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Jordan faces budget quandary
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J 

ordanian Finance Minister 
Umayya Toukan said the 
country’s public debt was 
expected to reach $31.6 bil-
lion at end of 2015 and rise 

to $33.6 billion in 2016.
Toukan said the percentage 

of public debt to gross domestic 
product (GDP) would reach 83.6% 
in 2015, lower to 83% in 2016, 81% 
in 2017 and 79% in 2018.

The astronomical figures were 
not really taken notice of publicly 
since they were overwhelmed by 
news that the minister resigned 
hours after their announcement 
without a clear reason.

That led to speculation that 
Toukan was sacked for divulging 
information that could scare off 
investors and citizens, causing 
a public commotion in a coun-
try grappling with a serious cash 
crunch.

Left out of the affluence of the 
neighbouring petroleum-rich Gulf 
Arab region, Jordan is saddled by 
an unprecedented foreign debt 
after it expanded borrowing do-
mestically and externally to cover 
expenditures.

Now, the kingdom faces daunt-
ing challenges due to the regional 
instability, high unemployment, a 

dependency on grants and remit-
tances from Gulf economies and 
continued pressure  because of a 
lack of natural resources.

Jordan continues to rely on for-
eign aid to support its finances, 
most notably from the United 
States, Gulf states, the European 
Union, Japan, the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund, 
Arab financing funds and the Is-
lamic Development Bank.

The vast differences in the 
amount of assistance given are 
subject to external regional de-
velopments and pose a danger to 
Jordan.

Adverse regional developments, 
in particular with the Syria and 
Iraq crises, remain the largest 
shocks affecting Jordan, as reflect-
ed in the large refugee influx, dis-
rupted trade routes, lower tourism 
inflows and much higher security 
costs.

While fiscal policy remains tight 
through 2015, the Central Bank of 
Jordan (CBJ) maintains its expan-
sionary monetary policy.

Real GDP growth is forecast at 
2.5% this year, reflecting an un-
expected deceleration in the first 
quarter.

It is imperative for Jordan to 
continue diversifying its energy 
supply needs in order to reduce 
the deficit and its macroeconomic 
vulnerabilities. Alleviating vulner-
abilities at the central and local 
level will be crucial for Jordan to 
help reduce poverty.

According to figures from the in-
istry of Finance, the level of public 
debt in Jordan reached about $26.9 
billion at the end of 2013, com-
pared to $23.4 billion a year earlier.

International financial insti-

tutions warn that the rise could 
threaten the kingdom with expo-
sure to austerity measures.

“A lot can be said against in-
dulging in extravagant borrowing 
practices since there are many 
negative risks involved,” National 
Microfinance Bank General Man-
ager Khaled Muhiesen said.

There was no shortage of warn-
ings against too much borrowing 
but the government continues to 
guzzle up domestic and foreign 
loans simply because they are 
available, he said.

“Borrowing extends the life of 
the government but the real cri-
sis, if this trend isn’t reined in, will 
happen sometime in the future 
under another government, and 
Jordanian citizens will be the big-
gest losers,” he warned.

The Ministry of Planning and 
International Cooperation esti-
mated the cost of accommodating 
refugees from 2014 to 2016 at $4.1 
billion.

Figures published by the Min-
istry of Finance indicate that the 
public debt has risen during the 
first five months of 2015 by $913 
million, Muhiesen said.

“If this trend continues, pub-
lic debt at the end of 2015 will be 
[$2.25 billion] higher, reaching a 
whopping [$31.1 billion], which is 
a huge burden to handle,” he said.

Debt is expected to grow by al-
most 8% in 2015, outpacing GDP 
growth, and the ratio of debt/GDP 
by the end of the year will rise 
from 80.8% at the end of 2014 to 
83%-85% at the end of 2015, ac-
cording to Muhiesen.

“In early November the king-
dom’s debt/GDP was a slightly 
over 90% but has since dropped 
significantly after November 12th, 
when Jordan made a $750 million 
payment towards debt due on 
bonds issued in 2010,” he said.

Some non-recurring loan with-
drawals and repayments will take 
place in the remaining months of 
2015 and hopefully clearer, more 
positive data will help Jordan’s po-
sition, Muhiesen concluded.

“Borrowing and spending re-
lieves the government of the dif-
ficult task of taking the right deci-
sions that may hurt its popularity,” 
a government official said on con-
dition of anonymity.

Interest on public debt payable 
in 2015 is expected to reach $1.4 
billion, equal to 12.5% of total pub-
lic expenditure of the central gov-
ernment’s budget or 3.7% of GDP, 
according to economist Fahed 
Fanek.

“In other words, had it not been 
for the interest that the govern-
ment has to pay to the creditors, 
it could have achieved self-suffi-
ciency and managed without for-
eign aid,” he wrote in the Jordan 
Times.

