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Economy

Sudan detains 
dozens of 
currency traders

BP creates 
executive 
committee to 
explore business 
in Iran

Turkey in first rate 
hike for 3 years to 
boost lira

Suez Canal sees 
revenue down 7% 
year-on-year in 
October

Sudanese security agents have de-
tained dozens of foreign exchange 
dealers for black market trading, as 
authorities struggle to curb specula-
tion against the pound.

An acute shortage of hard cur-
rency has seen the gap between the 
official and black market rates for 
the Sudanese pound widen sharply, 
with the currency losing 60% of its 
value against the dollar in the past 
six months.
(Agence France-Presse)

BP has created a new executive 
committee to explore business in 
Iran that will exclude its American 
chief executive, Bob Dudley, in a bid 
to avoid potential violations of US 
sanctions still in place.

The new committee is headed by 
BP’s chief financial officer, Brian Gil-
vary, who will coordinate the oil ma-
jor’s operations in Iran, according to 
industry sources.

The move highlights the lengths 
to which multinationals will go to 
exploit lucrative new business in 
Iran, which is only slowly emerging 
from years of isolation that crippled 
the OPEC member’s energy-reliant 
economy.
(Reuters)

The Turkish central bank an-
nounced a surprise hike in its main 
interest rate as it battles to prop up 
the embattled lira.

The bank said the one-week re-
purchasing rate was being lifted to 
8% from 7.5%, the first rate hike by 
the bank since January 2014.

The hike initially prompted a rally 
in the Turkish lira but it then lost 
ground after the European Parlia-
ment voted to call for a freeze of EU 
membership talks with Turkey.

The lira has lost more than 10% 
against the dollar over the last 
month due to doubts over Turkey’s 
flagging growth and fears the drive 
by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
for a presidential system will create 
more instability.
(Agence France-Presse)

Egypt’s revenue from Suez Canal 
commerce for October was $418.1 
million, down 7% compared to last 
year, according to the state’s infor-
mation portal.

The canal is the fastest shipping 
route between Europe and Asia. Its 
$8 billion expansion, inaugurated 
by President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in 
August 2015, was intended to help 
revive the ailing economy by dou-
bling daily traffic and increasing 
annual revenue to more than $13 bil-
lion by 2023. 

That boon has yet to materialise. 
But an official from the Suez Canal 
Authority said last month the water-
way was expected to generate $5.7 
billion this year, up from $5.175 bil-
lion in 2015.
(Agencies)

BriefsIncreasing pressure on UK to resume 
flights to Sharm el-Sheikh
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

A 

s the winter holidays ap-
proach, Egypt’s tourist 
woes look set to go on 
as the United Kingdom 
continues to refuse to 

resume direct flights to Sharm el-
Sheikh despite increasing pressure 
from Egyptian authorities and tour 
operators.

While a host of countries have re-
sumed flights to the Red Sea tourist 
resort after a Russian plane crash 
in October last year, Britain and 
Russia — whose citizens had been 
among the most numerous visitors 
to Sharm el-Sheikh — have not done 
so. Egypt’s ambassador to the UK, 
Nasser Kamel, last week labelled 
Britain’s decision not to resume 
flights to Sharm el-Sheikh “mind-
boggling”.

“When the accident happened 
and the UK decided to suspend 
flights, we had an agreement with 
the British government to imple-
ment a joint action programme, 
under the promise that if the pro-
gramme is implemented fully in 
three of four months, flights would 
resume,” Kamel said in comments 
to BBC Radio 4’s Today Programme.

“Egypt has done its share. We 
have implemented the programme; 
we have brought independent secu-
rity firms to assess the situation… 
We have contracted independent 
security consultants from the UK to 
look at what we have done and they 
told us that things are A-OK.

“All EU countries have resumed 
flights to Egypt, and the only EU 
country which is not flying to Sharm 
el-Sheikh is the UK,” the Egyptian 
ambassador said, calling on the 
British government to take action.

Asked what obstacles remain to 
the resumption of flights to Sharm 
el-Sheikh, Kamel said officials at 
the UK’s Department for Transport, 

Home Office and Foreign Office had 
expressed support for the resump-
tion of flights to him in private. “I 
think the decision is stuck some-
where higher. I think you should be 
asking that question to the prime 
minister,” he said.

