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OPEC chief 
‘confident’ on 
production cuts

Egypt inflation 
quickens to 
highest level in 
years

Iran Air takes 
delivery of first 
Airbus jet 
post-sanctions

The head of the Organisation of 
the Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) said he remains “confident” 
that the cartel and outside members 
will stick to an agreement to cut pro-
duction to help boost oil prices.

The comments by OPEC Secre-
tary-General Mohammad Sanusi 
Barkindo of Nigeria come as the 
cartel and non-members try to stick 
to the landmark deal after oil prices 
collapsed in mid-2014.

OPEC agreed in late November to 
cut production by 1.2 million barrels 
per day (bpd), the first reduction 
agreed to by the cartel since 2008. 
Nearly a dozen other countries 
pledged in December to cut an ad-
ditional 558,000 bpd.

“I remain very confident with 
what I have seen in the last several 
months,” Barkindo said at the Atlan-
tic Council’s Global Energy Forum 
in Abu Dhabi. “The level of commit-
ment from both sides… is unparal-
leled.”

He added that there’s been “a high 
level of compliance”. How that com-
pliance will be verified has yet to be 
determined.
(The Associated Press)

Egypt’s annual inflation rate was 
24.3% in December, official figures 
showed, after the government float-
ed the pound, sparking the biggest 
price hikes in years.

Consumers have been hit by surg-
ing prices since November when the 
government floated the currency 
and slashed fuel subsidies as part of 
an economic reform package linked 
to a $12 billion International Mon-
etary Fund loan.

The Egyptian pound, which had 
been pegged at 8.83 to the dollar, 
was recently trading at more than 18 
pounds to the dollar.

The inflation rate is the highest 
since at least January 2011, a survey 
of central bank data indicates.

Food prices rose 29.3%, with bread 
and cereal up 54.1%, rice rising 77% 
and flour 52.7%, the Central Agency 
for Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
said in a statement. Clothing and 
shoes prices rose 20.3% while health 
care costs were up 33.3%, the bureau 
said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran Air has taken delivery of the 
first new Western jet under an inter-
national sanctions deal, with Iran 
Air Chairman Farhad Parvaresh call-
ing it a “sunny day” for peace and 
friendship between Iran and Europe 
and a memorable one for Iranian 
aviation.

Parvaresh invited the plane-mak-
ing chief of Airbus to fly on the new 
A321, which has been painted in Iran 
Air livery, to Tehran.

The 189-seat plane is the first of 
100 ordered from Airbus following 
a deal reached in 2015 between Teh-
ran and world powers to lift nuclear-
related sanctions against Iran.

The airline also ordered 80 air-
craft from Boeing and is expected to 
seal an order for 20 turboprops from 
Europe’s ATR.
(Reuters)

BriefsLebanon moves to oil exploration stage
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T 

he Lebanese government 
has agreed, after nearly 
three years of delay, to 
approve two decrees. The 
first delineates five blocks 

to be put on offer for oil and gas ex-
ploration. The second establishes 
the working model to be used — a 
hybrid production-sharing contract 
(PSC).

The approval of the decrees end-
ed more than two years of gridlock 
among politicians on how to pro-
ceed with the Lebanon’s first-round 
bidding process. The delay cost 
Lebanon opportunities, as neigh-
bouring Cyprus and Israel made 
discoveries, attracted major inter-
national oil companies (IOCs) in the 
case of Cyprus and the start of do-
mestic production in Israel as well 
as the signing of sales and purchase 
contracts with regional countries.

The delay in Lebanon raised an 
outcry among the public concern-
ing corruption. This outcry was 
reiterated — by two Democratic Al-
liance ministers, led by the Druze 
political leader Walid Jumblatt — 
during the cabinet’s meeting that 
approved the two decrees.

The breakthrough was reached as 
a result of an agreement among the 
country’s sectarian leaders in late 
2016 for Michel Aoun to become 
president and Saad Hariri prime 
minister.

Pre-qualified firms were select-
ed in 2015 to take part in the first-
round bidding. The list includes 
major IOCs that showed interest 

due to the blocks’ potential. Leba-
non commissioned international 
firms to conduct 2D and 3D seismic 
surveys in its Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ) waters. The results 
showed positive prospects.

ExxonMobil, Chevron and Ana-
darko (the United States), Shell 
(Britain/Netherlands), Total 
(France), Inpex (Japan), Statoil 
(Norway), Repsol (Spain), Mersk 
(Denmark), Petrobras (Brazil), Pet-
ronas (Malaysia) and Eni (Italy) are 
among the companies pre-quali-
fied.

The final selection is to take place 
in the last quarter of this year. It is 
not clear how many of the firms are 
still interested in operating in Leba-
non, particularly after the decline 
in oil prices. Several firms (Exxon 
Mobil, Total and Eni) are taking 
a regional interest in the eastern 
Mediterranean, having expressed 
interest in operating in both Cyprus 
and Lebanon.

The gas process in Lebanon, how-
ever, faces more difficult challeng-
es. The maritime borders — north 
with Syria and south with Israel 
— are not demarcated. The border 
with Israel poses a particular prob-
lem as the countries are formally at 
war. Demarcating the marine bor-
der with Syria is not easy either, as 
it must await the end of the conflict 
there and the development of bet-
ter relations between the two coun-
tries.

