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Casablanca

T 

he European Union has 
said it would take appro-
priate measures to pre-
serve its partnership with 
Morocco and secure an 

agriculture trade agreement after 
Rabat warned that failure to imple-
ment the accord would bring dire 
consequences for both parties.

“Ours is a model partnership, 
rich and multidimensional,” said 
EU High Representative for For-
eign Affairs Federica Mogherini 
and Moroccan Minister Delegate for 
Foreign Affairs Nasser Bourita in a 
statement after their February 7th 
meeting in Brussels. “The EU and 
Morocco are determined to pre-
serve and develop it,” she said.

The statement said that “partner-
ship between the EU and Morocco 
is the fruit of a patient construction 
of almost half a century” and that 
talks between the European Union 
and Morocco would continue in an 
“atmosphere of serenity and mu-
tual confidence”.

The meeting was several weeks 
after a December 21st statement 

from Mogherini and Moroccan For-
eign Minister Salaheddine Mezouar 
announced that the European Un-
ion’s top court had overturned a de-
cision by a lower tribunal to quash 
the European trade deal with Mo-
rocco.

That ruling was a blow to the 
Polisario Front, a separatist move-
ment seeking independence in 
the Western Sahara, which had ar-
gued that the 2012 trade deal had 
been illegally applied to the dis-
puted Western Sahara. An EU court 
agreed, annulling the trade deal on 
those grounds and in early 2016 Ra-
bat suspended ties with Brussels.

The Court of Justice of the Euro-
pean Union (CJEU) on December 
21st overruled the general court’s 
decision, concluding that the liber-
alisation agreement does not apply 
to Western Sahara.

“It must be held that the Front 
Polisario cannot, in any event, be 
regarded, in light of the arguments 
on which it relies, as having stand-
ing to seek annulment of the deci-
sion at issue. Consequently, the 
action must be dismissed as inad-
missible,” the CJEU ruling stated.

Western Sahara, a former Spanish 
colony annexed by Morocco in 1975, 
has been the centre of controversy 

for decades. Morocco maintains it 
is part of its kingdom but Polisario 
Front separatists have pushed for 
an independent state. A bloody 
conflict between the Polisario Front 
and the Moroccan state left thou-
sands dead before a UN ceasefire in 
1991.

Before the meeting in Brussels, 
Morocco’s Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries warned that failure to 
fully implement the accord would 
jeopardise thousands of jobs in 
Morocco and Europe, trigger a new 
flow of migration to Europe and 
place the continent at risk.

Agriculture accounts for 15% of 
Morocco’s gross domestic product 
and employs 40% of the country’s 
workforce. About 80% of agricul-
tural jobs are in rural areas. Job 
losses could drive Moroccan farm-
ers to migrate to Europe, where 
countries are struggling to cope 
with an influx of migrants.

Illegal immigrants, especially 
from sub-Saharan Africa, try to 
cross from Morocco to the Spanish 
enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla every 
day.

“We have a free trade agreement, 
a win-win partnership,” said Mo-
roccan Minister of Agriculture and 
Fisheries Aziz Akhannouch. “Un-

fortunately, there are areas of un-
certainty about everything that is 
prepared in Brussels. As a minister 
of Agriculture, I still haven’t under-
stood the commission’s position in 
relation to the southern zones.”

“We do not want to enter the in-
ternal kitchen of the European in-
stitutions,” he said in reference to 
EU courts, the European Council 
and the European Commission.

Akhannouch warned that if the 
trade protocol is not fully imple-
mented, he would reach out to 
trading partners in Russia, the Unit-
ed States, China or Africa.

Professor Lotfi Abourizk, from 
the Hassan II faculty of Law and 
Economics in Casablanca, said 
Akhannouch’s warning was com-
mon sense.

“I think Akhannouch’s declara-
tion was very logical,” Abourizk 
said. “It is a European problem that 
has to be resolved within European 
institutions.

“Morocco is right to up the tone 
because it has other potential mar-
kets to exploit should the EU fail to 
fulfil its obligations.”

