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Economy

More autonomy 
given to Tunisia 
central bank

World Bank to 
provide Egypt 
with $1 billion loan

Fitch cuts Saudi 
credit rating over 
oil price fall

Tunisia’s parliament approved a 
law strengthening central bank au-
tonomy to shield its board from po-
litical interference, a key economic 
reform sought by international lend-
ers.

Under changes, the central bank 
will not take instructions from the 
government and will have absolute 
control over monetary policy, cur-
rency reserves and gold reserves. 
The law includes a clause allowing 
the government to form a commit-
tee to scrutinise the central bank if 
there are suspicions of corruption or 
criminal acts.

“The goal is to establish a modern 
central bank and good monetary 
governance and avoid any political 
bickering or demands to impose cer-
tain monetary policies regardless of 
the economic trend for the next gov-
ernment,” one central bank official 
said about the new law. 

The law, prepared with Inter-
national Monetary Fund support, 
includes a new central bank com-
mittee that could issue recommen-
dations to the government on how 
to handle the impact of global eco-
nomic problems.
(Reuters)

The World Bank will provide the 
first $1 billion of a $3 billion loan to 
Egypt after parliament approves 
the government’s economic pro-
gramme, World Bank Vice-President 
Hafez Ghanem said.

Egypt has been negotiating bil-
lions of dollars in aid from various 
lenders to revive an economy bat-
tered by political upheaval since 
2011 and ease a dollar shortage that 
has crippled import activity and 
hampered recovery.

The World Bank agreed to provide 
the first $1 billion in December but is 
waiting parliament to pass the gov-
ernment’s economic programme, 
which outlines the broad strokes of 
its reform plans. 
(Reuters)

Fitch Ratings lowered Saudi Ara-
bia’s long-term credit rating, saying 
the plunge in oil prices had “ma-
jor negative implications” for the 
world’s biggest crude exporter. The 
agency also noted increased ten-
sions with long-time rival Iran and 
greater uncertainty over economic 
policy. 

Fitch downgraded the kingdom’s 
credit rating to AA- from AA, which 
still denotes expectations of very 
low default risk. The outlook, how-
ever, remains negative, indicating 
that a further cut is likely.

Fitch said it had revised down-
ward its oil price assumptions for 
2016 and 2017 to $35 and $45 a bar-
rel, which “has major negative im-
plications for Saudi Arabia’s fiscal 
and external balances”. 

In February, Standard and Poor’s 
cut the kingdom’s credit rating two 
notches to A-, citing the effects of 
lower oil prices on Saudi finances. 
Moody’s in March placed Saudi Ara-
bia and other Gulf oil producers on 
review for downgrades. 

The oil price fall led Riyadh to im-
pose unprecedented cuts in its 2016 
budget, which projects a deficit of 
$87 billion, and to push economic 
diversification.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Facing water shortage, Egypt turns to desalination
Khaled Osama

Cairo
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ohamed Farag, the 
head of the Egyptian 
Farmers’ Union, is 
growing more accus-
tomed to water short-

ages and the resulting problems. In 
recent years, Farag has seen fellow 
farmers become incapable of irrigat-
ing their crops and others who lost 
livelihoods to water scarcity.

“A large number of farmers can-
not find the necessary water to irri-
gate their farms,” Farag said. “They 
sometimes resort to groundwater, 
which has a very high degree of sa-
linity. This destroys the crops and 
the soil in the long term.”

Water shortages are acute in 
Egypt, devastating the prospects of 
millions of its farmers and threaten-
ing food security in the country.

Egypt receives 55.5 billion cubic 
metres of water yearly from the 
Nile, virtually its only source of wa-
ter. That figure has been the same 

for years even as Egypt’s population 
burgeoned to nearly 90 million.

Egypt has an annual water deficit 
of almost 15 billion cubic metres, a 
figure expected to double in a mat-
ter of months once Ethiopia com-
pletes a hydroelectric dam on the 
Blue Nile, which provides most of 
the water for the Nile.

Ethiopia is to begin filling the dam 
reservoir in July, preventing most of 
the Nile’s water from reaching Egypt 
and Sudan. Egypt will likely lose 
millions of hectares of farmland and 
be unable to reclaim land needed to 
meet its growing food needs.

The Egyptian government plans to 
establish a series of seawater desali-
nation and sewage treatment plants 
to make up for water shortages.

“We are water-poor without Ethi-
opia’s dam already but the dam will 
increase our water shortages even 
more,” water expert Maghawri She-
hata said. “This means that we have 

to resort to desalinating the sea-
water and rationing our water con-
sumption.”

The plan is to build plants that can 
desalinate 14 billion cubic metres of 
seawater a year. The construction of 
the facilities should be completed in 
two years.

This country has plants that treat 
3.8 billion cubic metres of sewage 
every year. Cairo plans over the next 
two years to double that treatment 
capacity.

Egypt uses about 85% of its water 
supply to irrigate its 3.5 million hec-
tares of farmland. However, irriga-
tion systems are inefficient, squan-
dering almost 40% of allocated 
water, irrigation experts said.

