Sudan says US approves ambassador,
first in two decades
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KHARTOUM: Sudan announced Monday that the United States had approved
Khartoum’s pick of a veteran diplomat as ambassador to Washington, the first
such envoy in over two decades.

Ties between Khartoum and Washington had been strained during the three-
decade dictatorship of Omar al-Bashir, but eased after he was ousted by the
army last year following mass protests.

Sudan’s Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok visited Washington in December and the
two countries agreed to exchange envoys.

In a statement, Sudan’s foreign ministry said Monday “the US government
approved the nomination of Nour Eddin Satti as an ambassador and
plenipotentiary of the Republic of Sudan.”

A veteran diplomat, Satti served as Sudan’s ambassador to France in the 1990s
and later worked with United Nations peacekeeping missions in Congo and
Rwanda.

Monday’'s step of recognising Satti as Sudan’s first to Washington since 1998
comes as part of “normalising relations” between Khartoum and Washington, the
ministry said.

Sudan is currently ruled by a transitional administration that took power in
August last year after Bashir’s fall.

During the Islamist strongman’s rule, Washington slapped sanctions on Sudan
and designated the country as a state sponsor of terrorism.

Hamdok’s government has sought to bolster its international standing and mend
ties with the US.

In February, Khartoum agreed to compensate the families of American victims
of a suicide bombing targeting navy destroyer USS Cole in Yemen's Aden
harbour in 2000.

The attack was claimed by Al-Qaeda.

The US had for years accused Sudan, which once hosted the global network’s
leader Osama bin Laden, of training and supporting the attackers.

Sudan always denied the charges but agreed to the settlement to fulfil a key
US condition to remove it from Washington’s terrorism blacklist.

The 1993 designation by Washington has decimated Sudan’s economy.
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Syria’'s Assad warns of ‘catastrophe’
if coronavirus cases spike
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AMMAN: Syrian President Bashar Assad warned on Monday that the country could
face a “real catastrophe” if coronavirus cases spike and overwhelm health
services.

The current low level of infections did not mean Syria had escaped the
“circle of danger”, Assad said in an address to the government committee that
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oversees measures to curb the pandemic.

“These figures could suddenly spike in a few days or few weeks and we would
see in front of us real catastrophe that exceeds our health and logistical
abilities,” he said.

The government imposed a nationwide curfew over a month ago after announcing
its first officially confirmed coronavirus case following weeks of denying
claims of a cover-up expressed by medical sources and witnesses who said
there were many more cases.

Syrian has now reported 44 confirmed cases and three deaths. U.N. bodies and
humanitarian workers have warned that the country is at high risk in the
event of a major outbreak due to a fragile health sector and a lack of
resources.

Under pressure to soften the economic impact on the sanctions-hit country
ravaged by a nine-year civil war, the authorities have eased the lockdown in
the past week and allowed a wide range of professions and businesses to
return to work
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BEIRUT: Unknown gunmen abducted and killed nine policemen Monday in southern
Syria in a rare attack on a government building in the defeated cradle of the
nine-year uprising, a monitor said.

The killings, for which there were no immediate claim of responsibility,
occurred in a town called Muzayrib in Daraa province, the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.

“Unknown assailants attacked the municipality building.. abducting nine
members of the security forces before shooting them dead and abandoning their
bodies in a square,” Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman said.

State news agency SANA quoted the interior ministry as the nine policemen
were killed “after a terrorist group attacked them as they were performing
their job,” using the government’s term for rebels and jihadists.

Attacks are common in the province, which was retaken by regime forces from
rebels in 2018, usually targeting loyalists and civilians working for the
state, according to the Observatory.

But the nature of Monday’'s incident and high toll are unusual.

“Usually attacks against regime forces target checkpoints or patrols, not
government buildings,” Abdel Rahman said.

Daraa is considered to be the birthplace of the popular uprising that erupted
across Syria in 2011, before spiralling into a full-blown conflict.

After its recapture by Russia-backed regime fighters in 2018, state
institutions returned but the army is still not deployed in the whole
province, says the Observatory, which relies on a network of sources in
Syria.

Many former rebels stayed instead of evacuating under a Moscow-brokered deal,
either joining the army or remaining in control of parts of the province and
some neighborhoods of the provincial capital, also called Daraa.

The Daesh group has in the past claimed attacks in the area. In July last
year it said it had killed six soldiers at a checkpoint.

The jihadists lost the last scrap of their territorial “caliphate” a year
ago, but retain a presence in Syria’'s vast Badia desert.

