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Kuwait to supply 
Egypt with 2 
million barrels of 
oil a month

Saudi royal sees 
sport fund at more 
than $600 million

Israel invites bids 
for gas exploration

Egypt’s state news agency said 
Kuwait has agreed to supply Egypt 
with 2 million barrels of crude oil 
per month starting in January.

The announcement came more 
than a month after Saudi Arabia 
halted fuel shipments to Egypt as dif-
ferences over the conflicts in Syria 
and Yemen strained ties between 
the two countries.

The Saudi move has increased 
pressure on Egypt as it tries to revive 
a battered economy and overcome a 
shortage of dollars. Cairo has floated 
its currency and significantly hiked 
fuel prices.

The MENA news agency said that, 
under the deal with Kuwait, Egypt 
will get the crude at international 
prices with no discounts but with a 
nine-month grace period.
(The Associated Press)

Saudi Arabia plans to develop 
its sports sector with a fund worth 
more than $600 million helped by 
the privatisation of football teams, a 
senior official said.

“The fund will be no less than 2.5 
billion riyals ($666 million),” Prin-
cess Reema Bint Bandar al-Saud told 
the MISK Global Forum.

The fund aims to “support dif-
ferent sports, development and 
investment in the relevant areas,” 
while contributing to privatisation 
of sports clubs and the establish-
ment and funding of amateur sports 
programmes, the official Saudi Press 
Agency said.

Most professional football clubs in 
Saudi Arabia are reportedly govern-
ment-owned.

Saud, named three months ago as 
vice-president for Women’s Affairs 
at the General Authority for Sports, 
said privatisation of football would 
provide “the seed capital of our fu-
ture”.

Her agency is trying to boost the 
kingdom’s international competi-
tiveness and get more Saudis exer-
cising.
(Agence France-Presse)

Israel invited bids for 24 new 
offshore oil-and-gas exploration 
licences it hopes will bring more 
major finds in the Mediterranean as 
it strives to become an energy ex-
porter.

“We are offering for exploration 
half of our economic waters in 24 
blocks,” Israeli Energy Minister Yu-
val Steinitz said, announcing the of-
fer, which closes April 21st.

“Estimates are that most of the 
natural gas in Israel’s economic wa-
ters is yet to be found,” he said at a 
news conference.

The government hopes the new 
blocks turn up discoveries compa-
rable to the Tamar and Leviathan 
natural gas fields found off its coast 
in recent years. Israel looks for the 
Leviathan field and others to come 
to allow it to become a gas exporter, 
which could provide it with addi-
tional leverage in the turbulent Mid-
dle East.

In September, neighbouring Jor-
dan signed a contract to buy gas 
from Leviathan for the first time and 
Steinitz said there had been contacts 
with the Egyptians over a possible 
sales deal.
(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsLatest Saudi cabinet shake-up in line 
with Vision 2030 goals
Jareer Elass

Washington
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audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud removed 
long-serving Finance min-
ister Ibrahim al-Assaf in 
what appears to be the 

final push to replace the cabinet 
old guard with younger, reform-
minded individuals loyal to Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz and his Vision 
2030 economic programme.

The new Finance minister, Mo-
hammed al-Jadaan, was previously 
chairman of the kingdom’s stock 
market regulator, Capital Market 
Authority, and helped pave the way 
for direct foreign investment in the 
Saudi stock market in 2015.

Assaf’s removal is not surprising, 
as he was one of the last members 
of the Saudi cabinet overseeing a 
crucial portfolio to have been ap-
pointed by King Fahd bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud and subsequently kept 
in place by King Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud. Assaf — who was 
appointed in January 1996 — will 
remain in the cabinet as a minister 
of State.

Replacing veteran ministers is par 
for the course for a new leadership 
as it looks to stamp its own unique 
imprint on the governing process 
but Prince Mohammed also wants 
ministers responsible for imple-
menting fiscal policies to be in step 
with his overall vision. He reported-
ly lobbied his father, King Salman, 
to replace Assaf with Jadaan.