Lebanon has not signed joint 
field development agreements with 
its marine neighbours. The accords 
set rules and procedures to develop 
fields that straddle the waters of 
multiple countries.

Both Cyprus and Israel launched 
bids during 2016. Israel has discov-
ered around 1.1 trillion cubic metres 
(tcm) of gas in ten fields and started 
production from the Tamar field in 
April 2013. Cyprus has discovered 
one field, Aphrodite, with about 
140 billion cubic metres (bcm) of 
gas reserves.

In the latest bid rounds an-

nounced by the two countries last 
year, Cyprus succeeded in attract-
ing Exxon Mobil, Qatar Petroleum, 
Eni and Total for southern blocks.

Eni discovered a major field, 
Zohr, last August in northern Egyp-
tian waters, only 5km south of Cyp-
riot waters. The projections are that 
the structure could extend into the 
southern Cypriot waters, hence the 
IOCs’ interest in blocks bordering 
the Zohr discovery.

Israel has two tasks during 2017. 
The first is to see to it that the op-
erating companies — local Israeli 
firms and Houston-based Noble En-
ergy — receive sufficient credit fa-
cilities from international banks to 
develop the giant Leviathan field. A 
sales and purchase agreement has 
been signed with Jordan’s National 
Power Company for gas supplies 
over a long-term period.

The second challenge for Israel 
is attracting IOCs to participate in 
gas exploration and development. 
About 24 blocks were opened to 
bidding last August and interest 
was expressed by several firms.

Major exploration work in Isra-
el, has been undertaken by Noble 
Energy, in partnership with local 
Israeli firms, principally the Delek 
Group.

Israel gas development slowed 
in 2015 and 2016 because of a legal 
battle between the Anti-Monopoly 
Commission and the operating 
companies. The former argued that 
Noble and its partners discovered 
all the offshore gas fields so far, cre-
ating a monopoly that gives them 
the upper hand in determining fu-
ture gas prices and hence power 
prices to the detriment of the Israeli 
consumer. The companies argued 
that the commission was acting 
contrary to the agreement that they 
had signed with Israel. The dispute, 
though having been settled, scared 
the IOCs.

The 24-block opening is to assist 
in further exploration in Israel and 
create a more positive relationship 
with the IOCs.

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

A 2013 file photo shows a worker pointing at screens on board a 
boat during a tour of areas off Lebanon’s coast believed to have gas 
reserves.                                                                                                     (Reuters)

The unnecessary 
long delay in 
Lebanon raised an 
outcry among the 
people.

Tunisia seeks buyers after record orange harvest
Tunis

T 

unisia is desperately look-
ing for orange lovers af-
ter a bumper harvest of 
550,000 tonnes of the 
fruit, half of which could 

be destroyed if there are no buyers, 
experts said.

Mohamed Ali Jandoubi, who 
heads the Groupement Interprofes-
sionel des Fruits (GIF), an associa-
tion of citrus growers, said farmers 
have harvested 550,000 tonnes of 
oranges this year.

“Over the past five years we 
reached a ceiling of 400,000 tonnes. 
This year we’ve harvested 550,000 
tonnes. It’s huge,” said Jandoubi, 

who warned the recent harvest will 
not spell good news if there are no 
buyers.

“Half of it could be destroyed” if 
there are no buyers, the Tunisian 
Union of Agriculture and Fishery 
recently warned, with about 10% 
of the harvest expected to be ex-
ported.

Jandoubi said the bumper harvest 
was due primarily to prevailing dry 
weather conditions and “physiolog-
ical conditions”, which meant the 
orange blossoms and the fruit held 
on to the trees.

About 12,000 families work in the 
orange industry, Jandoubi said.

France favours the so-called Mal-
tese orange specific to Tunisia and 

growers hope to tap into the French 
market to increase sales. They are 
looking to promote Tunisia’s or-
anges during the Paris agriculture 
salon, which takes place February 
25th-March 5th.

Russia could be another market 
for Tunisian oranges, although they 
could face tough competition with 
oranges produced in Egypt and Tur-
key.

Orange farmers urged authorities 

to help them develop their industry 
and find alternative uses for oranges, 
such as in juices and cosmetics.

Tunisia’s economy, of which ag-
riculture is a key sector, has been 
affected by social unrest since the 
2011 “Arab spring” and by a string of 
jihadist-claimed attacks, including 
on its vital tourism industry.

Last year, strong exports includ-
ing dates and olive oil helped Tu-
nisia’s economy “avoid the worst”, 
the Finance Ministry has said.

In 2015-16, the North African 
country exported a record 110,000 
tonnes of dates, a 10% increase on 
the previous year and a rare boost 
for the economy. Tunisia last year 
was the world’s number one export-
er of olive oil.

(Agence France-Presse)

Tunisia has had a 
bumper harvest of 
550,000 tonnes of 
oranges.

A Tunisian worker collects oranges at a farm on January 3rd, in Menzel Bouzelfa in the north-eastern region of Nabeul.                            (AFP)