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Record 14.9 million 
visitors to Dubai
in 2016

Canada’s TMX 
seeks part of Saudi 
Aramco listing

Dubai welcomed a record 14.9 
million visitors in 2016, the city’s 
Tourism Department said.

The city-state aims to attract 20 
million visitors annually by 2020 
when it hosts the global trade fair 
Expo 2020.

The number of visitors to Dubai in 
2016 increased 5% compared to the 
previous year, the Tourism Depart-
ment said in a statement. Travellers 
from Gulf countries made up almost 
23% of all visitors, it said, with Sau-
dis accounting for almost half of 
those visitors.

Western Europe accounted for 
21% of all visitors, it said. Travellers 
from China increased 20% from the 
year before at more than 500,000 
and Russian tourism rose 14% to 
240,000 visitors.

The emirate has opulent shopping 
malls, numerous luxury resorts and 
even an indoor ski resort as part of 
one of the malls.
(Agence France-Presse)
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gypt’s success in raising 
$4 billion from issuing 
Eurobonds reflects inter-
national investors’ confi-
dence in Cairo’s economy 

and reform measures but should 
not blind financial policymakers to 
growing foreign debt and the need 
to attract direct investment, ex-
perts said.

“Demand for the bonds was 
far higher than we initially cam-
paigned for,” said Deputy Finance 
Minister for Monetary Policies 
Ahmed Kojak. “This shows that in-
vestors have strong confidence in 
our economy and the reform meas-
ures we are taking.”

Egypt set a target of $2.5 billion in 
bond sales in January but received 
more than $13.5 billion in orders 
and ended up raising $4 billion. The 
bonds were issued in 5-, 10- and 30-
year tranches.

The high demand was attributed 
to economic reforms, which in-
clude a free flotation of the Egyp-
tian pound and a significant slash-
ing of fuel, water and electricity 
subsidies.

The pound flotation in November 
sought to eradicate a thriving for-
eign currency parallel market and 
boost foreign currency reserves, 
which had fallen to $16.4 billion.

The reforms helped Cairo secure 
$12 billion loan from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. Egypt re-
ceived $2.75 billion from the IMF in 
November. It is to receive another 
$1.25 billion in the second quarter 
of 2017.

The Finance Ministry in Novem-
ber secured $2 billion in sovereign 
bonds through listing on the Irish 
Stock Exchange as Cairo stepped 
up efforts to secure stable foreign 
currency reserves.

Egypt’s financial gap is estimat-
ed at $35 billion over three years, 
ending June 30th, 2018, the Fi-
nance Ministry said.

Kojak ruled out another treasury 
bond issuance in the current fiscal 
year. He, however, said the latest 
issuance should improve Egypt’s 
financial rating.

“It will also contribute to attract-
ing investments and boosting the 
local economy,” he said.

Some financial analysts said 
they shared Kojak’s optimistic out-
look but also warned against what 
they describe as the “borrowing 
spree”, saying it could have disas-
trous consequences.

“This unrelenting borrowing 
does nothing but add pressure on 
the state budget,” said economist 
Zohdi al-Shami. “Day after day, 
our economy will be incapable of 
meeting the needs of development 
and repaying these debts.”

Egypt’s public debt totalled 
$173 billion at the end of Septem-
ber 2016 and foreign debt stood at 
$60.153 billion, the Central Bank 
said. Debt services totalled $9.8 
billion in the July-November 2016 
period, Finance Ministry data 
showed.

The IMF forecast Egypt’s foreign 
debt to reach $94.9 billion by the 
end of June 2019 and $102.4 billion 
by the end of June 2021.

The state budget deficit declined 
to 3.3% — $5.7 billion — of gross do-
mestic product (GDP) in the first 
quarter of the fiscal year that be-
gan on July 1st, Finance Ministry 
data showed.

