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Saudi Arabia starts 
roadshow for 
global bond issue

OPEC inviting 
Russia meeting

Saudi Arabia scheduled meetings 
with potential investors ahead of 
its first international bond issue, of-
ficial media reported. An analyst 
told Agence France-Presse (AFP) 
the issue could be worth $15 billion 
as the kingdom tries to adjust its 
economy to cope with the drop in 
oil revenues.

Officials have “assigned a number 
of international and local invest-
ment banks to coordinate a series 
of meetings with bond instrument 
investors”, the Saudi Press Agency 
said.

The bond could be worth $15 
billion, said Patrick Dennis, lead 
Middle East economist at Oxford 
Economics in London. “Demand is 
going to be very good, particularly 
from Asian investors,” he said.

Saudi Arabia has already issued 
domestic bonds but that has led to 
a tightening of bank liquidity, Den-
nis said. At the same time, the king-
dom has very little debt, leaving it 
room to borrow abroad and prevent 
a run-down of its foreign reserves, 
he added.

(Agence France-Presse)

The Organisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries (OPEC) has 
invited Russia and other key non-
members of the cartel to a meeting 
aimed at rebalancing crude prices 
after historic lows, Qatari Energy 
Minister Mohammed Saleh al-Sada 
said.

Sada said the meeting was set Oc-
tober 28th-29th in Vienna.

“This meeting is meant to give 
a better understanding of the best 
way of how to move towards the re-
balancing of the market to the inter-
est of all — not only producers and 
exporters but also the world econo-
my,” Sada said.

It was not revealed which non-
OPEC producers other than Russia 
had been invited to Vienna.

Russian Energy Minister Alexan-
der Novak confirmed that Russia 
had been invited to the meeting in 
Vienna, which is expected to “work 
out a road map for the cooperation 
of our countries” in rebalancing oil 
prices. Novak praised discussions 
during the World Energy Congress 
in Istanbul as “constructive”.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iran unemployment 
hits 12.2%

Iran’s unemployment rate rose to 
12.2% as of mid-June, according to 
recent figures, in a blow to govern-
ment efforts to show economic pro-
gress ahead of elections next year.

The rate from March 20th to June 
20th was up 1.4 percentage points 
from the same time last year, a re-
port by the Statistical Centre of Iran 
said.

Experts said the number of job-
less among the country’s workforce 
of 25.7 million could be more than 
6 million, as the report counted 
anyone over the age of 10 who had 
worked for an hour or more in the 
week prior to the study as “in work”.

Poor economic data could be 
seized on by hardliners opposed to 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who faces a presidential election 
next May.

Since taking office in mid-2013, 
the Rohani government has slashed 
inflation from more than 40% in 
2012 to a more manageable 8.3%, 
with 4.4% economic growth. How-
ever, hopes the nuclear deal that 
eased sanctions would quickly cre-
ate thousands of jobs have gone un-
realised.

(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsIran tries to cope with water crisis
Gareth Smyth

London

I 

n Iran to assist with a television 
documentary, Kaveh Madanif 
of the Imperial College London 
said he had no doubt how seri-
ous the water crisis was in the 

country of his birth.
“People talk about crisis, but a 

crisis in an extreme event lasting a 
short period,” he said. “What we see 
is irreversible, including the loss of 
lakes that won’t be recovered easily. 
The Middle East is water bankrupt.

“We’ve written cheques with-
out enough money in the account. 
Surface water was our chequing ac-
count and, after that, we started tap-
ping into our savings account, which 
is groundwater.”

Iranians do show growing envi-
ronment awareness. The I am Lake 
Urmia social media campaign, re-
cently launched to raise 1 million 
signatures to present to the United 
Nations, comes with the salt lake in 
north-west Iran having shrunk 90% 
since the 1970s.

Mohammad Ehsani’s documen-
tary Once Hamoun focused attention 
on the drying up of the Hamoun 
wetlands near Afghanistan, where 
the flow from Helmand Rud river 
has been reduced by depleted gla-
ciers and by the diversion of water 
into agriculture.

Iran and its eastern neighbour, Af-
ghanistan, have been in dispute for 
decades over the Helmand and ten-
sions have also risen over Hari Rud 
to the north, where Afghanistan in 
June opened the controversial Sal-
man Dam, partly financed by India.

South of the drying wetlands, 
Zabol, once famous for carpets knot-

ted from local wool, is judged by the 
World Health Organisation as one of 
the two most polluted cities. This is 
due to tiny dust particles blown by 
the “120-day wind” that once cooled 
the city but now chokes it, produc-
ing lung and eye problems. The area 
highlights Iran’s rural depopulation 
due to adverse conditions, especial-
ly water shortages.