Tour operator Thomas Cook has 
announced it has expanded flights 
to Egypt, including operating 36 
flights a week to Hurghada airport. 
However, its position on direct 
flights from the UK to Sharm el-
Sheikh, on the opposite side of the 
Gulf of Suez, remains the same.

“The safety of our customers is 
our primary concern. Our flight 
and holiday programmes are al-
ways informed by the decision of 
the Foreign and Commonwealth Of-
fice, and this includes the decision 
as to when UK flights can resume 
to Sharm el-Sheikh airport. We are 
looking forward to receiving clar-
ity on this from the government,” a 
Thomas Cook spokesman said.

Britain’s Foreign and Common-
wealth Office does not warn against 
visiting Sharm el-Sheikh itself, 
which is located on Egypt’s Sinai 
peninsula, where an Islamic State 
(ISIS) affiliate is known to operate. 
Instead it raises the question about 

security in and around Sharm el-
Sheikh airport. “We advise against 
all but essential travel by air to or 
from Sharm el-Sheikh,” the Foreign 
Office advisory reads.

More than 30 travel businesses 
had earlier issued a joint statement 
calling on the UK government to is-
sue clarity on when it would lift the 
ban on flights to Sharm el-Sheikh.

Rasha Azaizi, director of the 
Egyptian State Tourist Office in Lon-
don, called on the UK government 
to make a decision before the winter 
holiday season during a meeting on 
the issue held at the House of Com-
mons.

“This long-term ban on flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh is now affecting 
many UK travel businesses as well 
as airlines and is causing deep con-
sumer confusion. No other country 
apart from Russia still has a ban on 

flights to Sharm el-Sheikh, but the 
UK government has still not yet 
made a decision,” she said. “This 
gives people the impression that 
they can’t visit Egypt when in fact 
British Airways, easyJet, Thomas 
Cook, Thompson and EgyptAir are 
all already operating direct flights 
to other airports in Egypt,” Azaizi 
added.

Speaking during the World Travel 
Market expo in London earlier this 
month, Egypt’s Minister of Tourism 
Yehia Rashed struck a more opti-
mistic tone, saying he believed the 
UK would reverse its decision soon.

“I personally believe it is just a 
matter of time before the UK gov-
ernment reviews the work and in-
vestment we’ve done in improving 
security in our airports and lifts the 
ban on flights to Sharm el-Sheikh,” 
he said.

“More than 1.5 million British 
visitors came to Egypt in 2010. Last 
year it was 870,000 and this year 
we expect it will be down by 70% to 
fewer than 300,000. But we are very 
confident that 2017 will be a year of 
growth.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

A passenger is seen on an EgyptAir f light before it takes off at the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, 
on November 1st.                                                                                                                                                        (Reuters)

Egypt’s ambassador 
to the UK labelled 
Britain’s decision not 
to resume flights to 
Sharm el-Sheikh 
“mind-boggling”.

OPEC optimistic an agreement will be concluded in Vienna
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

O 

il ministers from the Or-
ganisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) held intensive 
consultations last week 

prior to their decisive November 
30th meeting in Vienna. The min-
isters are optimistic a deal to cap 
output and strengthen prices can be 
reached.

There are still many details that 
need to be agreed upon and it will 
take Herculean efforts to square all 
the circles prior to the meeting. It is 
difficult to see OPEC leaving Vienna 
without an agreement; otherwise 
the markets will drive prices down 
as they lose trust that the organisa-
tion member states can resolve their 
problems.

Saudi Arabia’s Energy Minister 
Khalid al-Falih said, in an interview 
in Doha with Al Arabiya satellite TV, 
that he was optimistic OPEC would 
limit output in accordance with the 
lower limit of 32.5 million barrels 
per day (b/d) agreed upon on Sep-
tember 28th in Algiers. The details, 
he added, would be finalised when 
OPEC ministers gather in Vienna on 
November 30th.

Non-OPEC member Russia has 
had unprecedented cooperation 
with the cartel in the past two 
months, aiming to achieve market 
stability. But Moscow has yet to 
pledge concrete oil steps, especially 
since it has raised production to a 
post-Soviet-Union record of more 
than 11 million b/d.

