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How prolonged hunger and famine leit
irreversible scars on Gaza’s youngest

ONDON: Famine conditions in

Gaza have eased somewhat since
the Oct. 10 ceasefire enabled limited aid
deliveries into the enclave. But months of
hunger and trauma had already inflicted
profound. and in many cases irreversible.
harm.
Although a formal declaration of famine
did not come until August. Gazans had
been cut off from adequate. nutritious
food for close to two years. The effects.
families say. began long before the crisis
was officially classified.
“Just two days ago. we ate meat for the
first time in a long while after prices
dropped slightly.” said Maysa Yousef. an
artist and mother of four based in central
Gaza. “The last time anyone in my family
tasted eggs was last Ramadan (March
2025).”

The crisis has reshaped
children’s understanding of food.

“Children born during the war do not
know sweets. eggs. chicken. fish or fruit.”
Yousef told Arab News. “They have not
eaten vegetables or protein. so their
bodies are extremely weak and their
ability to focus is almost nonexistent.
All of this is the result of prolonged
malnutrition.”

A friend’s toddler. she said. calls all round
fruit “koora.” or “ball.” because she

cannot identify even the most common
produce. The little girl has never tasted
candy. biscuits or fresh fruit. “She only
knows bread and basic canned food.
Nothing else.”

Yousef. who lives with her family among
the rubble of their former home in Deir
El-Balah. said that “for two full years.
we survived mostly on canned food —
peas. beans and processed meats like
luncheon.”

Compared to the days of famine.
“this feels like a blessing.” she added.
However. her children remain deprived
of a basic nutritious diet.

The hunger started soon after the
Hamas-led attack on Oct. 7. 2023.
triggered Israel’s offensive in Gaza.
By December that year. international
monitors. including Human Rights
Watch. said starvation was being used as
a weapon of war.

In March 2024. the first major alerts
warned that famine was imminent. Aid
organizations and UN bodies accused
Israel of impeding deliveries of relief
goods — claims Israel has consistently
denied.

By Aug. 22 this year. the Integrated Food
Security Phase Classification estimated
that more than 500.000 people had
reached catastrophic levels of hunger.
The IPC projected the risks would persist
for years. warning more than 132.000
children under the age of five could suffer
acute malnutrition by June 2026.

Israel dismissed the findings. with its
foreign ministry accusing the IPC of
publishing a “tailor-made fabricated
report to fit Hamas’s fake campaign.”
Since 2023. Gaza has endured a near-
total blockade of food. fuel. power and
commercial goods. marking its most
extreme embargo since 2007.

The territory’s health system has been
shatteredbybombardment. displacement
and fuel shortages. contributing to
malnutrition-related deaths.

As of Sept. 19. the local health authority
reported at least 440 starvation-related
deaths. including 147 children.

The real figure is likely far higher. The
IPC’s report says malnutrition frequently
contributes to fatalities recorded under
other causes such as injury. infection or
delayed trauma recovery.

Many deaths in homes. it added. likely go
uncounted due to displacement. a lack of
transport and collapsed medical access.

-

2025 Ja¥1 5488 (4) puseddl

(3987) adall ‘ 14

saudi Arabia approves 2026 budget
with $306bn In projected reventes

IYADH: Saudi
rabia is projected to
generate SR1.15 trillion
($306 billion) in revenue
in 2026. a 5.1 percent
increase on the 2025

estimate. underscoring
the gains from the
Kingdom’s ongoing
economic diversification
agenda.

The 2026 budget.
approved on Tuesday
by  Crown  Prince

Mohammed bin Salman
during a Cabinet meeting
in Dammam. sets total
expenditure at SRI.31
trillion. slightly below the
SR1.34 trillion planned
for 2025. according to
the Budget Statement
released by the Ministry
of Finance.

The ministry said the

government remains
focused on enhancing
spending efficiency.

bolstering the quality of
essential services. and
advancing giga-projects
and priority national
strategies aligned with
the objectives of Saudi

Vision  2030. “These
efforts include the
continued development
of infrastructure.

improvements to quality
of life. and strengthening

public  services  for
citizens. residents. and
visitors.” the statement
said.

Revised estimates for

2025 point to a budget
deficit of SR245 billion.
equivalent to 5.3 percent
of  gross  domestic
product. The deficit is
expected to reach around
SR165 billion in 2026. or
3.3 percent of GDP.

