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Economy

Morocco signs 
deal for major 
Boeing hub

World Bank 
releases $300 
million for 
refugees in 
Jordan

Russia revises 
ban on imports 
of Egyptian plant 
products

Morocco has signed an agreement 
with Boeing to build a new hub for 
the US aerospace giant that officials 
hope will create thousands of skilled 
jobs.

Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
oversaw the signing of a memoran-
dum of understanding in Tangier to 
establish an industrial zone where 
up to 120 Boeing suppliers and sub-
contractors could operate.

“The Moroccan aeronautical in-
dustry has seen important growth in 
recent years,” said Industry Minister 
Moulay Hafi Elalamy. “The sector 
has grown six-fold in just ten years 
and there are now 121 firms.”

Some of the largest manufactur-
ers are already present in the coun-
try, contributing to a sector that em-
ploys about 10,000 people and has a 
turnover of $1 billion per year.

Elalamy said the Boeing industrial 
zone could create up to 8,700 jobs.

Morocco has unveiled several 
large-scale industrial projects in re-
cent years, with the Tangier region 
among the fastest growing.
(Agence France-Presse)

The World Bank announced it will 
release $300 million in loans to help 
facilitate the labour market for Syr-
ian refugees in Jordan. More Syr-
ians will receive work permits and 
be able to “access formal jobs and 
decent labour conditions”, a World 
Bank statement said.

“By creating the conditions for in-
creased investment and jobs and by 
allowing refugees, during their time 
in the country, to seek work and 
contribute to the economy, Jordan is 
shifting from a purely humanitarian 
approach to a forward-looking de-
velopment drive,” said Ferid Belhaj, 
director of the Bank’s Middle East 
Department.

In creating favourable economic 
conditions for Syrian refugees in the 
country, Jordan will help lead the 
way for the international commu-
nity in what “still today are unchar-
tered territories”, he said.

Jordan hosts nearly 1.4 million 
refugees — with more than 600,000 
registered with the United Nations.
(Agence France-Presse)

Russia’s food safety watchdog re-
vised its ban on importation of fruit 
and vegetables from Egypt after the 
lifting of Egyptian wheat import re-
strictions that had hurt Russia.

Rosselkhoznadzor is allowing im-
ports of Egyptian plant products, 
except potatoes, following negotia-
tions with its Egyptian counterparts. 
The decision reversed a blanket ban 
on Egyptian plant products.

Russia introduced the ban after 
Egypt, the world’s largest wheat 
importer, changed its import regu-
lations to ban any ergot fungus in 
imported wheat, a decision that en-
raged sellers worldwide and threat-
ened supplies.

The Egyptian cabinet then rein-
stated previous rules allowing im-
ported wheat to contain up to 0.05% 
of ergot, a common fungus that is 
harmless in such amounts, in line 
with global standards.
(The Associated Press)

Briefs

International Jewellery London caters to Arab tastes

London

I 
nternational Jewellery Lon-
don, Britain’s leading trade 
event for the industry, at-
tracted Arab and interna-
tional retailers, distributors 

and designers catering to Middle 
Eastern clientele and tastes.

The three-day event showcased 
product lines from more than 550 
high-end, finished jewellery man-
ufacturers, designers, suppliers of 
loose gemstones and retail services 
and 167 new exhibitors.

Tom Kennett, co-founder of 
ATOZ Distribution Ltd, which rep-
resents brands such as Brera and 
Wolf & Badger, noted that “Middle 
Eastern culture wants something 
that’s bold and durable”.

“They (Arabs) live in a harsh en-
vironment temperature-wise and 
are active too so they want some-
thing they can wear in the board-
room or scuba-dive with it or wear 
in the desert. The Brera products 
seem to fit that profile and is a lot 
more affordable than you think,” 
Kennett said.

Watches related to sport also 
appeal to Arab customers, mostly 

Emiratis from Dubai, he said.
“People of the UAE tend to like 

the Gran Turismo watch related to 
the sporty Italian cars, which is big 
and bold. A lot of them don’t wear 
the professional divers’ watch to 
the limit of what it is designed to 
but they like the fact they have a 
professional watch. Also the colour 
gold seems to appeal to Arab cus-
tomers but they like the European 
design as well,” Kennett said.

He noted that watches with metal 
straps are also very popular among 
Middle Eastern clients. “This is 
because of the warm weather,” he 
said. “However, there is still a de-
mand for leather straps and the 
UK is unique because we focus on 
leather straps, the fabric style.”

Kennett, who created his own 
brand, remarked that products 
related to British culture are also 
quite popular.

“I noticed Arabs like British cul-
ture so we have created an afford-
able range of watches for them to 
emulate what Britain is all about. 
We have named our watches af-
ter streets in London like Carnaby 
Street, for example,” he said.

Annelies Holway, British dis-
tributor for Waldmann pens, also 
pointed out the fondness of Arabs 
for British culture and explained 

what Arabs like as Christmas pre-
sents: “We produce gifts that go 
in Christmas crackers and with Ar-
abs it can’t be anything to do with 
drinking, smoking, gambling, etc… 
so it has to be quite conservative 
gifts such as pens, cufflinks, small 
picture frames and small trinket 
boxes for ladies.”

Katie Martin, head of retail at 
Astley Clarke, highlighted the most 
popular jewellery for Christmas.

“The blue diamond collection 
that we had last Christmas sold 
particularly well with Middle East-
ern markets, notably Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar and the UAE. They tend to 
really like our biography bracelets 
because they are colourful,” she 
said. “You can buy them in multi-
ples so you stack them up and wear 
them as a stack. Each one of the 
charms has a meaning behind it. 

