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Putin lifts Turkey 
travel restrictions

Dubai awards 
Alstom-led 
consortium $2.88 
billion metro
extension

UAE to merge 2 
investment funds

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
lifted Moscow’s travel restrictions 
to Turkey and ordered trade ties 
normalised after his first phone call 
with his Turkish counterpart Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan since Ankara shot 
down a Russian warplane in Novem-
ber 2015.

Moscow instituted a range of 
sanctions on Ankara, including an 
embargo on Turkish food products, 
as well as a ban on charter flights 
and sales of package tours to the 
country and the reintroduction of 
visas for Turkish visitors.

“I want to start with the ques-
tion of tourism… we are lifting the 
administrative restrictions in this 
area,” Putin said. “I ask that the Rus-
sian government begins the process 
of normalising general trade and 
economic ties with Turkey.”

The breakthrough phone call by 
Putin to Erdogan came after the 
Turkish strongman sent a letter to 
the Kremlin leader that Moscow said 
contained an apology.

The Kremlin said Putin expressed 
“profound condolences” over the 
June 28th bombing and shooting at-
tack at Istanbul’s main airport.
(Agence France-Presse)

Dubai’s transport authority an-
nounced that a French-led consorti-
um was awarded a $2.88 billion con-
tract to extend its metro network to 
the site of the Expo 2020 world trade 
fair.

The consortium, led by France’s 
Alstom Conglomerate and includ-
ing Spain’s Acciona and Turkey’s 
Gulermak, will construct a 15km ex-
tension to the site of the fair, a state-
ment said.

The consortium, dubbed Ex-
polink, will begin work on the pro-
ject in the final quarter of 2016, 
Road and Transport Authority 
Chairman Mattar al-Tayer said. Ser-
vices should begin in May 2020, five 
months ahead of the trade fair.

Alstom had led a consortium that 
built Dubai’s 10km tramway, which 
cost just more than $1 billion and 
opened in 2014.
(Agence France-Presse)

A top UAE official ordered the 
merger of two prominent govern-
ment wealth funds, streamlining 
the country’s investment strategy as 
it weathers a slump in oil prices.

The decision by Abu Dhabi Crown 
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan will combine Mubadala 
Development Company and the In-
ternational Petroleum Investment 
Company (IPIC) into a new entity 
that will hold approximately $135 
billion in assets across businesses 
ranging from computer chips to re-
newable energy.

Both companies are owned by 
Abu Dhabi, the oil-rich capital of 
the seven-state Emirates federation, 
which includes the Gulf commercial 
hub of Dubai.

State news agency WAM said the 
tie-up would “create greater ben-
efits and enhanced economic value” 
for the Abu Dhabi government.

The Abu Dhabi companies’ most 
recent financial statements show 
that Mubadala holds about $67 bil-
lion in assets and IPIC $68 billion. 
They together carry about $42 bil-
lion in debt.
(The Associated Press)

BriefsEgypt warming up to natural gas prospects
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

A 

natural gas find by Brit-
ish oil company BP in 
the Nile Delta adds to a 
growing list of natural 
resources discoveries in 

Egypt and bodes well for the coun-
try’s energy future, experts said.

“These discoveries just prove op-
timistic forecasts for the economy 
to be true,” said Hossam Arafat, the 
head of the oil section at the inde-
pendent Commerce Chambers Fed-
eration. “When production from 
these finds comes online, it will 
make Egypt self-sufficient.”

BP said the Baltim SW-1 explora-
tion well, drilled in water depths of 
25 metres east of the delta, reached 
a total depth of 3,750 metres and 
penetrated approximately 62 me-
tres of net gas pay in high-quality 
Messinian sandstones. This discov-
ery, which is only 12km off shore, 
joins the Nooros field, which was 
discovered a year ago and is pro-
ducing 65,000 barrels of oil equiva-
lent per day.

Further appraisals, the company 
said, will be required to reveal the 
potential of the discovery, one of a 
number of recent energy resource 
finds in Egyptian territory.

Last August, the Italian energy 
company Eni found what it de-
scribed as a “supergiant” gas field 
in one of its exploration conces-
sions in Egyptian Mediterranean 
waters. The company described 
the Zohr field as a “game-changer”. 
Drilling started in December and 
production from the field is ex-
pected to come online in late 2018 
or early 2019.

Oil and gas experts say the dis-
coveries will alter Egypt’s fortunes, 
put an end to liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) imports, save billions of dol-
lars and bring Egyptian gas to inter-

national markets.
“The government spends bil-

lions of dollars every year on gas 
imports but this is not only about 
saving this money, it is also about 
the far-reaching effects the discov-
ery of this vast gas wealth will have 
on the economic conditions of this 
country as a whole,” said Mukhtar 
al-Sherif, an economics professor 
at al-Azhar University.

Thousands of Egypt’s factories 
closed in recent years due to en-
ergy shortages. Power outages are 
blamed on the lack of gas to keep 
Egyptian electricity generation 
plants running. Declining output 
and power outages forced Egypt 
in 2014 to suspend gas exports and 
divert gas, usually sent to liquefac-
tion plants, to domestic use.

