America’s 
roughly 6,700 privately owned newspapers 
into more community-grounded and 
financially independent institutions. He 
proposes creating a nonprofit replanting fund 
that would identify candidate publications 
and reorganize their corporate structures 
to make them financially independent and 

more responsive to community needs.
Direct public funding also has a role to 

play in supporting local journalism. And, 
again, ambitious proposals have been 
advanced. Countries like Australia, Norway, 
and Singapore – all of which have a track 
record of regarding journalism as a public 
good – have provided subsidies to media 
outlets and freelancers during the pandemic. 
But these measures have been modest, 
relative to need.

The US has a weaker record of supporting 
independent journalism. (For their part, 
journalists have been wary of government 
involvement.) But efforts to enact legislation 
to help fund local news and quality reporting 
are now underway. For example, the Local 
Journalism Sustainability Act, introduced 
in Congress last July, would provide a five-
year, non-refundable tax credit of up to 
$250 toward the cost of subscriptions to 
local newspapers. The bill already has 78 co-
sponsors.

Moreover, Free Press founder Robert 
McChesney has been drafting a Local 
Journalism Initiative, which would establish a 
budget of $100 per person to support local 
nonprofit journalism, with communities 
voting on which outlets receive funding. 
Under this plan, the government would 
channel funds – raised by a small tax on ads 
sold by highly profitable tech companies – 
through the US Postal Service. This approach 
thus addresses the thorny issue of how Big 
Tech might be made to support an industry 
it has done so much to undermine.

The biggest news on this front, however, 
is Australia’s proposed new framework to 
diminish the power imbalance between 
media outlets and tech giants. The country’s 
competition authority, headed by economist 
Rod Sims, has drafted a code that, if passed, 
would require Google and Facebook to pay 
for the news they carry, with prices to be 
set by arbitration. Other governments, from 
Africa to Europe and the US, are watching this 
effort closely.

Desperate times call for bold action, and 
these are undoubtedly desperate times for 
journalism. But the news industry has been 
struggling since well before the pandemic. 
Unless countries go beyond short-term 
support to build and nurture more resilient 
local-news ecosystems, the reliable and 
verifiable information our societies need will 
become increasingly difficult to find.

Saving Local News
ANYA SCHIFFRIN
A senior lecturer at Columbia 

University’s School of International and 
Public Affairs.

Countries like Australia, Norway, and 
Singapore — all of which have a track record 
of regarding journalism as a public good — 

have provided subsidies to media outlets and 
freelancers during the pandemic.
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It is probably premature to offer an 
assessment of the COVID-19 pandemic’s 
possible consequences, not least 

because there may well be many more twists 
and turns to come. And once we defeat the 
coronavirus, some of the pandemic-induced 
changes to our lives might turn out to have 
been temporary. But with these caveats in 
mind, it is possible to begin drawing some 
conclusions.

First, it seems reasonably clear that once 
a new, highly infectious and dangerous virus 
appears, it pays to act aggressively to stamp 
it out as soon as possible, rather than wait 
and hope that we learn more. More than 
a year after the initial COVID-19 outbreak 
in China, many of the (mostly Asia-Pacific) 
countries that took the most aggressive 
steps to tackle the coronavirus seem to be in 
a much stronger position than the West.

Recently, for example, Western Australia 
reacted to a single COVID-19 case by locking 
down the city of Perth for five days. Here in 
the United Kingdom, by contrast, the clamor 
to reopen resurfaces as soon as there is 
evidence that current hospital admissions 
and reported deaths have passed a peak, 
even though the daily rate of new infections 
is well above 15,000. Ending lockdown 
is obviously desirable, but as the UK has 
learned, any easing of restrictions will be 
temporary unless the number of active cases 
declines dramatically.

Second, some countries are vaccinating 
their populations faster than others. Early 
leaders include the UK, which partly explains 
the loud calls to ease the lockdown. Initial 
evidence suggests that the COVID-19 
vaccines are not only helping to reduce the 
scale of serious illness, but also reducing 
transmission. This could turn out to be 
spectacular news, and, if stronger signs of 
the vaccines’ efficacy emerge, mark the 
beginning of the pandemic’s end. But if 
governments lift lockdowns too soon, the 
risk of new coronavirus mutations resistant 
to current vaccines will increase.

