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Shell considering 
selling its Iraq oil 
assets

Saudi investment 
fund to take stake 
in Gulf food giant

Saudi Arabia 
begins infusing 
cash into economy

Royal Dutch Shell is considering 
selling out of its oil fields in Iraq 
as part of its global $30 billion as-
set disposal programme, industry 
sources said.

Shell is seeking to slim its vast oil 
and gas portfolio following the $54 
billion acquisition of BG Group in 
February, which transformed it into 
the world’s top liquefied natural gas 
trader.

With oil prices having slumped 
since 2014, the company wants to 
focus on business areas with the 
highest returns such as liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) and deepwater oil 
production in Brazil and the Gulf of 
Mexico.

The Anglo-Dutch company, which 
has had a presence in Iraq for more 
than a century, has found only limit-
ed financial benefits in recent years 
from its involvement in Iraq’s oil 
production, where it is paid in crude 
oil but has limited say on production 
strategy, the sources said.
(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) will acquire a 50% stake 
in a UAE firm that recently took con-
trol of Kuwaiti food giant America-
na, the fund announced.

Through a wholly owned sub-
sidiary, PIF will obtain the share in 
Adeptio Holdings from Mohamed 
al-Abbar, the head of Dubai property 
giant Emaar.

An Adeptio Holdings subsidiary, 
Adeptio, in October completed the 
nearly $2.4 billion deal for 67% of 
Americana, the group that intro-
duced more than a dozen major 
food brands, including Pizza Hut, 
KFC, Costa Coffee and TGI Friday’s, 
to the Middle East.

“Following the acquisition of this 
stake in Americana, Adeptio will 
launch a mandatory tender offer for 
the remaining shares in Americana 
held by public shareholders,” PIF 
said in a news release.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Saudi government has begun 
injecting large amounts of money 
into the economy, which could boost 
growth at the end of this year after a 
sharp slowdown due to low oil pric-
es, Central Bank data showed.

Its finances strained by shrunken 
oil revenues, Riyadh raised $17.5 bil-
lion in its first international bond 
issue, the biggest emerging market 
bond sale on record.

Riyadh did not hold that money 
overseas but quickly moved it into 
the country, data indicated. Instead 
of expanding because of the bond 
proceeds, the Central Bank’s net for-
eign assets shrank $10.8 billion from 
the previous month to $535.9 billion 
in October, implying that the gov-
ernment may have brought home a 
total of about $28.3 billion.

Total deposits at Saudi commer-
cial banks, which had been trend-
ing lower because of government 
spending cuts, jumped $7.2 billion 
in October, their biggest increase in 
over a year.

Monica Malik, chief economist at 
Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank, said 
the figures suggested the govern-
ment was moving large amounts 
of money into the country to settle 
debts to construction firms and oth-
er companies.
(Reuters)

Briefs

$1 billion venture to revolutionise Mideast online shopping
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

T 

he newest addition to the 
United Arab Emirates’ 
e-commerce sector has 
timed its arrival perfectly, 
experts said, but consum-

ers will have the final say on wheth-
er Noon.com proves to be the game 
changer that its creators intend it to 
be.

Unveiled in November, Noon.com, 
the brainchild of Dubai-based billion-
aire businessman Mohamed Alabbar 
and Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF), plans to launch in Janu-
ary and offer 20 million products, 
the equivalent of the contents of 13 
Dubai shopping malls.

Such is the scale and scope of the 
venture that it needs a warehouse 
the size of 60 football pitches to 
store the goods it will be making 
available online, and the staggering 
nature of the numbers attached to 
the logistics are matched by the fi-
nancial figures.

Noon.com will offer same-day 
delivery for certain products, in-
cluding clothing, books, toys, 
sport and outdoor equipment and 
electronics with a secure payment 
gateway called NoonPay as well as 

a mobile app.
Investors are expected to inject 

an initial $1 billion into the pro-
ject, of which the Saudi sovereign 
wealth fund will own half, with the 
remaining 50% being owned by Al-
abbar and other regional investors.