The civil war has killed more than 380,000 people and displaced millions from
their homes since starting with the brutal repression of government protests.
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Young Jordanians on lockdown showcase
‘talent from home’ for hit contest
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AMMAN: An online talent contest created to keep young Jordanians busy as they
sit out their country’s coronavirus lockdown has proved a hit, with thousands
participating and millions watching.

Mahmoud Azzazi, 22, lives in a working-class neighborhood of the capital
Amman and is studying culinary arts, but has been turning his mind to music
during the lockdown.

He was among the prize winners for his rendition of the song “Sway,” made
famous by the likes of Dean Martin.

Jordan’s culture ministry launched the “My talent from my home” contest in
late March, and says it has since attracted more than 67,000 participants and
18 million views on social networks.

With children under 16 prohibited from leaving their homes except in case of
emergency, and with schools and universities still closed, the contest has
provided a creative outlet for many young people.
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Azzazi said the win had encouraged him to work on his voice.

“I hope to become a professional singer in the future,” he said.

Jordanian authorities imposed a strict round-the-clock curfew on March 21,
with hundreds arrested in the following days for breaches.

Daytime movement restrictions have since been eased, but the curfew remains
in force at night.

“I want to fly, nobody can clip my wings,” Taleen Hindeleh belted out from
her bedroom in Amman, in a prize-winning rendition of a song by Lebanese
artist Hiba Tawaji.

Contestants are divided into two groups — those aged 10 to 14 and 15 to 25.
Categories include music, poetry, drawing and storytelling.

Participants must post a short video on social media with the Arabic hashtag
“my talent from my home,” which is picked up by the culture ministry’s
Facebook and YouTube accounts.

Five artists judge the videos — the number of views and likes on social media
are considered — and Jordanian television broadcasts a selection of award-
winning entries each week.

Hindeleh said being in lockdown at home in Amman with her father, a
professional singer, had its advantages.

“He guides me and coaches me,” said the 20-year-old student, who also plays
piano.

Jordan has officially declared 461 cases of novel coronavirus, including nine
deaths.

A hundred prizes are awarded weekly, with the winners announced on television
and on the culture ministry’'s website.

Prizes range from 100 to 1,000 dinars ($140-$1,400) — not bad in a country
where the monthly wage is around $600.

Ebaa Akroush, a 24-year-old music graduate, was one of the first-prize
winners in the contest’s opening week for his performance on the flute.

“I didn’t expect to win because the video was poor quality,” he said.

Akroush said he had initially made a short video to share with his friends,
but added the hashtag after hearing about the competition.

“Now people are contacting me with questions about the flute,” he said from
his balcony in Al-Fuhais, near Amman.

Locked down in Ajloun, north of the capital, 25-year-old Nabil Al-Rabadhi won
a prize for his performance of “Enta omri” (“You are my life"), by legendary
Egyptian singer Umm Kalthoum, played on the ganun — a stringed instrument
similar to a zither.

He said he felt it was important to showcase a traditional Middle Eastern
instrument, while many other contestants were using Western ones.

“Thanks to the curfew, I'm spending more time playing each day,” Rabadhi
said.

The contest is scheduled to run until Eid Al-Fitr, which marks the end of the
Muslim holy month of Ramadan and this year falls later in May.

And while some seek the limelight, others, young and older, are happy just to
be part of the audience.

Roula Al-Jmaili, a 45-year-old housewife from Amman, said the contest
provided a welcome distraction from “the curfew and boredom.”

Issa Qaysar, a 24-year-old music arranger from Al-Fuhais, said he hoped the
competition would continue.

“There is great artistic talent that deserves to win and be supported,” he
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DUBAI: Omani authorities on Monday sealed off a third district as part of
efforts to combat the novel coronavirus.

Al-Wadi Al-Kabir industrial area in Muscat governorate will remain closed
until further notice in order “to take health and safety measures,” Oman
Municipality said.

The Gulf Arab state has since April 10 banned movement into or out of Muscat
governorate, which includes the capital, after locking down Muttrah town,
home to one of Oman’s oldest souqs, due to the spread of infection among low-
wage foreign workers.

Later that month it closed off a textile market in Southeastern governorate’s
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Jalan Bani Bu Ali town, which is a tourist destination and home to historic
watchtowers and a fort.

Oman has recorded 2,637 infections and 12 deaths from the virus.

Last week it allowed a limited number of commercial businesses to reopen,
including money exchanges, car and fishing boat repair stores, and shops
selling electronic goods.
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LIVE: Easing restricted measures gives Mideast businesses lifelineOman urges
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