Madani said dust storms, land 
subsidence, desertification and 
threats to wildlife and plants all re-
flect the failure of a “hydraulic” ap-
proach, attempts to overcome water 
shortages by large-scale engineering 
such as dams and water transfers.

There is a regional history: Egypt’s 
High Aswan Dam, inaugurated in 
1970 and Turkey’s Ataturk Dam in 
1990.

Most developing countries build 
dams: China creates more hydro-
power annually than the rest of the 
world combined; the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo has a $100 
billion plan for the Grand Inga Dam 
across the Congo, while Brazil’s 
Belo Monte Dam will be the world’s 
fourth largest when operational in 
2019.

Construction of Ethiopia’s Grand 
Renaissance Dam on the Blue Nile, 
started in 2011, has unsettled rela-
tions with Sudan and Egypt, both 
downriver states dependent on the 
Nile’s flow.

Like most Middle Eastern coun-
tries, Iran is particularly vulnerable 
to climate change due to low rainfall 
— 250mm per year is around one-
third the global average — and a vast 
amount of arid land.

But large-scale schemes, includ-
ing dams, have often created as 
many problems as they have solved. 
The Gotvand Dam, in Khuzestan 
province, was constructed on salt 
beds that make water in its reservoir 
too salty to use.

Diverting water into Zayandeh 
Rud, which flows through Isfahan, 
to supply conurbations has encour-
aged further development and so 
increased demand.

“Yes, we can work on the supply 
side with dams, wells, desalination, 

water transfer,” said Madani. “These 
are all technologies that can be used 
at the right time and location — but 
unless we work on demand, we can-
not resolve the problems.”

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
came to power in 2013 pledging to 
tackle environmental problems. He 
appears less convinced than prede-
cessors of the wisdom of dams and 
initially shelved a plan to pump de-
salinated water from the Caspian 
Sea through a 460km underground 
pipeline to Qom, Kashan and Isfa-
han.

The scheme is apparently back in 
planning and Rohani announced in 
March a $400 million allocation for 
part of a far more ambitious project 
to pump water from the Arabian 
Gulf to 16 drought-ridden provinces 
with a total of 47 million people.

The government is taking a differ-
ent tack over Lake Urmia, where it 
has pledged $5 billion for restora-
tion. Joint projects with the UN En-
vironment Programme and Japan 
reflect an alternative approach, in-
cluding changing farming meth-
ods and phasing out water-gulping 
crops.

During a BBC interview at the 

2015 Paris climate change talks, Ma-
soumeh Ebtekar, the Iranian vice-
president with special responsibility 
for the environment, advocated a 
“total U-turn in agricultural policy”.

Such measures could include in-
centives for conservation, water 
pricing, reducing leakage, recycling 
waste water, improving agricultural 
technology and ending subsidies of 
inefficient farming.

But many sustainable practices 
have financial or political costs, 
said Madani, and need time. “Some 
of the crops we produce in Iran are 
more expensive than the same crop 
imported,” he said. “Still, people 
do it, because farmers need to have 
jobs. The root causes of many prob-
lems are outside the water sector.”

Both the 1980-88 war with Iraq 
and international sanctions have 
encouraged Iran to curb imports. 
“[National] self-sufficiency in wheat 
was a justified goal in the past,” 
said Madani. “We thought we had 
enough water but we now know this 
is not possible.”

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent for the Financial 
Times in Iran from 2003-07.

Dry soil at a pistachio field that farmers left behind due to the lack 
of water in an abandoned village near the southern Iranian city of 
Sirjan.

Like most Middle 
Eastern countries, 
Iran is particularly 
vulnerable to climate 
change due to low 
rainfall.

Uber has uneven performance track in Gulf region
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

T 

he rapid rise of ride-hail-
ing app Uber may repre-
sent a global success story 
but in Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries 

two very contrasting strands of its 
story are unfolding.

Not only has Uber’s emergence 
in Saudi Arabia led to the country’s 
investment arm putting $3.5 billion 
into the company, Uber is finding 
itself being styled as a vehicle for 
female empowerment, employment 
and even social reform.

In the United Arab Emirates, 
however, Uber is experiencing a 
bumpier ride. While the $60 billion 
firm points to “significant” growth 
in its Emirates’ operation and sees 
Dubai as a pivotal market, it claims 
red tape is standing in the way of it 
achieving its full potential. Its Abu 
Dhabi service was suspended in Au-
gust after drivers of car companies 
working with it were detained.