“The budget deficit is
estimated to continue
at lower levels over the
medium term. due to the
government’s adoption of

i

targeted countercyclical
spending policies.” the
report noted.

“The government
is committed to
maintaining a balance
between responding
to  economic  cycles
and adhering to fiscal
sustainability targets.”
The budget also projects
real GDP growth of 4.6
percent in 2026. in line
with the figure outlined in
the pre-budget statement
issued in September.
Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman
said the 2026 state budget
reaffirms the Kingdom’s
commitment to placing
citizens’ welfare at the
center of government
priorities. He instructed
ministers and officials to
actively implement the
programs and projects
outlined in the budget —
particularly development
and social initiatives that
advance Saudi Vision
2030 — emphasizing that
citizens and their services
remain the top priority.

According to the Saudi
Press Agency. the crown
prince noted that the
structural transformation
achieved  since  the
launch of Vision 2030
has boosted non-oil
sector  growth. kept
inflation below global
averages. improved the
business  environment.
strengthened the private
sector’s role as a key
development partner. and
positioned the Kingdom
as a global economic and
investment hub.

He said the government
continues to support
economic growth
while maintaining
fiscal sustainability.
enhancing  the local

economy’s resilience to
global fluctuations and
sustaining development
momentum. This  is
being achieved through

disciplined and flexible
fiscal. economic. and
social  policies. long-

term planning. and the
strategic use of sovereign
financing tools under

a medium-term debt
framework.

The crown
highlighted positive
economic indicators
as a continuation of
ongoing reforms under
Vision 2030. Preliminary
estimates show real GDP
growth of 4.6 percent.
driven by a 4.8 percent
expansion in non-oil
activities. which continue

prince

to anchor economic
performance.
He stressed that the

2026 budget underscores

the government’s
commitment to
strengthening the

resilience and flexibility
of the local economy.
supporting  sustainable
growth. and enabling it to
navigate global economic

challenges.

He  reaffirmed  the
Kingdom’s focus on
diversifying its economic
base. stimulating
investment. and
accelerating  economic
transformation in line
with Vision 2030.

Putin receives top Uy negotiators In high-Stakes Ukraine talks

OSCOW: Top US

negotiators vying to end
the war in Ukraine met with
Russian President Vladimir
Putin on Tuesday in a high-
stakes meeting happening as
Moscow pressed battlefield
advances.
Putin. who received Donald
Trump’s son-in-law Jared
Kushner and US special envoy
Steve Witkoft in the Kremlin.
signalled earlier that his
forces were ready to fight on
to achieve Russia’s initial war
goals.
The meeting is a crucial
moment for Ukraine in what
could be a fraught week
following days of frantic
diplomacy kicked off by a
unilateral US plan to bring
peace. which has since been
revised under pressure from
Kyiv and its European backers.
Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky said on
Monday that any plan must
actually end the war for good.
and not just lead to a pause
in the fighting that began
with Moscow’s offensive in
February 2022.
Washington has said it is
“optimistic” it can help end
Europe’s bloodiest conflict
since World War II.
Kushner and Witkoff were to
present Putin with the new

version of US plan. which
has been hammered out after
the initial version raised fears
in Kyiv and elsewhere in
Europe that it made too many
concessions to Moscow.
Russian presidential aide Yuri
Ushakov and the Kremlin’s
business envoy.  Kirill
Dmitriev. also took part in the
meeting. according to a state
TV broadcast.

After their Moscow visit.
Kushner and Witkoff could
go on to meet a Ukrainian
delegation as  soon  as
Wednesday. potentially in
Brussels. a senior Kyiv official

told AFP.

The US wanted to give an
update “directly to us after
their meeting.” Zelensky said
during a visit to Ireland. where
he was shoring up European
support.

“Our common task is to end
the war. not just to achieve a
pause in hostilities.” Zelensky
said. adding: “A  dignified
peace is needed.”

Putin. however. appeared
to send a hawkish message
shortly before the US talks
began.

He said that Pokrovsk. an east
Ukrainian stronghold recently

claimed by Russian forces. was
a “good foothold for solving all
the tasks set at the beginning of
the special military operation.”
using the Kremlin’s term for
the nearly four-year-long war.
The Russian leader
also accused Europe of
sabotaging a deal on the
Ukraine conflict.