The government plans to intro-
duce modern irrigation techniques 
and systems in the next few years at 
the cost of $2 billion, an additional 
burden on the Egyptian budget, 
which has a deficit of almost $33 bil-
lion.

Nevertheless, it will take months, 
if not years, for farmers such as Far-
ag to notice the effects of the plans.

He said farmers, particularly in re-

cently reclaimed farmland north of 
Cairo, cannot find water to irrigate 
their farms. Some use untreated 
sewage to irrigate their farms, Far-
ag sad, risking the health of people 
who eat those crops.

“The farmers are helpless and 
hand-tied,” Farag said. “Some of 
these farmers lost all their money 
because of the lack of water and had 
to leave farming altogether.”

Political analysts expressed fear 
that water shortages could trans-
late into political unrest. There have 
been water riots in a number of 
Egyptian provinces, especially dur-
ing the summer when high tempera-
tures increase demand.

The country’s media often report 
on Egyptians blocking roads as a 
form of protest or farmers complain-
ing of lack of water. Members of one 
farmers’ union recently called on 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi to rescue their crops and liveli-
hood, threatened by the lack of wa-
ter.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Casablanca Finance City takes lead 
as Africa’s financial hub

Abderrahim Bouazza, general director of Bank Al-Maghrib (L); Said Ibrahimi, general director of Casablanca Finance City Authority 
(C-L); Kang Xiaolong, chief representative of the Bank of China in Morocco (C-R); Sun Shuzhong, Chinese ambassador in Morocco (R), 
during the inauguration of the Bank of China Representative Office in Casablanca on March 14th.
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asablanca Finance City 
(CFC) has overtaken Jo-
hannesburg, South Af-
rica, as Africa’s leading 
financial hub, according to 

the Global Financial Centres Index 
(GFCI), the Z/Yen Group think-tank 
said.

CFC, which made its debut in the 
GFCI in September 2014, is ranked 
33rd, 11 places higher than its pre-
vious ranking. Johannesburg was 
down 18 places in the overall rank-
ing due to a recent economic down-
turn and the political uncertainty in 
South Africa.

Doubts emerged about its poten-
tial when it was created five years 
ago but CFC now seems poised to 
thrive, even though it will not physi-
cally exist until early 2017.

According to the 19th GFCI rank-
ing, released on April 5th, CFC is 
considered the third most promising 
financial centre after Singapore and 
Shanghai.

Since its launch, the Moroccan fi-

nancial sector has lured more than 
100 leading multinationals, such as 
AIG, Bank of China, BNP Paribas, 
Ford and Baker McKenzie, that have 
chosen to operate in Africa from Mo-
rocco.

Said Ibrahimi, chief executive of-
ficer of Casablanca Finance City Au-
thority, welcomed the new ranking, 
which he said confirmed the “right-
ness” of the adopted positioning.

“The fact that the GFCI takes into 
account both technical elements 
and professional feedback indicates 
that Morocco projects confidence 
among professionals,” Ibrahimi said. 
“This encourages us to work harder 
to continuously improve our offer in 
order to make CFC a regional finan-
cial centre recognised worldwide.”

GFCI provides a ranking of fi-
nancial centres based on competi-
tiveness. It combines 105 indices, 
including those of the World Bank, 
World Economic Forum, United Na-
tions and the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Develop-
ment. It also considers international 
professional evaluations of financial 
institutions.

Bank of China, the world’s fourth-
largest bank in terms of equity, in 

March inaugurated its office in CFC, 
allowing Morocco to become a gate-
way for Chinese investments in Af-
rica.

“The establishment of our office 
in Casablanca is not only a sign of 
friendship between China and Mo-
rocco but also a strong impetus to 
business development,” said Bank 
of China President Chen Siqing.

China is investing heavily in Af-
rica, although at a slower pace than 
previously due to its economic slow-
down.

“Over the next five years China 
will import $10,000 billion worth of 
goods and 500 million Chinese will 
travel abroad. In addition, China’s 
direct overseas investments could 
reach $500 billion,” said Chinese 
Ambassador to Morocco Sun Shu-
zhong. The African Development 
Bank will base its new $3 billion 
Africa50 Fund, which will finance 

infrastructure projects across the 
African continent, in the CFC.

Global carmaker Ford said it chose 
to establish its African headquarters 
in the CFC because of its strategic 
positioning as a suitable platform 
for investors targeting the African 
market.

The CFC status offers many fiscal 
and legal advantages, giving compa-
nies lower income taxes, simplified 
paperwork for employees’ visas and 
work permits and other incentives.

Global Banking & Finance Re-
view magazine in 2015 awarded the 
prize for “Best Investment Promoter 
Greater North-West Africa 2015” to 
CFC for its investment opportuni-
ties and for promoting business in 
the region.

Casablanca is the nerve centre of 
the Moroccan economy. The city 
boasts of being a catalyst of initia-
tives on a continental scale thanks 
to the establishment of large do-
mestic and foreign financial and in-
dustrial firms, which benefit from a 
young and skilled workforce.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

According to the 
Global Financial 
Centres Index, 
Casablanca ranks as 
Africa’s leading hub.

Egypt has an annual 
water deficit of almost 
15 billion cubic metres.