Third, although the first approved 
COVID-19 vaccines were adapted from 
research already underway for other 
purposes, the pandemic may well 

permanently improve the entire vaccine 
development process, from research to 
clinical trials and regulatory approval 
procedures. If so, this should help us to 
combat future variants as well as new 
pandemics.

The pandemic may also boost the 
pharmaceutical sector’s overall efficiency 
and productivity (as opposed to its 
profitability). So, perhaps drug firms will 
also be able to develop new antibiotics far 
sooner than conventional wisdom would 
have us believe.

Fourth, the COVID-19 crisis has shown 
that governments can spend a lot more 
money without upsetting markets than 
most people thought. Although high and 
increasing levels of government debt have 
raised huge questions, the fact that financial 
conditions have remained so benign — with 
bond markets, in particular, seemingly 
untroubled — raises the possibility that 
governments can be more fiscally ambitious 
than many believed.

This could have profound consequences 
for economic-policy debates, ranging from 
whether the eurozone should scrap its fiscal 
rule limiting government debt to 60 percent 
of GDP to whether governments should 
maintain a permanent presence in some 
sectors where they previously were absent.

For example, it seems obvious to me that 
we need a major overhaul of government 
expenditure accounting that results in a 
clear distinction between investment and 
consumption (or maintenance) spending. If 
government investment spending is a source 
of future private-sector economic growth, 
especially in areas with a large positive 
multiplier, this crisis has demonstrated the 
silliness of treating all government spending 
equally. This applies to aspects of health and 
education in particular, but to many other 
areas, too, including how governments try 
to tackle climate change.

Crucially, governments must also play 
a bigger role in ensuring that all citizens 
have access to digital technologies (in the 
same way that they should ensure universal 
access to education and health care). Unless 
everyone has access to technology, major 
national initiatives, such as COVID-19 test-
and-trace schemes, are unlikely to succeed.

Fifth, whatever the post-pandemic norm 
for remote work may be, work habits are 
set to become more flexible. This will have 

a host of positive consequences, including 
much less time wasted commuting, less 
pressure for conventional transport 
infrastructure upgrades, larger and more 

‘liquid’ labor markets, and perhaps even a 
rise in productivity.

Sixth, the crisis has accelerated the shift 
toward technologically enhanced tools, 
especially for consumers, thereby casting 
doubt on the future of many brick-and-
mortar retailers. Policymakers will therefore 
presumably need to rethink some aspects 
of taxation, including finding new sources of 
revenue from online businesses. This might 
allow many traditional retailers at least to 
have a fairer chance of playing a continuing 
role in our shopping habits.

Seventh, the function of urban real estate, 
especially perhaps in large conurbations, will 
need to adapt. This will require new ideas 
about the spatial relationships between 
offices, shops, and homes, as well as about 
transport. The idea of flexible and shared 
office spaces may well become embedded 
into the next generation of workers.

Finally, the COVID-19 crisis has accelerated 
Asia’s global rise in terms of relative economic 
growth, with China driving the region’s ascent. 
The contrast between China’s governance 
structure and that of Western democracies, 
in terms of both global governance 
arrangements and managing bilateral 
relations, will thus become an even bigger 
issue for many leaders than it already is.
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 If government 
investment spending 
is a source of future 

private-sector 
economic growth, 
especially in areas 

with a large positive 
multiplier, this crisis 
has demonstrated the 
silliness of treating 

all government 
spending equally. 
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JIM O’NEILL
A former chairman of Goldman Sachs 
Asset Management and a former UK 
treasury minister, is Chair of Chatham 
House.
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“This land is your land,” sang the 
American folk singer Woody Guthrie, 
listing the redwood forests, wheat 

fields, and golden valleys of the United 
States. Guthrie was making a moral claim 
that everyone should be able to share in the 
riches of the land. But his song also highlights 
the economic truth that the use of natural 
resources affects everyone. In particular, if 
we deplete or irreversibly degrade them, the 
economic consequences affect all of us and 
future generations.