Putin added that European
changes to Trump’s latest plan
to end the war “aimed solely
at one thing — to completely
block the entire peace process
and put forward demands that
are absolutely unacceptable for
Russia.”

- Russian pressure -

Kyiv is under pressure on
several fronts.

Russian forces advanced fast in
November in eastern Ukraine.
and Kyiv has been rocked
by graft scandals that ended
with the resignation of its top
negotiator — Zelensky’s right-
hand man.

Moscow has also stepped up
drone and missile attacks
on Ukraine in recent weeks.
leaving hundreds of thousands
without electricity and heating.
with Zelensky accusing the
Kremlin of trying to “break”

his country.

Zelensky has said he expects
to discuss key issues with
the US president. including
on territory. and suggested
Moscow’s real motivation
for the US talks was to ease
Western sanctions.

Putin has demanded that Kyiv
surrender territory Moscow
claims as its own for any deal
to be possible.

- Kushner included -

Europe is worried that
Washington and Moscow
could strike a deal over its
head or force Ukraine into
making unfair concessions.
The original 28-point US plan
revealed last month hewed so
closely to Moscow’s demands
it prompted accusations that
Russia was involved in drafting
it. which Washington denied.
Bloomberg  last ~ month
reported on an audio recording
showing that Witkoff helped
coach Russian officials on how
Putin should speak to Trump.
Witkoff has met with Putin
multiple times. but US media
reported that it was the first
time that Kushner — who
also helped broker a ceasefire
between Israel and Hamas in
Gaza earlier this year — has
joined talks with Putin.
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Il equality prevails, next UN chiel will be a
woman, says top contender Rebeca Grynspan

ONDON: Rebeca Grynspan.
Costa Rica’s former vice
president and a frontrunner

to become the next United
Nations  secretary-general. said
that if equality triumphs over
discrimination. the world body will
finally see its first woman lead it.
The process to elect the next UN
chief formally kicked off last week
as member states were asked to
nominate candidates to take over
the role from Antonio Guterres of
Portugal from January 1. 2027.
Despite the UN’s 80-year history as
an international agency for peace
and cooperation. the secretary-
general role has never been held
by a woman. a reality Grynspan
says defies explanation given how
many women have the merit and
credentials to lead.

Publicly declared candidates for
the role include Grynspan. who
currently serves as secretary-general
of the UN Conference on Trade
and Development. Chile’s former
President Michelle Bachelet. and
Argentine diplomat Rafael Grossi.
“We don’t need special treatment.
What we are really asking for is
no discrimination.” Grynspan. 69.
said in an interview in London. “If
equality will prevail. we will be able
to get there. That’s the only thing
that we are asking: equal treatment.”
Calls have been growing for a

woman to assume the role. and the
next secretary-general will likely
come from Latin America as the
position traditionally rotates among
regions. Latin America. along with
the Caribbean. is next on the list.
Grynspan said the UN must
become more inclusive. pointing
out that when it was founded in the
aftermath of World War Two. it had
51 member states. whereas today
there are 193. most of which had
no role in shaping the institution’s
original 1945 architecture.

“Those voices have to have wider
space to be heard.” Grynspan said.

adding that granting permanent
Security Council seats to Africa and
Latin American nations would be a
welcome reform.
UN  should
Grynspan says
Should Grynspan be elected. she
would assume leadership of the UN
during Donald Trump’s tenure as
president of the United States.
Trump has maintained the same
wary stance on multilateralism that
was a hallmark of his first term
from 2017 to 2021 and accused the
world body of failing to help him
broker peace in various conflicts. He

embrace reform.

describes the UN as having “great
potential” but says it has to get its
“act together.”

UN leadership has pushed back
against Trump’s remarks saying it
works to implement reforms and
that US support for its institutions
has saved lives.

Grynspan argued that Trump’s
critiques could be “constructive”
and not “destructive.” emphasizing
that the UN should strive for
improvement: “The UN has to
embrace reform. not be defensive
about reform.”

When asked whether the US
president’s criticism of the UN
had merit. Grynspan said it
was important to acknowledge
a “weakening of trust” in the
organization and to work toward
restoring confidenceinaninstitution
she described as crucial for global
stability.