This has created a challenge for 
Uber in a regional market where its 
reach and recognition are undeni-
able. Across the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region, Uber 
drivers covered 58 million miles 
in 2015, with rider growth leaping 
500% between the first quarters of 
2015 and 2016 and the number of 
drivers increasing fourfold in the 
same period.

Nowhere has it been better re-
ceived than in Saudi Arabia, which, 
according to Uber Chief Executive 
Officer Travis Kalanick, represents 
“a great example of how Uber can 
benefit riders, drivers, and cities”.

With about 177,000 riders, Uber 

has it been embraced by Saudi offi-
cials and its people since its launch 
in December 2014. It has been cred-
ited with significantly improving ac-
cess to education, jobs and entrepre-
neurship opportunities throughout 
the country, especially for women, 
who are not permitted to drive and 
do not typically take public taxis.

As Saudi Arabia plans to bring 1.3 
million women into its workforce by 
2030 — more than doubling the pre-
sent number — Uber is becoming a 
major factor in achieving that goal.

“The success we have seen is very 
interesting,” said Zeid Hreish, Uber’s 
general manager in Saudi Arabia. 
“We are tackling the very impor-
tant issue of accessibility, allowing 
women to get access to education 
and employment, to start their own 
business, to move around cities.

“Around 80% of Uber riders in 
Saudi Arabia are women. If we are 
helping them to enter employment 
and gain education, that is really big 
for us.”

Uber is also supporting the gov-
ernment’s focus on “Saudisation” 
as part of Riyadh’s National Trans-
formation Programme — addressing 
30% joblessness rates among young 
Saudis — by encouraging more Sau-
dis to drive with Uber. About 1,000 
of Uber’s 9,000 Saudi-based drivers 
are nationals and the company has 
set the ambitious target of bringing 
100,000 more onto the platform in 
the next five years.

“We are very aligned with the 
country’s future, from a Saudisation 
point of view,” Hreish said. “This is 
because of the Saudi government, 
which wants to get Saudis into the 
workforce.

“They have been very helpful and 
the recent move to allow Saudis 
to work as private hire drivers has 
opened the floodgates for more Sau-
dis to join the Uber platform.

“Saudis have been very interested 
in joining Uber. It is a flexible job 
that provides extra income while 
allowing them to work when they 
feel they need to. We have already 
had some major training sessions 
and when we look at the number 
of Saudis who are currently signing 
up with us, we believe we can defi-
nitely reach the 100,000 figure we 
have set.”

Saudi Arabia and its cities, accord-
ing to Hreish, are an exemplar for 
others in terms of the speed with 
which they moved to tap into Uber’s 
potential once they recognised it. 
That potential, he said, stretches be-
yond everyday accessibility and into 
core community needs.

“The Uber app recently helped 
Saudi’s Ministry of Health deliver 
vaccinations by allowing them to 
reach a bigger audience,” he said, 
“such as women, people unable 
to get to hospitals, people who are 
busy and those living in remote ar-
eas.”

Joanne Kubba, Uber’s head of 
policy for the MENA region, said she 
has seen first-hand how Uber has af-
fected the lives of Saudis, especial-
ly women.

“I think the government realised 
there were a lot of factors that Uber 
matched up to — getting women to 
work, getting teachers to universi-
ties,” she said. “The mobility as-

pect for women was tremendously 
powerful, and we have received 
tremendous feedback from so many 
women.”

Uber has admitted that, under the 
existing regulations, replicating its 
Saudi success in the UAE is hard to 
envisage. Christopher Free, general 
manager of Uber UAE, said the com-
pany’s presence in the Emirates — 
3,000 drivers and tens of thousands 
of requests each week — places the 
company in the position where it is 
“good, but could be great”.

Pricing rules and Uber being 
deemed a “premium product”, re-
stricting the availability of some 
services such as UberPOOL, are 
two major hurdles. Under rules set 
by Dubai’s Roads and Transport 
Authority, Uber must keep its UAE 
rates at least 30% more than those 
of traditional taxis

The company is in discussions 
about easing some of the constraints 
but in Abu Dhabi it will soon have 
to adhere to new regulations that 
include requiring Uber and other 
ride-hailing services to register their 
apps, in an attempt to crack down 
on malpractices and black market-
eering by drivers.

“There is definitely room for us to 
grow and for this to be a good busi-
ness but for us to really make a dif-
ference in terms of moving people 
around the city, things would have 
to change,” said Free. “We’re so 
well-aligned with what Dubai wants 
to be. Having key partners like Uber 
in supporting residential and tour-
ism growth and helping the city to 
move is going to be hugely impor-
tant.”

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Across the Middle 
East and North Africa 
(MENA) region, Uber 
drivers covered 58 
million miles in 2015.