Assaf had been in a tough spot 
since the summer of 2014 when the 
government began pursuing an ag-
gressive oil production strategy in 
coordination with other members 
of the Organisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries (OPEC) to 
drive international oil prices down 
and force higher-cost producers to 
cede market share.

The kingdom has since watched 
its economy go into a tailspin, re-
cording a $98 billion budget deficit 
in 2015 and facing a projected $87 
billion deficit this year. In 2015, 
the Saudi central bank withdrew as 
much as $70 billion from global as-
set managers to help plug the budg-
et deficit. The government began 
regular monthly sales of domestic 
bonds in mid-2015 to help raise cash 

and it brought in $17.5 billion in Oc-
tober through its first international 
bond issuance.

As part of Prince Mohammed’s 
reforms, Assaf was working to im-
plement stringent energy subsidy 
reductions as well as overseeing 
other austerity measures, including 
cuts in ministers’ salaries and the 
curtailing of bonus payments and 
entitlements for state employees.

Assaf may have inadvertently 
contributed to his own departure 
because of his recent participation 
on a popular Saudi TV talk show, 
Al Thamena, in which he, Deputy 
Economy Minister Mohammed al-
Tuwaijri and Civil Service Minister 
Khaled al-Araj joined forces to jus-
tify the subsidy cuts and salary ad-
justments as part of the larger plan 
to bolster the battered economy.

The participation of the minis-

ters in a public forum to defend 
controversial government policies 
was unusual in itself but comments 
made by the ministers proved even 
more surprising. Araj accused civil 
service employees of being unpro-
ductive and Tuwaijri claimed fiscal 
austerity moves were necessary to 
prevent the country from facing 
bankruptcy in three or four years.

The deputy Economy minister 
also criticised inefficient govern-
ment spending on unnecessary 
large-scale projects during high oil 
revenue days, effectively implicat-
ing Assaf for those wasteful practic-
es because of his long tenure. “We 
invested in a lot of projects, some 
of them not appropriate or planned 
for… Some were a luxury or could 
maybe be done without,” Tuwaijri 
stated.

When Assaf tried to stave off the 
criticism, arguing that it was “dif-
ficult to judge now” whether past 
projects were economically un-
sound, Araj appeared to side with 
Tuwaijri. Reading from a list of 
ill-conceived public projects, the 
Civil Service minister highlighted a 
bridge construction project costing 
$13.3 million in a remote area of the 
kingdom that “they don’t need now 
or in 100 years”. While Assaf’s era at 
the Finance Ministry was undeni-

ably nearing an end, that hour on 
Saudi television likely accelerated 
his departure.

The new Finance minister will be 
a strong public advocate for any fu-
ture austerity measures. Jadaan will 
also play an integral role in prepar-
ing for the 5% sale of Saudi state oil 
firm Saudi Aramco through an ini-
tial public offering (IPO) scheduled 
for 2018. That IPO and the funding 
of a new mega sovereign wealth 
fund from its proceeds are the cen-
trepiece of Prince Mohammed’s 
plans to free the kingdom from be-
ing an oil-dependent economy.

Much therefore is riding on the 
success of the Saudi Aramco sale. 
Jadaan will be tasked with provid-
ing the financial transparency of the 
company that foreign investors will 
expect before taking part in the IPO. 
In his previous capacity at Capital 
Market Authority, Jadaan relaxed 
restrictions on foreign investors op-
erating in the kingdom, opening the 
door for them to take larger stakes 
in firms listed on the Saudi stock ex-
change. That easing helped the Sau-
di government set the stage for the 
state oil firm’s impending offering.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

Mohammed al-Jadaan (L), former chairman of Saudi Arabia’s Capital Market Authority, at a 
Euromoney conference in Riyadh in 2015. Jadaan has been appointed the new Saudi Finance 
minister.                                                                                                                               King Abdullah Financial District (KAFD)

Hard times fuel Tehran taxi glut
Ali Noorani and Eric Randolph

Tehran
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ansour Faridfar did 
well on the black 
market until the law 
caught up and left 
him jobless, forcing 

him to join the thousands of shakh-
si, unofficial taxi drivers clogging 
Tehran’s streets.

