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Amman stock exchange feels brunt of regional tensions
Jordan bourse eyes upgrade to cope with challenges

Amman

W
ith 
regional 
tension 
shaking 
investor 
confi-
dence 
and 

eating away at its foundation, the 
Amman Stock Exchange (ASE) 
has taken a beating and is looking 
for ways to keep afloat.

On June 17th, the Jordanian 
cabinet approved in principle 
ASE’s transformation into a public 
shareholding company, a move 
expected to provide business 
flexibility and assist it to diver-
sify services and products. ASE’s 
competence, liquidity and capac-
ity to attract investments are also 
expected to be enhanced.

“This approval is very important 
because it reflects the support and 
commitment of the cabinet and 
lower house of parliament to de-
velop the ASE in line with interna-
tional standards,” said ASE Chief 
Executive Officer Nader Azar.

The next step is for parlia-
ment to amend a 2002 securities 
law, which will “pave the way to 
transform the ASE into a for-profit 
shareholding company”, Azar 
said.

“The ASE is dedicated to its 
demutualisation into a for-profit 
public shareholding company 
totally owned by the government 
as a first step.”

“After completing the trans-
formation process, the ASE has 
the choice to go public through 
an IPO at a later stage,” Azar said, 
referring to initial public offering, 
a term referring to the first sale of 

stock by privately owned compa-
nies.

Commonly known as the 
Bourse, ASE was established in 
1999 as a non-profit institution 
with administrative and financial 
autonomy. However, ASE trad-
ing has been sluggish as cash-
strapped Jordan tried to surmount 
several major blows, including the 
2007-08 global financial crisis, the 
2011 “Arab spring” revolutions and 
the civil war in Syria, which cost 
Jordan an important trade partner.

The regional upheavals led to 
Egypt cutting off cheap gas sup-
plies, hiking Jordan’s fuel bill,  
putting tourism — a hard currency 
earner — at a virtual standstill and 
an influx of about 1.5 million Syr-
ian refugees, who overwhelmed 
the country’s meagre resources.

Subsequently, the government 
reported a record budget deficit of 
$30 billion, 72% of gross domestic 
product. That sent the cabinet of 
Prime Minister Abdullah Ensour 
scurrying for solutions, hast-
ily cutting expenditures and 
introducing a 10-year economic 
blueprint, which envisages an 
open-market economy with a 
larger role for the private sector to 
overcome economic challenges.

ASE figures showed the price 
index closed at 2,137 points 
on June 24th, a 1.3% 
decline from the 
corresponding 
period in 2014. 
Trading between 
January and June 
reached $1.77 bil-
lion, compared 
with $1.79 
billion for the 
same period of 
2014, according 
to the figures 
made available 
to The Arab 
Weekly.

The number of traded shares 
reached 1.24 billion compared 
with 1.27 billion traded during 
the same period of 2014, a drop 
of 2.4%. The number of executed 
transactions reached 433,000 com-
pared with 519,200 for the same 
period of 2014, a dip of 16.6%. 

The ASE market capitalisation 
reached $25.2 billion by June 24th, 
a decrease of 1.2% compared to the 
year 2014 closing.

Currently, ASE is developing a 
strategic plan for the coming years 
that will focus on modernising 
the market up to the international 
standards, increasing ASE’s com-
petitiveness, enhancing investors’ 
confidence and raising public 
awareness, Azar said.

Calculating a branded index for 
the ASE, upgrading the ASE classi-
fication from “frontier” to “emerg-
ing” market, motivating compa-
nies to issue bonds and sukuk, or 
Islamic bonds, establishing special 
markets for new financial instru-
ments are projected in the ASE’s 
strategic plan through the year 
2018.

“Our plan will boost inves-
tor confidence in the ASE and it 
should have a positive impact on 
the bourse’s overall performance,” 
Azar noted.

After the transformation is 
completed, ASE hopes to develop 
strategic partnerships, have better 
access to external and internal 
capital for infrastructure develop-
ment and find greater opportuni-
ties for growth while seeing an 
increase in income and profit-
ability.

The total value of shares bought 
by non-Jordanian investors in 
2014 was $510.8 million, which 
represents 16% of the overall trad-
ing volume.

“The foreign investor owner-
ship of stocks has fluctuated, 
between 46% and 52% in the last 

several years, proving that they are 
long-term investments stemming 
from high-level confidence in the 
ASE and the investment environ-
ment in Jordan,” Azar said.

He said that the ASE is working 
on facilitating trading and attract-
ing new investors to the market 
to increase the trading value and 
volume, to give the market more 
depth and to restore investor 
confidence.

“In order to improve the ASE, 
boosting investors’ confidence in 
the market is the primary goal the 
ASE is looking for,” Azar insisted.

“We will focus on organising 
campaigns to raise public aware-
ness; organising road shows 
outside Jordan to introduce invest-
ment opportunities at the ASE; 
motivating companies to issue 
bonds and sukuk; and reducing 
the trading cost at the market, 
which is supposed to increase mar-
ket liquidity,” he explained.