Human economic activity makes extensive 
use of the ecosystem services nature provides. 
Classical economists such as Adam Smith and 
David Ricardo, who wrote at a time when 
agriculture accounted for a much greater share 
of the economy than it does today, were well 
aware that human activity occurred within the 
natural world and relied on nature’s bounty. 
They always included land in their analyses. 
But modern economics has largely excluded 
nature from definitions and measurements of 
the economy.

Today, of course, the risks posed by 
climate change are attracting more attention, 
including from investors. But many other 
aspects of nature’s role in economic activity 
have been overlooked until now.

For example, the money farmers earn 
from selling their crops counts toward GDP, 
but there is no accounting for the services of 
the bees that pollinate the crops, or for the 

quality of the soil — that is, until the bees die 
or the soil loses its fertility, causing yields to 
fall. Nor do conventional economic statistics 
incorporate the services provided by clean 
air, or the negative impact of pollution. But 
the link between COVID-19 mortality and 
respiratory disease has made the latter cost 
clear, even seen through the very narrow lens 
of reduced human capital and future earnings.

A recent landmark independent review of 
the economics of biodiversity, commissioned 
by the UK Treasury and carried out by my 
Cambridge colleague Partha Dasgupta, 
makes a powerful case for restoring nature to 
economic analysis. Dasgupta argues that we 
should regard a country’s natural assets as no 
less a part of its productive capital than assets 
like broadband, bridges, or the skills base.

The job of economic policymakers should 
thus be to manage a country’s entire portfolio 
of assets in order to deliver a positive return 
for society. This means taking into account the 
depreciation of individual assets, including 

important species and ecosystems, and the 
complementarities between them.

Under such a framework, a government 
taking a long-term portfolio approach might 
decide not to build flood defenses from costly, 
energy-intensive, and unsightly concrete, and 
instead make a lower-cost investment in tree 
planting upstream and wetland preservation 
downstream. Likewise, farmers are well aware 
of the loss of biodiversity and the depletion 
of bee populations, but perhaps less aware of 
the negative consequences such as poorer soil 
quality and less productive crops, which result 
in greater dependence on chemical fertilizers 
and more dead bees, in an accelerating 
downward spiral. The encroachment of 
human activity on wilder natural areas is 
also contributing to the spread of zoonotic 
diseases like Ebola and COVID-19, at huge cost 
to societies, economies, and governments.

There is some hope that economic 
analysis and policy will rediscover nature 
before the damage to the services we get 

from it —  and thus to everybody’s standard 
of living — becomes irreparable. Now that 
investors have understood the risks that 
climate change poses to their returns, they 
will find it easier to see the importance of 
biodiversity or clean oceans and air as well. 
Significantly, it was the UK’s hardheaded 
treasury, and not the cuddly Department 
for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, that 
commissioned the Dasgupta Review. 

But compiling the statistics needed to 
capture nature’s services to the economy 
will be crucial. This is a work in progress. 
The United Nations has defined standards 
for the measurement of natural capital. 
And the ongoing process of revising the 
definitions used to measure GDP and other 
economic statistics is an opportunity to 
bring ecosystem services inside the so-called 

‘production boundary’ that separates what is 
counted as the economy from everything 
else.

The pandemic is driving home many 
lessons, including the old but important 
one that money is a poor measure of value. 

‘Essential workers’ from hospital porters to 
delivery drivers are often among the lowest 
paid. Anyone currently supervising school 
lessons at home or doing extra cooking during 
lockdowns will have a fresh appreciation of 
the value of unpaid work in the home. And 
the value people place on access to a public 
park has jumped since March 2020. Similarly, 
because much of the value we get from nature 
currently is not measured, much less paid for, 
economists ignore it.

That is no longer sustainable (an often-used 
word with profound implications, because 
what is not sustainable can never be sustained). 
Humanity’s relationship with nature will 
inevitably change in the coming years, and 
economic policymakers must influence how it 
changes. Ignorance is no defense.

Restoring Nature to Economics
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.
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