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‘Arab spring’ batters Jordan produce exports
Amman

T
he sudden closure of Jor-
dan’s borders with Syria 
and Iraq and reinforced 
Israeli security measures 
at border crossings have 

hampered the flow of Jordanian 
produce, leading to a drop of 42% 
in the country’s fruit and vegetable 
exports.

The recent developments threat-
en significant losses for the vital 
sector, forcing cash-strapped Jor-
dan to hastily look for alternative 
markets in neighbouring Gulf Arab 
states.

The past few weeks saw a sud-
den closure of Jordan’s eastern 
and northern borders with Iraq 
and Syria — the main importers of 
Jordanian produce — on grounds 
that militants in those countries, 
including those affiliated with the 
Islamic State (ISIS), were nearing 
the frontiers.

On the west, stringent Israeli 
search and other bureaucratic pro-
cedures caused a backlog at border 
crossings into Israel and the Pales-
tinian territories.

“The closure of the borders with 
Iraq and Syria and the Israeli delays 
caused the dwindling exports and 
brought about losses in this sec-
tor,” Zuhair Jweihan, president of 
Jordan Exporters and Producers 
Association for Fruit and Vegeta-
bles (JEPA) told The Arab Weekly. 
He declined to give an estimate for 
the losses.

JEPA figures showed that Jor-
dan’s annual production of fruit 
and vegetables stood at 2.5 mil-
lion tons before the so-called “Arab 
spring”, which erupted in 2011 and 
toppled four Arab leaders in its first 
two years. It later plunged some 

parts of the region into violence 
and chaos. About 1.2 million tons 
of produce were exported, with 
the remainder allocated for local 
markets, according to JEPA figures. 
Traditionally, the largest Middle 
East markets for Jordanian produce 
include Iraq, Lebanon, Turkey and 
Syria. Additional merchandise was 
destined for Turkey and some went 
onwards to Europe by sea or air.

Jordanian exports include phos-
phate, potash, pharmaceuticals, 
garment, foodstuffs, fruit and veg-
etables, mainly eggplant, toma-
toes, potatoes, cucumbers, melons 
and citrus products such as lemons 
and oranges.

Jweihan, JEPA’s chief, said fol-
lowing the 2011 unrest in the re-
gion, Jordan’s exports of fruit and 
vegetables fell from 2.5 million tons 
to almost 700,000 tons per year.

Saudi Arabia, Jordan’s eastern 
neighbour and traditional bank-

roller, has stepped in to help its 
long-time Jordanian ally offset its 
losses. Riyadh reversed a more 
than two-decade-old ban on im-
porting agricultural goods from 
Jordan on charges that Jordanian 
produce failed to meet Saudi stand-
ards and specifications.

Now, Saudi Arabia imports more 
Jordanian fruit and vegetables than 
any other country, representing 
one-quarter of Jordanian exports 
of produce since 2014, Agricul-
ture Ministry spokesman Nimer 
Haddadin told The Arab Weekly.

Jordan’s exports of fruit and veg-
etables to Eastern Europe and Rus-
sia stood at 70,000 tons a year be-
fore 2011 but they declined sharply 
over the past four years to 1,000 
tons in 2014, Jweihan said.

Jordan’s exports of fruit and 
vegetables to Syria also fell from 
250,000 tons a year before 2011 
to less than 70,000 tons in 2014, 

Jweihan maintained. Exports were 
completely halted April 1st when 
Jordan closed its border with Syria 
as militants looted a Syrian duty-
free shop and took over parts of the 
outpost on the Jordanian border.

Even exports to Iraq, which was 
usually allocated 250,000 tons a 
year, dropped to almost 70,000 
tons in 2014, Jweihan said. He said 
exports were halted early in 2015 
because ISIS militants controlled 
areas in western Iraq leading to the 
Jordanian border.

Exporters resorted to shipping 
their produce on vessels and by air, 
which is more costly and ineffec-
tive, said Jweihan.

“The closure of the borders will 
also lead to a decline in exports to 
Lebanon, which used to annually 
import some 70,000 tons of fruit 
and vegetables from the kingdom,” 
he added.

Experts agree that if the border 

crises continue, the sector will 
likely see a further decline and drag 
related support sectors down with 
it. For example, the trucking sec-
tor has lost more than $280 million 
since 2011, Jordan Truck Owners 
Association President Mohammad 
Dawood said. Some 3,000 trucks 
of Jordan’s 17,000 trucks are used 
to transport cargo to Syria, and, via 
Syria, into Turkey, Eastern Europe, 
Russia and other countries. With 
the unrest in Syria, those trucks are 
not utilised anymore, Dawood told 
The Arab Weekly.