As online shoppers in the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia, where Noon.com 
will first launch, wait to see what 
it has to offer, Alabbar describes it 
as turning “the e-commerce envi-
ronment in the Middle East upside 
down, and then we’re going to turn 
it upside down again in another six 
months”.

Tushar Singhvi, vice-president of 
corporate development and invest-
ments at Crescent Enterprises, be-
lieves this confidence is well-placed 
in Noon.com, which takes its name 
from the Arabic letter “N”.

“As a logistics hub for the Arab 
region and a centre of innovation, 
the UAE has seen its e-commerce 
segment grow exponentially, essen-
tially feeding into the GCC (Gulf Co-

operation Council) and North Afri-
can markets,” he said. “The region’s 
digital readiness, promising retail 
sector, growing youth population 
and internet connectivity are just 
some of the drivers of this trend.”

Pointing to Souq.com and its 2 
million products as the trailblazer, 
Singhvi said other companies such 
as Careem, Fetchr and Namshi are 
“catching up fast” and energising 
the UAE’s online ecosystem. “This 
is an indicator of just how much 
venture capital and private equity 
investment in digital businesses 
have grown over the past few 
years,” he said.

“Putting this into perspective, 
the MENA (Middle East and North 
Africa) region closed over $750 mil-
lion in tech start-up investment 
deals between 2013 and 2015. In 
other words, for ventures such as 
Noon.com, the timing could not be 
better — and, in fact, the company 
stands to benefit both from the 
growing trend of online shopping 
in Saudi Arabia, the UAE and the 
rest of the GCC, and the fact that as 
the region takes an active interest 
in diversification goals, consumer 
cyclicals such as retail, and specifi-
cally e-commerce, are likely to see 
an uptake in the coming years.”

For Ambareen Musa, founder and 
CEO of leading UAE price compari-

son website Souqamal, Noon.com 
is symbolic of the strength and vi-
brancy of the country’s consumer 
economy as well as of its focus on 
innovation.

However, as with any venture, 
she said the only way of know-
ing whether Noon.com can live 
up to the hyperbole surrounding 
its launch comes after it starts op-
erations in the new year, and when 
consumers pass judgment through 
their spending and use of their 
time.

“The retail sector is one of the 
key pillars of the economic growth 
of Dubai,” Musa said. “According to 
Dubai Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry, the sector has been grow-
ing by an average of 5% each year 
and is expected to reach $54.5 bil-
lion by 2017.

“To add to this, consumer behav-
iour is constantly moving more and 
more towards the digital space, and 
the introduction of Noon.com is 
proof of the adaptability of our eco-
system. It is a great addition to the 
digital space of the UAE, and I think 
it will be interesting to see how con-
sumers react to another entrant to 
the industry.”

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

Noon.com will offer 
same-day delivery 
for certain products, 
including clothing, 
outdoor equipment 
and electronics.

Trump’s energy rhetoric familiar 
but reality different
Jareer Elass

Washington

D 

onald Trump will not be 
the first US president to 
pledge to usher in energy 
independence for the 
United States at the ex-

pense of oil producers such as Saudi 
Arabia. Nor, if history is any guide, 
will he be the last.

All one need do is look back 43 
years to president Richard Nixon, 
who, in 1973, announced Project 
Independence, the first national 
energy programme with the aim of 
bringing about US energy self-suffi-
ciency.

Nixon’s announcement occurred 
one month after the October war 
and three weeks after Arab oil pro-
ducers — all members of the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) — declared an em-
bargo against countries supporting 
Israel in the conflict, helping create 
the first energy crisis of the 1970s.

The goal of Project Independence 
was for the United States to gain en-
ergy self-sufficiency by 1980. Virtu-
ally every American president since 
Nixon has claimed to have the an-
swer to solving US dependence on 
oil imports but each has fallen far 
short of attaining that goal.

Current US reliance on oil imports 
is lower — at about 24% as of 2015 — 
than in 1973 (35%) or from the peak 
in mid-2000s (around 60%). Part of 
the steep drop in import depend-
ency is the result of the recent shale 
oil revolution.