They like the hand of Fatima or the 
Hamsa hand.”

Jewellery designer Reema 
Pachachi produced her own brand, 
Kuka-Me, after becoming the first 
creative director of De Beers LV in 
2001. She has two lines of produc-
tion. One, she said, “is focused on 
silver jewellery, which is accessible 
for independent women who can 
buy jewellery for themselves and it 
works with fashion but is not par-
ticularly trend-driven, while the 
other focuses on gem stones and 
bespoke pieces”.

Pachachi stressed what she called 
“the changing trends” among Arab 
women in the choice of jewellery.

“They are much more open to ac-
cessorising and not so concerned 
with glitz like they used to be. As 
such, I have become more appeal-
ing to Arab customers than before,” 
she said. “Younger Arabs tend to 
be more used to their wealth. For a 
while, people weren’t used to their 
wealth so they wanted to display 
and express it. They used to dress 
head to toe in one brand but now 
they are becoming more confident 
in picking and choosing unbranded 
things.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Lebanon’s banks make smaller 
profits but remain resilient
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

L 

ebanon’s leading banks 
have seen profits grow at 
relatively meagre rates, 
signalling the slowing 
economy’s effect on the 

sector. However, the lending insti-
tutions have shown resilience to 
politically driven economic ills and 
promise to remain the country’s 
main moneymaking lever.

Profits of the country’s 14 leading 
banks in the first six months of 2016 
increased 8% to $1.1 billion com-
pared to the same period last year, 
a report said. “The first half of 2016 
reported growing profitability but 
return ratios remain modest,” the 
Alpha Report stated.

Published by Bankdata, the Alpha 
Report outlines the performance of 
the so-called Alpha group of Leba-
nese banks that each has customer 
deposits exceeding $2 billion. It 
said the return ratio fell short of in-
ternational benchmarks.

Despite difficult operating condi-
tions, Lebanon’s banks sustain rela-
tively good profitability, said Nassib 
Ghobril, chief economist at Byblos 
Bank. “Banks are a key economic 
player in Lebanon and the main fi-
nanciers of individuals, the private 
sector and the government. Their 
growth is acceptable, and their prof-
its are remarkable; they sustain 
their role as a key generator of eco-
nomic activity,” he said.

“The 14 banks hold 87% of the 
sector’s assets and provide 83% 
of loans on the market, including 
82.6% of loans in the Lebanese lira 
and 88.8% of loans in foreign cur-
rencies,” Ghobril explained. “The 
banks own 1,200 of Lebanon’s total 
of 1,450 banking branches and hire 
20,050 people, 79% of the total.”

Byblos Bank, BLOM Bank and 
Audi Bank top the list of 14.

The banking sector’s return ratios 
were almost stable in 2016. Growth 
in the sector’s net profits was only 
marginally above growth in assets 
and equity, the Alpha Report said. 
“The sector’s return on average 
common equity was 12.9% in the 
first half of 2016, unchanged from 
the previous year, while the return 
on average assets slightly rose from 
1.01% to 1.05%,” it added.

Lebanon’s economic growth has 

stagnated in recent years at less 
than 2% since 2010 when it soared 
to 8%. It is being pressured by a 
political deadlock that has blocked 
the election of a president since 
2014 and undermined attempts 
to produce a new general election 
law. The country has failed to have 
a budget since 2005. All public ex-
penditures are made according to 
temporary measures.

Lebanon is also home to 1.5 mil-
lion refugees from Syria, where a 
revolution-turned-war has been 
raging since 2011. In these condi-
tions, the country’s services sec-
tor, which is responsible for 60% of 
economic activity, has been dealt 
major blows. Tourists, especially 

from the Gulf, avoid Lebanon, fear-
ing fallout from the Shia militant 
Hezbollah’s involvement in the 
Syrian war.

“It is worth noting that Lebanon’s 
return ratios came, again this year, 
somewhat short of global bench-
marks within the context of persis-
tently tough operating conditions 
in Lebanon and main markets of 
presence,” the Alpha Report said. 
Lebanon’s banks have operations in 
countries suffering instabilities or 
uncertainties in the region, includ-
ing Syria and Egypt.

Banking leaders are neither sur-
prised nor alarmed vis-à-vis their 
sector’s results. “The meagre re-
sults did not take us by surprise,” 
said a source at the Association of 
Banks in Lebanon. “The fact that 
the banks are still making money 
under these conditions is appreci-
able. Mind you that they hold more 
than 60% of the country’s public 
debt and are ready to continue to 
lend the government,” he added, 
speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity.

The role banks play in Lebanon 

seems too unbalanced to economist 
Louis Hobeika, who suggested the 
situation slowed banks’ profits as 
consumption dropped in stagnated 
economic conditions.

“The banks fail to provide enough 
productive loans, relying mostly 
on consumer loans,” Hobeika said. 
“Also, by focusing too much on 
lending the government, the banks 
seem to be playing a negative role 
in the Lebanese economy. They 
need to be more involved in the real 
economy. They need to invest more 
and finance consumption less.”

The Alpha Report noted that the 
consolidated assets of the banking 
sector registered modest growth in 
the first half of the year. It added 
that customer deposits saw a slight 
increase in the same period.

“If the assets and/or deposits 
shrunk or at least stabilised, con-
cerns about the banking sector’s 
health would be justified. Let us 
say: ‘So far, so good,’” the source 
said.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a 
Beirut-based business writer.

Lebanon’s Central Bank main entrance in Beirut.
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