The UN has helped create a world
with less poverty and lower
maternal and infant mortality rates.
among other achievements. she
added.

“Institutions have to be able to
look at themselves and... admit that
they don’t do everything right.”
she said. “What we don’t want is to
throw away all the experience and
infrastructure the UN has built these
80 years that has served the world
pretty well.”

India’s Congress seeks
parliament debate on State-
Iun app for Smartphones

EW DELHI: India’s main opposition

party said on Wednesday that a
government plan to preload a state-run app
on smartphones violates the privacy of users
and the government needed to explain itself.
escalating tensions on a matter that has sparked
surveillance fears.

The Indian government has confidentially
ordered companies including Apple. Samsung
and Xiaomi to preload their phones with an
app called Sanchar Saathi. or Communication
Partner. within 90 days. Reuters was first to
report on Monday.

The app is intended to track stolen phones.
block them and prevent them from being
misused. but privacy advocates and many of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s opponents
have protested this week. calling ita surveillance
tool.

On Wednesday. India’s Congress party urged
parliament’s upper house to hold a discussion
on “privacy and security risks” due to the
government directive.

“The Government must clarify the legal
authority for mandating a non-removable
app.” senior Congress leader Randeep Singh
Surjewala said in a notice to the parliament.
“Thegrave. seriousand real apprehensionisalso
that such compulsorily installed app can have
a backdoor. thereby absolutely compromising
the data and privacy of the user.” he added.
India’s telecom ministry has defended the
move. describing it as a measure to combat
“serious endangerment” of cybersecurity.
Apple does not plan to comply with a mandate
to preload its smartphones with a state-owned
cyber safety app and will convey its concerns to
New Delhi. Reuters reported on Tuesday.

A week aiter Hong Kong’s deadly fire, |

some residents return ior belongings

ONG KONG: Some

Hong Kong residents
forced to flee their homes as
a deadly fire closed in a week
ago returned to the scorched
complex on Wednesday to
retrieve belongings. as others
struggled to rebuild lives after
a disaster that killed at least
156 people. Carrying large
suitcases and empty bags.
residents of the only block
in the complex not destroyed
by the 40-hour inferno were
escorted to their homes by
government staff and given
a 90-minute window to pack
up belongings. Seven other
blocks were engulfed by
the fire. All residents of the
Wang Fuk Court complex.
numbering over 4.000. were
displaced by the city’s worst
blaze in decades and many
are being put up in temporary
housing. Authorities have
not said when residents of
the unaffected building can
return as they collect evidence
in a criminal probe.
“My whole life is there.”
said a 60-year-old woman
surnamed Lam. who was
waiting with recyclable bags
for her daughter. before
going into her apartment.
Police continue to scour the
seven burnt-out buildings.
The search may take weeks
due to the hazardous
conditions and difficulty in
collecting bodies. some of
which have been found on
rooftops and stairwells and
others reduced to nothing
more than ashes. authorities
have said.
Some 30 people are still
missing. Fifteen people have
been arrested on suspicion of
manslaughter in the police’s
probe into the cause of the fire.
Hong Kong’s anti-corruption
body has also launched an

investigation. and the city’s
eader on Tuesday promised

an independent judge-led
examination of the tragedy.
Temporary housing
inadequate for many

More than 2.600 residents
have been put in temporary
accommodation. the
government said. with 1.013
residents staying in hostels.
camps or hotel rooms.
Another 1.607  residents
have moved into transitional
housing units.

“I can’t sleep at night.
thinking about my home.
Everything that I have
earned for decades is
gone.” said a 7l-year-old
woman surnamed Leung.
who had come back to the
complex with her husband
and daughter to speak with
support staff there.

Leung and her husband
had been put in transitional
housing last week after the
fire torched their apartment.
However she said the
location was too far from
public transport and too
small to house both of them.
They have opted to stay with
their daughter instead as
they search for more suitable
housing.

Leung’s 41-year-old
daughter. Bonnie Leung.
said it was “unfathomable
that such a tragedy. so many
deaths. can happen in Hong
Kong.”