Most oil-producing countries are 
facing difficult financial conditions. 
Several states have resorted to bor-

rowing and downsizing or freezing 
development projects. Payments 
to companies for completed pro-
jects are overdue. Low oil prices are 
threatening the political stability of 
a number of producing countries, 
such as Venezuela and Iraq. The 
failure of a production agreement 
in Vienna could very well see prices 
collapse once more.

The consultations have focused 
on the following parameters: Curb-
ing OPEC production to 32.5 million 
b/d compared to OPEC’s October 
production of 33.6 million b/d; all 
the member countries are to partici-
pate in capping output; and, the per-
centage cuts should be the same for 
all the 14 OPEC member states.

Four countries have asked to be 
exempted. Nigeria and Libya have 
already been exempted from cutting 
production. Their output has al-
ready declined significantly during 
recent months because of domestic 
armed conflicts. Niger Delta mili-
tias  attacked Nigerian oil surface 
facilities, lowering production from 
about 2.4 million b/d to approxi-
mately 1.6 million b/d, The civil war 
in Libya since the 2011 overthrow of 
despot Muammar Qaddafi led to a 
decrease in production from around 
1.6 million b/d to as low as 200,000 
b/d.

Iran has asked that it also be ex-
empted because of the impact of 
international sanctions on limiting 

its production capacity. Tehran said 
it would not participate in an agree-
ment until its output reaches 4-4.2 
million b/d and its production con-
stitutes 12.7% of OPEC’s production. 
Iran wanted to reach the same level 
of production and regain the market 
share it had before sanctions.

The Gulf Arab states have re-
fused the Iranian demand, arguing 
that current Iranian production has 
peaked at around 3.6-3.8 million 
b/d. They have suggested that Iran’s 
production should be capped at 3.92 
million b/d.

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Namdar 
Zanganeh said in Tehran, following 
consultations with OPEC Secretary-
General Muhammad Barkindo, that 
“it is highly likely OPEC oil and en-
ergy ministers will reach an agree-
ment” on November 30th.

Algerian Energy Minister Noured-
dine Bouterfa told Reuters in Doha 
the issue of Iran’s production would 
not undermine a deal. “There is 
strong consensus among OPEC 
producers for a freeze. Iran is not a 
problem. Iran is a particular situa-
tion and needs particular treatment. 
They will not have the same rule for 
the reduction. We will study what is 
the best solution for Iran.”

Iraq has also asked not to have its 
production capped. It questioned 
the 3.3 million b/d production figure 
being attributed to it by the energy 
media. Iraqi oil officials said their 
country’s September production 
was more than 4.7 million b/d and 
the State Oil Marketing Organisation 
(SOMO) listed Iraq’s September pro-
duction, field-by-field.

SOMO estimated the Iraqi Kurd-
istan Region September production 
at about 546,000 b/d, saying that 
the Kurdistan regional production 
is an estimate based on average pro-

duction for 2013 and 2014. Kurdish 
authorities later said September oil 
production in the territory they con-
trol was 209,000 b/d less than that 
of SOMO. The Kurdish figures also 
included production from the Kurd-
ish-controlled Bai Hassan and Avana 
fields in Kirkuk province.

Baghdad has asked for an exemp-
tion from the agreement due to the 
high costs of its military campaign 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Iraqi oil officials project output to 
increase in 2017 by around 150,000 
b/d, approximately 70,000 b/d of 
which will be from fields recaptured 
from ISIS. OPEC Secretary-General 
Muhammad Barkindo met Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in 
October, who told him Iraq insists 
on being exempt from OPEC’s pro-
duction agreement, but that Bagh-
dad will not be an obstacle to an 
OPEC agreement.

OPEC has faced many challenges 
since its establishment in the early 
1960s. The November 30th meeting 
is encountering two in particular: A 
structural change in the world oil in-
dustry. US shale oil production will 
increase again as prices rise over 
$50 a barrel; and, a difficult financial 
situation in most of the producing 
countries. OPEC members’ diffi-
culty is to create a balance between 
raising prices modestly to support 
their budgets, but not high enough 
to raise US shale oil production to 
pre-2014 levels. OPEC  members 
also have to keep an eye on their 
market shares. One thing that OPEC 
cannot afford on November 30th is 
a failure to strike a new production 
agreement that would have prices 
collapse again.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

The Algerian Energy 
Minister believes the 
issue of Iran’s 
production would 
not undermine 
a deal.