The government said it would 
target a state budget deficit of 9.5% 
of GDP, down from 12.2% in fiscal 
year 2015-16. It also eyes reduction 
of sovereign debt to 94% of GDP, 
down from 98% at present.

Wages and sovereign debt ser-
vices accounted for 62.7% of the 
government’s spending from July 
1st-October 31st last year, the Fi-

nance Ministry said.
Sami Khalaf, the head of the 

public debt unit at the Finance 
Ministry, said these figures should 
not be cause for worry.

“So far, debts are within safe lim-
its,” Khalaf said. “We should start 
to worry only if these debts keep 
rising, which is why we should not 
totally depend on borrowing.”

To keep the lid on growing debt, 
economists said, Egypt needs to 
focus on attracting direct invest-
ments.

“This will never happen un-
der current conditions,” said Suzi 
Nashed, an economics professor at 
Alexandria University. “We need to 
work hard to make our investment 
climate more attractive to foreign 
investors.”

Egypt attracted $6 billion in in-
vestments in 2016 but that invest-
ment volume was dwarfed by huge 

national job creation and econom-
ic development needs, economists 
said.

The country’s new investment 
law offers attractive incentives, in-
cluding free plots of land and easy 
registration. Egypt has been striv-
ing to attract investment in target-
ed areas, including the Suez Canal 
region, which is seen as a potential 
international investment hub.

Nashed said Egypt’s major chal-
lenge would be to attract invest-
ments and scrap its borrowing 
policy.

“This is important if we really 
want to reduce pressure on the 
state budget and not add new bur-
dens on it,” Nashed said. “True, 
borrowing brings in easy and quick 
money but its cost is so high.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt’s Eurobond 
issuance 
brings cautious 
optimism
Ahmed Megahid

An Egyptian bank employee counts euro banknotes in Cairo. 
(Reuters)

EU to secure agriculture trade pact after Morocco’s warning
Saad Guerraoui
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Demand for the 
bonds was far 
higher than we 
initially 
campaigned for.”Ahmed Kojak, the deputy 

Finance minister for 
monetary policies

Toronto Stock Exchange owner 
TMX Group Ltd said it was pitching 
the energy-rich bourse to “Saudi of-
ficials of significant influence” to 
have at least part of the kingdom’s 
Saudi Aramco public listing in Can-
ada.

Saudi Arabia expects to value the 
state-owned oil producer at a mini-
mum of $2 trillion, in what could 
be the world’s biggest initial public 
offering (IPO), the centrepiece of a 
plan to transform the Saudi econo-
my by attracting foreign investment 
and diversifying away from oil.

Riyadh will be the main listing 
venue, with at least one other pri-
mary listing either in London or 
New York, a source familiar with the 
TMX talks said, adding that the Ca-
nadian exchange is competing for a 
secondary listing.

TMX said its representatives trav-
elled to Saudi Arabia in October and 
again in January for meetings with 
Saudi officials.
(Reuters)

World Bank links 
Iraqi financial 
support to 
reconciliation

The World Bank plans to offer Iraq 
financial support in parallel with 
projects to foster reconciliation af-
ter the Islamic State’s defeat, its re-
gional director said.

Iraqi and Kurdish forces have dis-
lodged the Islamic State (ISIS) from 
most cities and they are fighting the 
militants in Mosul.

While mainstream forces are tak-
ing part or supporting the battle to 
dislodge ISIS from Mosul, their poli-
ticians are yet to heal rifts.

“The Mosul battle is keeping all 
these forces together,” World Bank 
Director for the Middle East Ferid 
Belhaj said. “When the fight is over, 
we don’t know what kind of pres-
sures will be in place.”

“We will try as much as we can to 
make sure that the incentives… for 
reconciliation would be more ap-
pealing than the incentives for each 
of these factions… to go it alone.”

The World Bank in December ap-
proved a loan of $1.485 billion to 
help Iraq lessen the effects of low oil 
prices on its economy and shoulder 
the cost of the war on ISIS, bringing 
its total support to the country to 
nearly $3.4 billion.
(Reuters)


