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Wealthy Qataris feeling the pinch
Tom Finn

Doha

F 

ly economy class, share 
an office, cancel journal 
subscriptions: These are 
some of the requests put 
to government employees 

in Qatar as low energy prices force 
austerity even among the world’s 
wealthiest citizens.

With huge offshore gas reserves, 
a small population and billions 
of dollars of foreign assets, Qatar 
has weathered the global oil price 
slump since mid-2014 better than 
many of its Gulf Arab neighbours.

However, the decline in state en-
ergy income comes when Doha is 
pursuing a $200 billion infrastruc-
ture upgrade for the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup and building ports and 
hospitals, squeezing finances and 
leading to budget cuts.

The foreign workers who make 
up the bulk of Qatar’s population of 
2.3 million have borne the brunt of 
cutbacks; thousands have lost their 
jobs as the government has sought 
to shield its citizens from the ef-
fects of austerity.

Still, the world’s top liquefied 
natural gas exporter faces a $12.8 
billion budget deficit this year, its 
first deficit in more than a decade, 
and has halved forecasts for eco-
nomic growth.

Now, even the 300,000 citizens 
of the world’s richest country per 
citizen are feeling the pinch in a 
shake-up of state entities, which 
employ about 90% of Qatari work-
ers.

“Your responsibility in light of the 
falling oil prices is bigger,” Qatar’s 
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-
Thani said in a November speech 
that warned against “waste and ex-
travagance”. He said the state could 
no longer “provide for everything” 
as the country diversifies its econo-
my away from oil and gas.

The austerity measures may 
be light compared with those felt 
by expatriate workers and poorer 
energy-producing countries but 
they have unnerved some locals 
for whom affluence and stellar eco-
nomic growth have been the norm.

A merger of several ministries 
this year did not affect the Qataris’ 
salaries or benefits, which are still 
viewed as sacrosanct but did en-
tail sharp cuts in “discretionary” 
spending, according to three gov-
ernment ministry officials.

“We stopped receiving a daily pa-
per,” said one of the officials, who 
said colleagues had been encour-
aged not to fly business class and to 
cut back on trips to overseas confer-
ences.

An official from the Labour Min-
istry said as a result of the merger 
hundreds of Qatari government 
employees had been left with no 
work since January as the govern-
ment scrambled to find them new 
positions while continuing to pay 
their salaries.

Labour Ministry staff members 
were told that travelling abroad for 
further education while working 
for the government — an appealing 
aspect of the job for many Qataris — 
was being limited to those pursuing 
technical or vocational degrees, the 
official said.

Qatari authorities said the oil 
price slump provides an opportu-
nity to curb the excesses of gov-
ernment agencies that have been 

plagued by inefficiencies for years.
An economic adviser to the gov-

ernment, who also asked to remain 
anonymous, said there was a freeze 
on recruitment in some govern-
ment departments and more scru-
tiny on spending. He said reducing 
inefficiencies, while painful, would 
benefit the state in the long run, 
even once oil prices rebounded.

Many Qataris are drawn to pub-
lic-sector positions, which typically 
involve more favourable working 
hours and better salaries and ben-
efits than private companies.

It is not clear how successful the 
efficiency drive has been, although 
in the 2016 budget “minor capital 
expenditure”, an area of discre-
tionary spending that traditionally 

includes smaller building projects 
such as refurbishments, fell 70% 
year-on-year.

Salaries account for $13.7 billion, 
about one-quarter of Qatar’s expen-
ditures.

Previous austerity steps in Qatar, 
such as utility bill rises in late 2015 
and a reduction in fuel subsidies 
this year, have fallen hardest on 
poorly paid foreign construction 
workers — as will a 5% sales tax 
on consumer goods and services 
planned for 2018.

This trend risks increasingly 
polarising the country between 
wealthy Qataris at the top and Asian 
blue-collar workers at the bottom.

(Reuters)
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arclays Bank has been 
accused of committing 
fraud in giving Qatar an 
undisclosed loan of $3 bil-
lion in 2008.

The loan was used to buy shares 
in the bank, which needed the cash 
during the financial crisis eight 
years ago, the investment firm PCP 
Capital Partners alleged in a lawsuit 
filed September 1st against Barclays 
1st at the High Court in London.

“Barclays’ October 2008 Capital 
Raising was a fraud on its share-
holders perpetrated through a se-
ries of unlawful transactions and 
dishonest conduct towards existing 
shareholders and prospective inves-
tors,” PCP stated in the lawsuit.

“Contrary to the manner in which 
Barclays presented the Qatari par-
ticipation in the October 2008 cap-
ital-raising to the market, in fact the 
Qatari investors’ entire investment 
was funded by Barclays.”

PCP Capital Partners is an invest-
ment firm founded by financier 
Amanda Staveley.

Staveley argued that Barclays did 
not award her Abu Dhabi investors 
the same terms for the raising of 
funds as the bank offered the Qa-
taris. She is seeking more than $925 

million in damages from Barclays 
for “failing to pay the same fees to 
her and her Abu Dhabi-based inves-
tors that it agreed to [pay] to Qatar”, 
Sky News reported.

Staveley reportedly received 
about $53 million in commissions 
for her role in raising funds for 
Barclays.

PCP helped Barclays secure an 
investment of $4.6 billion from 
Sheikh Mansour bin Zayed al-Nahy-
an, a member of Abu Dhabi’s royal 
family.

In addition to failing to disclose 
the loan, PCP alleged, Barclays also 
did not make public a $370 million 
payment to Qatar as fees for adviso-
ry services. PCP argued that the fees 
Barclays paid to Qatar were not for 
advisory services but intended to 
recompense the Gulf state after the 
bank’s share price slumped.

Barclays denied the allegations, 
arguing that the fees paid to Qatar 
were unrelated to the investment.

The bank added that the services 
provided by the Qataris could not 
have been provided by PCP and its 
Abu Dhabi investors.

“We believe the claim against 

Barclays is misconceived and with-
out merit and Barclays will be vigor-
ously defending it,” the bank said in 
January.

If Barclays and PCP do not agree 
on a settlement, the case could go to 
trial next year.

Britain’s Financial Conduct Au-
thority (FCA) had sought in 2013 
to impose a $66 million  fine on 
Barclays for allegedly breaching the 
rules related to the fees to Qatar but 
the bank disputed the penalty.

The bank is also under an inves-
tigation by Britain’s Serious Fraud 
Office (SFO) over its emergency fun-
draising from Qatar. The FCA case 
is on hold, pending the outcome of 
the SFO investigation, which is ex-
pected to conclude by the end of the 
year.

The Qatari and Emirati invest-
ments in Barclays in 2008 kept the 
bank from resorting to UK govern-
ment aid, which would have been 
at the expense of British taxpayers.

It also would have meant that the 
British government would have in-
fluence in the bank’s policies.

The British government had of-
fered a $660 billion rescue package 
in response to the global financial 
crisis to restore confidence in banks 
and the financial market.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based in 
London.
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