The ASE wants to enhance its 
experience, partly by setting up a 
new surveillance system that will 
enable it to monitor trading in real 
time basis and provide early warn-
ing signs through the use of alerts.

Azar said the project was in con-
junction with Muscat Securities 
Market, Beirut Stock Exchange, 
Bourse de Tunis and Euronext 
Group, which owns and operates 
regulated markets in Belgium, 
France, the Netherlands, Portugal 
and the United Kingdom. The pro-
ject is expected to be operational 
by the end of 2017, Azar noted.

“The changes and upgrades 
will have a positive impact on the 
ASE’s performance, and the coun-
try’s economy and should get the 
stock exchange on a very positive 
long-term track,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.
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Dubai brings Lego to life
Criselda Diala-McBride

Dubai

A
lready home to the 
world’s tallest tower and 
hundreds of hotels of all 
shapes and sizes, Dubai is 
upping the tourism ante 

with a Legoland theme park, the 
first in the Middle East and the sev-
enth worldwide.

The park is to open in 2016. It is 
expected to add more flavour to 
the city’s smorgasbord of visitor 
accommodations with the report-
ed Lego-themed hotel, which was 
announced in May by a senior ex-
ecutive at Dubai Parks and Resorts 
(DPR), the leisure and entertain-
ment arm of state-owned developer 
Meraas Holding.

Media reports quoting Paul La 
France, chief projects officer of DPR, 
said the hotel would most likely 
open in 2018 as part of Legoland 
Dubai’s expansion strategy.

Lego, the Danish toymaker fa-
mous for its colourful building 
bricks, is considered the fastest-
growing toy company in the world. 
In 2014, it posted net profits of $1.05 
billion, up more than 15% from a 
year prior.

The company has a robust brand 

equity that spans toys, video games, 
theme parks, hotels and a block-
buster movie, which netted $468.8 
million globally in 2014.

But just as Dubai residents pre-
pared to shout “Awesome!”, DPR 
clarified that plans for a Lego-
themed hotel in Dubai have yet to 
be finalised.

“As part of our ongoing relation-
ship with Merlin Entertainments plc 
[which operates Legoland parks], 
we are in early discussions about a 
possible Legoland hotel,” the com-
pany spokesman said. “We hope 
that we can have a Legoland hotel 
as part of the destination but there 
is no agreement in place.”

The spokesman added that the 
only hotel confirmed to be built in 
DPR’s 2.35-million-sq.-metre leisure 
complex is Lapita, a 503-room Poly-
nesian-themed property to be man-
aged by Marriott.

The construction of Legoland 
Dubai and other amusement parks 
in the emirate strengthens the ar-
gument for the opening of themed 
hotels in the UAE as a way to lure a 
wider segment of travellers.

According to a recent report on 
the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) hotels market by Colliers 
International, combining parks with 
lodging options can generate sig-
nificantly larger returns than theme 
parks alone.

“By having visitors stay within the 
vicinity, the theme park destination 
can extend visitors’ length of stay 
significantly, as well as ensure the 
tendency of repeat visits,” the report 
said.

Analysts at Colliers stressed that 
despite the number of amusement 

and entertainment centres operat-
ing or under construction in MENA, 
the concept of having lodging facili-
ties within or close to the destina-
tion remains underdeveloped.

When it opens in the fourth quar-
ter of 2016, Legoland Dubai, which 
covers an area of approximately 
280,000 sq. metres, will join Lego-

themed parks in Billund, Denmark; 
Windsor, England; Carlsbad, Cali-
fornia; Günzburg, Germany; Winter 
Haven, Florida; and Johor, Malaysia.

Geared towards families with chil-
dren aged 2-12, Legoland Dubai will 
feature a themed water park; more 
than 40 interactive rides, shows and 
attractions; as well as 15,000 struc-

tures made from more than 60 mil-
lion Lego bricks.

Legoland Dubai will be part of 
DPR’s $2.86-billion development in 
the Jebel Ali area, which will fea-
ture two other amusement parks: 
the Hollywood-inspired Motiongate 
and the Indian cinema-themed Bol-
lywood Parks.

In its first year of full operation, 
DPR expects the parks to collec-
tively attract 6.7 million ticketed 
visits, helping Dubai achieve its goal 
of welcoming 20 million visitors by 
2020 and increasing tourism’s con-
tribution to the economy. Last year, 
Dubai hotels hosted more than 11.6 
million guests, a year-on-year in-
crease of 5.6%.

The theme parks will be impor-
tant employment generators for the 
emirate, contributing 5,000 jobs in 
the tourism sector, both directly and 
indirectly.

“The building of the resort is a 
hugely ambitious project — it is the 
first time globally that three theme 
parks have ever been opened at the 
same time, along with a resort and 
dedicated retail and hospitality 
zone. 

As such we will need the work-
force to both build and operate it,” 
the spokesman said.

DPR has 27 contractors with a to-
tal of 6,500 staff working on site to 
build the resort. Once the theme 
parks open, resort management will 
require significant staffing, from op-
erations and park staff to marketing 
teams, performers, security, chefs 
and servers.

Criselda Diala-McBride is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Legoland theme park, the first in the Middle East and the seventh 
worldwide.
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