“I used to be very well off and I 
thought my fate was in my hands 
but I gradually learned that was not 
true,” said the 60-year-old father of 
two, driving a route through north-
ern Tehran.

Faridfar once made good money 
on Iran’s vast black market, even if 
smuggling in Western clothes such 
as ties and women’s coats earned 
him a few months in jail during the 
unforgiving period just after the 
1979 Islamic revolution.

His luck ran out in the 1990s 

when a $50,000 shipment was 
seized by customs, bankrupting 
him. Later, he narrowly avoided 
another stint in prison for selling 
poor-quality rice to the Education 
Ministry.

“So four years ago, I bought this 
Pride and started working as a driv-
er,” he said, gesturing around his 
battered car, the cheapest model 
in Iran.

He makes around 800,000 rials 
($23) a day working as a shakhsi — 
“personal” in Farsi. More than half 
is lost on expenses.

Such fly-by-night careers are 
common in Iran thanks to decades 
of economic mismanagement and 
international isolation. The jobless 
rate stands at 11%.

Tehran Mayor Mohammad Bagh-
er Ghalibaf bemoaned the growing 
number of shakhsi caused, he said, 
by the “bad economic situation”.

“I’ve personally witnessed them 
dare to go to taxi ranks and take 
work away from (official) taxi driv-
ers,” he told a transport conference.

Tehran has 78,000 official taxis 
— more than five times the number 
in New York — and another 35,000 
agency cabs.

Travelling 1km on Vali-ye Asr 
Street — Tehran’s main north-
south artery — can take more than 
an hour once rush-hour kicks in at 
around 4pm.

“I’m not really satisfied work-
ing like this — none of us are. My 
expertise is the fashion business,” 
said Faridfar.

All these taxis mean you only 
need to stand on a Tehran curb 
for a few seconds before someone 
slows down and beeps the horn, of-
fering a lift.

There are the yellow taxis of the 
municipality, the green taxis of the 
official private network and neigh-
bourhood agencies.

There are also cabs that ply fixed 
routes through the city and pick 
people up along the way, like a bus. 
Passengers can share rides with 
strangers or pay extra to have the 
car to themselves.

With all these choices, there 
hardly seems room for the sort of 
ride-hailing apps that have trans-
formed the industry in other coun-
tries.

Uber founder Travis Kalanick 
was famously inspired to start the 
company when he could not find a 
taxi one night in tightly regulated 
Paris — a problem he would never 
have encountered in Tehran.

Snapp was first on the scene a 
couple of years ago, designed by 
university graduates and offering a 
service very similar to Uber. Com-
pany Chief Executive Officer Shah-
ram Shahkar said it is “helping tens 
of thousands of customers connect 

to tens of thousands of drivers” 
and has ambitious plans to expand 
the service nationwide.

“Our vision is to provide a reli-
able and convenient software and 
service solution for the transporta-
tion sector in all cities of Iran,” he 
said.

Snapp is protected against com-
petition from Uber by continuing 
US sanctions on Iran, which Wash-
ington has maintained despite a 
nuclear deal with world powers but 
Snapp must still contend with Teh-
ran’s hellish traffic.

On a recent trip to the famed 
Friday bazaar, two expats stood in 
the blazing midday heat, waiting 
for their Snapp car to inch its way 
through traffic.

Determined to use up their pre-
paid credit, they waved on dozens 
of traditional taxis that stopped 
to offer a ride while the Snapp car 
remained stuck in a bottleneck up 
the road. “I think I’m going to cry,” 
said one sweating expat.

Agence France-Presse

The new Finance 
minister, 
Mohammed 
al-Jadaan, was 
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of the kingdom’s 
stock market 
regulator.

Travelling 1km on 
Tehran’s main 
north-south artery 
can take more than 
an hour in rush hour 
traffic.

Tehran has 78,000 
official taxis — more 
than five times the 
number in New York .