In 2015, Egypt produced 42 bil-
lion cubic metres of gas but this 
was about 20 million cubic me-
tres a day less than the country’s 
power plants, factories and facili-
ties needed. It had to make up for 
the deficit by importing expensive 
LNG. The energy deficit is expected 
to rise to 48 million cubic metres a 

day in the 2017-18 fiscal year.
Based on the new discoveries, 

however, Egypt can expect to more 
than double gas production by 
2019-20 by bringing on stream 50 
billion-60 billion cubic metres of 
gas, experts said.

“Apart from achieving self-suf-
ficiency and stopping expensive 
imports, the new discoveries will 
allow Egypt to export part of its 
gas to other countries,” Arafat said. 
“This will reflect positively on the 
conditions of the national econo-
my at the end of the day.”

Once the Zohr field reaches peak 
production, it is expected to pro-
duce 70.8 million-76.4 million cu-
bic metres of gas a day. Other gas 
fields are likely to begin production 
in the next few years.

In 2015, Egypt awarded four off-
shore licences to major interna-
tional oil companies. In 2014 and 
2015, the government offered 56 
concessions in total. It also plans to 
announce an international tender 
this year for 11 exploration blocks 
in the Mediterranean and Nile Del-
ta.

Egypt will spend $8 billion on 
LNG imports in 2016, according to 
Petroleum Minister Tarek al-Mulla. 
Economists say this is a drain on 
the country’s finances. Egypt suf-
fers from a shortage of foreign cur-
rency and has to depend on Gulf 
allies to provide it with oil and gas.

“The new discoveries are gifts 
from on high to a country deeply 
steeped in economic troubles,” 
Sherif said. “They will help us save 
money, turn on the machines of 
our factories, put an end to power 
outages and in case of exporting 
production, they will bring us a lot 
of badly needed dollars.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly. 

“These discoveries 
just prove optimistic 
forecasts for the 
economy to be true.”
Hossam Arafat, head of the 

oil section at the Commerce 
Chambers Federation

A natural gas find by 
British oil company BP 
in the Nile Delta adds 
to a growing list of 
natural resources 
discoveries in Egypt.

Offshore gas exploration in Egypt.

Decline in phosphate 
production takes
heavy toll on 
Tunisia’s economy
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he drop in phosphate ex-
ports because of social 
unrest has deprived Tuni-
sia of about $3.4 billion in 
recent years, the equiva-

lent of 60% of the country’s foreign 
currency reserves, officials said.

“For more than five years since 
2011 we only had six months of 
normal conditions for production. 
Our highest level of production 
was 40% of the output which we 
reached in 2010,” said Sadok Ben 
Othmane, the head of mining at the 
Ministry of Industry, Energy and 
Mines.

Tunisia’s phosphate output stood 
at 8.1 million tonnes in 2010 when 
the value of its phosphate prod-
ucts was $1.4 billion. That amount 
dropped to $428 million in 2015. 
Tunisia expects $1.1 billion in ex-
port earnings this year if phosphate 
output meets the forecast produc-
tion of 6.5 million tonnes.

When phosphate production is at 

average levels in Tunisia, it exceeds 
8 million tonnes yearly, making the 
country the world’s fifth largest 
phosphate producer.

Street protests over lack of jobs 
erupted in December 2010 in the 
south-western province of Sidi 
Bouzid and ended up toppling the 
23-year rule of president Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali in January 2011.

Social unrest in the phosphate-
producing region of Gafsa contrib-
uted to slashing the phosphate out-
put to 2.3 million tonnes in 2011, 2.6 
million tonnes in 2012 and 3.1 mil-
lion tonnes the following year.

The country expects phosphate 
output to increase this year to 6.5 
million tonnes after totalling 3.2 
million tonnes in 2015 and 3.5 mil-
lion tonnes in 2014. Tunisia exports 
phosphate products to Europe, Asia 
and South America.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi cited the crisis in the phos-
phate mining region as one of the 
country’s main challenges when he 
called for a unity government to re-
place the four-party coalition head-
ed by Prime Minister Habib Essid.

Central Bank governor Chedly 
Ayari warned the government may 
be unable to pay the wages of its 
employees next year because of 
the shortfall in fiscal revenues and 
other budget resources.

Phosphates produced in Gafsa 
are shipped by train to Gabes and 
Skhira on the east coast, where they 
are used for fertiliser and other de-
rivatives.

“Sit-ins and blockades are con-
tinuing,” said Ben Othmane.

There was some respite from 

the unrest during the second half 
of 2015, but it erupted again in the 
north-eastern town of Kasserine on 
January 18th.

“The only solution to the situa-
tion is through dialogue. We need 
to join efforts with civil society or-
ganisations, parliament members 
and other society influences to 
tackle the situation,” said Ben Oth-
mane.

He said the phosphate produc-
tion group plans to provide 3,380 
jobs in the next three years, partly 
aimed at helping the region’s econ-
omy and to curtail social anger and 
frustration.

“We can recover quickly with the 
good quality of our products and 
the strength of our sales force,” said 
Ben Othman.

A 2012 file picture shows work at a phosphate mine in Metlaoui,  
southern Tunisia.

The drop in phosphate 
exports because of 
social unrest has 
deprived Tunisia of 
about $3.4 billion in 
recent years.