“The trucking sector is devas-
tated,” Dawood said. “It has never 
witnessed a negative impact like 
this before and many truckers may 
not survive this hardship.”

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Jordan, 
has covered the region since 1999. 
He is a regular contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Following the 2011 
unrest in the region, 
Jordan’s exports of 
fruit and vegetables 
fell from 2.5 million 
tons to almost 
700,000 tons per 
year

Truck drivers wait with their vehicles at the closed main Jaber border crossing to Syria

Saudi Capital Market Authority intensifies regulatory activities
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S
audi Arabia’s market regu-
lator is pursuing an aggres-
sive transparency policy 
to prepare the kingdom’s 
stock exchange to open up 

to foreign investment.
The kingdom’s Capital Market 

Authority (CMA) announced last 
year that foreign investors would 
be permitted to invest in compa-
nies listed on the stock exchange, 
Tadawul, in the first half of 2015. 
But an accounting scandal at tel-
ecommunications firm Mobily has 
led the regulator to increase pres-
sure on corporate managers to pur-
sue stricter governance and tighter 
internal controls.

Mobily’s troubles came to light 
in November 2014 when the com-
pany revised its 2014 earnings from 
a $58.6 million profit $243 million 
loss. As a result, the telecommuni-
cations company suspended Chief 
Executive Officer Khalid Al Kaf 

while launching its own investiga-
tion into accounting errors.

In the four months after the 
scandal broke, Mobily lost an es-
timated $9 billion of its market 
value and officially removed Al Kaf 
from his CEO position in February 
this year, ending his 19-year career 
with the company.

On April 12th, the market regu-
lator suspended trading on a joint 
venture between Saudi Aramco 
and Sumitomo Chemical called 
PetroRabigh, only to reinstate the 
firm the following day. 

According to a CMA statement 
on the Tadawul website, the sus-
pension, which was due to the 
firm’s failure to disclose essential 
information before a deadline, will 
continue until PetroRabigh meets 
regulatory requirements on disclo-
sure.

The CMA has also targeted audit-
ing firms. In November 2014, the 
kingdom’s market regulator sus-
pended the local branch of Deloitte 
& Touche from auditing activities 
in Saudi Arabia. The ban, effective 
June 1st, is believed to be tied to 
Deloitte’s auditing work for a Dam-
mam-based construction com-
pany Mohammad al-Mojil Group 
(MMG), which saw trading of its 
shares suspended in 2012 due to 
debt-related issues. Saudi Telecom 
and Al Rajhi Bank, two of the top 
five listed firms in terms of market 
value, had their last set of accounts 

audited by Deloitte, Reuters said.
Abdul Khaliq Madani, a Jeddah 

stockbroker for a private invest-
ment firm, said the payoff from 
opening the Saudi stock market to 
foreign investors is worth the extra 
scrutiny from the CMA.

“If everything goes as planned 
and the market opens up to foreign 
investment, this could diversify 
the economy, and in the process 
lessen dependency on the oil sec-
tor, while also increasing the li-

quidity of Saudi corporations,” he 
said.

Madani said the campaign by the 
CMA is intended to raise the level 
of transparency and efficiency of 
the Saudi stock market, while the 
benefits to potential foreign inves-
tors is the direct access to the king-
dom’s market, which currently can 
only be done through a third party 
broker, in effect cutting out the 
middle man.

In terms of risk, Madani sees 

the potential overpricing of stocks 
as a possibility, but he said that is 
a common occurrence when an 
emerging market opens its ex-
change to foreign investors for the 
first time.

Foreigners are now believed to 
own no more than about 5% of the 
Saudi market and to account for a 
smaller fraction of stock trading 
turnover, a Reuters report said. In 
contrast,  foreign investors are es-
timated to own about 15% of other, 
much smaller stock markets in 
the Gulf such as Dubai. If foreign-
ers raise their share ownership in 
Saudi Arabia to that level, it could 
mean an inflow of an extra $50 bil-
lion into the kingdom.

The kingdom’s stock market 
is the largest in the region and 
is valued at more than $530 bil-
lion, almost the combined value 
of the rest of the Gulf Arab Stock 
exchanges. But unlike the Egyp-
tian Exchange, the Dubai Financial 
Market and other regional bourses, 
Saudi Arabia’s stock market is yet 
to be included on the MSCI World 
Index, which it will once direct for-
eign investment is permitted.

Saudi investors monitor stocks at the exchange market 
department of the National Commercial Bank (NCB) in Riyadh

 The value of the 
kingdom’s stock market

$530 billion

5%
of the Saudi market is 
believed to be owned by 
foreign investors

Stakes are high as Saudi Arabia opens up stock exchange to foreign investors
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