In March, Trump said in an inter-
view that the United States “des-
perately needed” crude from the 
Arab Gulf a few years ago but now 
is on the verge of achieving energy 
independence thanks to the devel-
opment of shale resources in places 
in the United States that “we never 
thought had oil”. Despite the boom 
in domestic shale oil production, 
the United States imports about 7 
million barrels per day (bpd) of oil.

In a speech titled An America First 
Energy Plan delivered in North Da-
kota last April, Trump extolled the 
untapped oil and natural gas assets 
in the United States that, when de-
veloped, would allow the country 
“to become and stay totally inde-
pendent of any need to import en-
ergy from the OPEC cartel or any 

nations hostile to our interests”, 
Trump said.

He also said that “we will work 
with our Gulf allies to develop a 
positive energy relationship as part 
of our anti-terrorism strategy”.

Trump had put Saudi Arabia on 
notice during the presidential cam-
paign, however, by suggesting that, 
under his presidency, the United 
States would be prepared to stop 
importing oil from the kingdom if 
Riyadh did not contribute ground 
troops to fighting the Islamic State. 
He has also insisted that the United 
States was not being financially 
compensated for the military pro-
tection Washington has long pro-
vided many countries, including the 
kingdom and claimed that “without 
us, Saudi Arabia wouldn’t exist for 
very long”.

The Saudi government was obvi-
ously displeased with the sugges-
tion of a potential US ban on Saudi 
oil, let alone the contention that Ri-
yadh had been enjoying a free ride 
of US military protection. The day 
after Trump won the US presidential 
election, Saudi Oil Minister Khalid 
al-Falih diplomatically said in an in-
terview that “at his heart, President-
elect Trump will see the benefits [of 
Saudi oil imports] and I think the oil 
industry will also be advising him 
accordingly that blocking trade in 
any product is not healthy.”

Falih added: “The US continues to 
be a very important part of a global 
industry that is interconnected, that 
is dealing with a fungible commod-
ity which is crude oil.”

Riyadh has no choice but to take a 
wait-and-see approach towards the 
Trump oil ban threat. The mercurial 
president-elect has already walked 
back on several of his most strident 
campaign declarations since win-
ning the election.

Trump’s rhetoric targeting Saudi 
Arabia can be chalked up to his try-
ing to win votes with oil industry 
workers and catering to US inde-
pendent oil producers who strongly 
supported his campaign and helped 
advise him on his energy policy. 
That policy currently favours lifting 
the moratorium on energy develop-
ment on federal lands, removing 
“unwarranted restrictions” on new 
drilling technologies and reinvigor-
ating the US coal industry.

Should Trump follow through 
with his threat to ban Saudi crude 
imports, which he could do through 

an executive order, there would be 
obvious consequences: Saudi Ara-
bia provides the US market with 1.1 
million-1.3 million bpd of oil, which 
is a sizeable enough volume that it 
would have to be made up for by 
imports from several other foreign 
producers that may also end up on 
Trump’s hit list. The Saudis would 
have little problem finding buyers 
elsewhere for its redirected barrels.

Another wrinkle in Trump’s 
threat to ban Saudi oil is that state 
oil firm Saudi Aramco has a healthy 
US downstream presence, includ-
ing being the sole ownership of the 
603,000 bpd Port Arthur, Texas, re-
finery after a joint venture breakup 
with Royal Dutch/Shell. The Port 
Arthur plant is the biggest producer 
of gasoline, diesel and other re-
fined products in the United States. 
Should Saudi oil be banned from 
being processed at the refinery, the 
kingdom could retaliate by halting 
all production at the facility, causing 
a huge disruption in critical supplies 
that would reverberate throughout 
the United States.

Trump will have to consider these 
and other consequences before 
turning campaign rhetoric into pol-
icy actions.

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

Riyadh has no choice 
but to take a wait-
and-see approach 
towards the Trump 
oil ban threat.

Donald Trump meets with energy executives during a campaign stop in Denver, Colorado, last October.                                       
(Reuters)