“Dad and mum. and many
residents have struggled for
somany years. Havingahome
here gave us peace. it is very
painful to lose everything.”
Investigations ongoing.
review of building
renovations Amid  calls
for  transparency  and
accountability. Hong Kong’s
leader John Lee has ordered
a committee. headed by a
judge. to investigate the
cause of the deadly fire and
review oversight of building
renovations. Residents of
Wang Fuk Court were told
by authorities last year they
faced “relatively low fire
risks” after they complained
about fire hazards posed by
the renovations. the city’s
Labour Department said.
Authorities have pointed to
substandard plastic mesh and
insulation foam used during
renovation works at the
high-rise estate for fueling
the blaze.

News

Deadly conilict in the Sahel Sends
ferders fleeing fo Airica's coastal cieg

BIDJAN: Nouhoun Sidibé was a herder.

like his father and grandfather. and took
pride in his identity as a pastoralist. That’s until
the day armed men descended on his home
in northern Burkina Faso and seized all his
livestock.
Within minutes on that day in 2020. the father
of four lost everything.
For the next three years. he wandered from
town to town looking for jobs in the landlocked
West African nation that faces growing attacks
by armed groups. with some of the fighters
linked to Al-Qaeda. He had no luck. and
decided to try neighboring Ivory Coast in 2023.
“I feel very. very lost. I was a chief. and now
I have come here and I am working for
someone else.” the 49-year-old Sidibe told The
Associated Press at a stockyard in a swampy
wasteland on the outskirts of Abidjan. the
Ivory Coast capital. He and other migrants
live in a cramped space with no bathroom or
kitchen.
The sprawling conflict in the Sahel. a vast
semi-arid stretch south of the Sahara desert.
has sent thousands of herders to safer areas
on the fringes of Abidjan. where they struggle
to adapt to city life with rising costs and soaring
unemployment. Sidibé now gets by helping
cattle sellers vaccinate their herds.
He said the city was his only option: “You can’t
keep livestock here. but since I didn’t have any
anymore. there was nothing stopping me from
coming.”
That could change. This month. Ivory Coast
said it was strengthening security along its
northern borders after noting “several unusual
flows of refugees from Mali.”

Stripped of identity: too

Countries in the Sahel have been fighting
armed groups for years. starting with unrest
in northern Mali in 2012 that has spread to
landlocked Burkina Faso and Niger.

The struggle is reshaping West Africa. with a
spike in migration into seaside countries like
Ivory Coast.

Experts say armed groups target herders and
seize livestock for various reasons. including to
finance their operations and exert control over
communities. Herding is a major occupation
in the Sahel. where the changing climate also
creates tensions with struggling farmers —
another driver of migration.

Ivory Coast. with its status as a regional hub
and steady economic growth. has long been a
destination for migrants. according to analysts.
But that migration has jumped in recent years
after military juntas took power in Mali.
Burkina Faso and Niger and took up the fight
against armed groups.

Between January and March of this year. more
than 72.000 people fled violence in Burkina
Faso and Mali to Ivory Coast. according to
data by UNICEF. That’s up from the 54.000
recorded by the International Organization
for Migration between April 2021 and March
2024.

Nomadic herders are among the most
vulnerable people fleeing. They are often ethnic
Fulani. Muslims who have faced accusations of
sympathizing with or being recruited by armed
groups. Many reject those claims and point out
they’re targeted by the fighters. too.

“There is no Fulani without his cattle. that
is his identity.” Amadou Sonde. secretary
general of the Federation of Burkinabeé Fulani
Associations in Ivory Coast. told the AP.
Sonde said he has been receiving thousands of
people from Burkina Faso and Mali and helping
them find jobs. a responsibility that has grown
dramatically in recent years. The jobs include
drivers. shop assistants and factory workers.
often a world away from the pastoral life. Few
have completed schooling.

“With the insecurity surrounding livestock and
tensions between farmers and herders. there
has been a trend among Fulani herd owners
to switch to land acquisition. real estate or
shops.” said Yao Kouamé. a research professor
in sociology at Ivory Coast’s University of
Bouake.

“The crisis is far from over’

Tanané Ibrahim fled his village in Burkina
Faso after armed militants came for his herd
of sheep and cattle three years ago. He doesn’t
plan to return.

“What is the point? The entire population has
left for the city. The village is deserted.” the
42-year-old said. “The (militants) did not even
leave the chickens.”

He was surrounded by fellow migrants by the
wasteland outside Abidjan where they tend
to other people’s herds. They huddled as he
brewed tea in small tin cups on a charcoal
stove.
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