Jordan is rated BB- by Standard 
& Poor’s, three levels below invest-
ment grade.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.
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A 

police captain smuggled 
a machinegun and two 
pistols to his workplace 
at a US-funded police 
training facility  on the 

edge of  Amman. He prayed at an on-
campus mosque, then headed to the 
canteen where he gunned down five 
people, including two American po-
lice trainers.

A Jordanian investigation into the 
November 9th shootings concluded 
that the shooter, Anwar Abu Zaid, 
29, acted alone. According to an of-
ficial close to the probe, Abu Zaid, 
who was killed during the attack, re-
sented the presence of Americans, 
whom he saw as “enemies of Islam”.

The attack, which coincided with 
the tenth anniversary of suicide 
bombings of three Western hotels 
in Jordan, raised speculation that 
it was terror plot, possibly hatched 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) or other 
militants targeting Jordan’s stabil-
ity. The 2005 Amman hotel attacks, 
claimed by al-Qaeda in Iraq, killed 
57 people.

In either case, Abu Zaid’s crime 
may have reflected the sentiments 
that certain sectors of the Jorda-
nian population harboured for the 
United States because of America’s 
Mideast policies.

“The foreigners are occupying our 
lands, humiliating us and depriving 
us of our freedoms to steal Arab oil 
and for the sake of Israel to thrive 
and they expect us to stay quiet,” 
said an ex-Jordanian-Palestinian 
fighter who slipped back into his 
country after having fought Ameri-

cans in Iraq.
“[US President Barack] Obama 

must understand that as long as 
there’s occupation in Palestine, 
Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan and any 
other Muslim land, we’ll not sit idle 
until our Muslim brethren are free 
of foreign occupation,” added the 
man, who declined to be identified 
for concern of Jordanian police ret-
ribution. 

The 31-year-old electrician said he 
fought several battles alongside Ira-
qi insurgents against the Americans 
before he joined al-Qaeda-linked al-
Nusra Front in Syria and returned 
home in 2014.

Over the years, Jordan produced 
many jihadist militants. At least 
500 Jordanians are known to have 
joined ISIS or al-Nusra Front, fight-
ing in Syria and Iraq, according to a 
Jordanian security official, who in-
sisted on anonymity, citing the sen-
sitivity of his comment.

Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jorda-
nian of tribal Bedouin background 
turned into a terror leader, head-
ed  al-Qaeda in Iraq before he was 
killed in a US drone strike in June 
2006. He had claimed responsibility 
for scores of terror attacks against 
Americans, including the 2005 Am-
man hotel bombings.

Omar Mahmoud Othman, better 
known as Abu Qutadah al-Falastini, 
was one of the closest confidants of 
Osama bin Laden, the slain leader 
of al-Qaeda. Abu Qutadah was bin 
Laden’s ambassador to Europe, 
based in Britain for several years, 
until he was extradited to Jordan in 
2013. Humam Khalil Mohammed al-
Blaewi, a Jordanian physician, died 
at the CIA’s Forward Operating Base 
Chapman in Afghanistan’s south-
eastern province of Khost, setting 
off a bomb that also killed seven 
top CIA officers and a prominent 
Jordanian intelligence agent. The 
double agent had been recruited by 
Jordanian intelligence to infiltrate 
al-Qaeda to get information on its 
commanders.

Jordan is fertile ground for mili-

tants. It has a progressive pro-US 
leadership ruling a highly conserva-
tive Muslim society, which, like oth-
ers in the region, is critical of US 
policies, mainly what they see as its 
“blind bias” towards Israel.

Possibly more than other Arabs, 
Jordanians resent Israel’s 48-year 
occupation of the West Bank. Many 
Jordanians have blood ties with 
the West Bank, their native home, 

which they and their descendants 
were forced to evacuate in a bloody 
war with Israel.

  Poverty and unemployment are 
rampant, affecting at least 30% of 
the youth, who make up about 50% 
of the population of 7.5 million, 
making some easy prey for militant 
recruiters.

Jordan is part of the US-led coali-
tion fighting ISIS in neighbouring 
Syria and Iraq. Recently, Jordan 
agreed to a security pact with Mos-
cow that allows it to take part in 
Russian sorties over ISIS.

The kingdom hosts several hun-
dred US trainers, who are part of a 
military programme to bolster its 
defences, including the stationing 

of F-16 jets that use Jordanian air-
fields to hit ISIS positions.

But Jordan’s role in the war 
against ISIS has caused disquiet 
among some Jordanians worried 
about instability at their borders 
and fearing that a stepped-up role in 
the campaign might lead to Islamist 
attacks in their country.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II believes 
fervently that ultra-hardline jihad-
ists pose an existentialist threat to 
his throne.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant section editor for The 
Arab Weekly and has covered the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
nearly three decades.
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Fadi (C), brother of Anwar Abu Zaid shouts slogans against the United States during his brother’s 
funeral in Raymun village in the city of Jerash, north of Amman, Jordan, on November 12th.

Jordan is part of the 
US-led coalition 
fighting ISIS in 
neighbouring Syria 
and Iraq.

The kingdom faces 
daunting challenges 
due to the regional 
instability.
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