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ive of the world’s largest 
shipping companies said 
they would move their 
operations to ports in 
Greece, Sudan and Israel 

because of the Egyptian Transport 
Ministry’s decision to raise ship-
ping, cargo handling and storage 
fees in six ports operated by the 
Suez Canal Authority.

Independent estimates said the 
five companies represent almost 
60% of all shipping activities in 
the six ports. Losing their business 
would be an irreversible blow to the 
Suez Canal region, maritime trans-
port experts said.

Officials at the Suez Canal Au-
thority and the Suez Canal Eco-
nomic Zone Authority, which runs 

all four economic zones in the Suez 
Canal region, expressed alarm by 
the decision by NYK Group, Mol 
Shipping Line, Yang Ming Marine 
Transport Corporation, the K Line 
and Evergreen Marine Corporation 
to suspend activities. NYK and Mol 
Shipping are from Japan while Yang 
Ming Transport and Evergreen Ma-
rine are from Taiwan and the K Line 
is a South Korean company.

“The withdrawal of the five com-
panies will inevitably affect Suez 
Canal revenues,” said Hani al-Nadi, 
the head of the international rela-
tions section at the Suez Canal Au-
thority. “It will also significantly af-
fect shipping activities at the ports 
operated by the Suez Canal Author-
ity.”

Suez Canal revenues were $375.8 
million and 1,286 ships crossed the 
waterway in February, compared 
to revenues of $401.4 million from 
1,359 ships making the transit in 
February 2016, the Suez Canal Au-
thority said.

“Higher service fees mean that 
shipping companies using the 
ports will automatically seek alter-
natives,” said economist Rashad 
Abdo, director of Cairo think-tank 
the Egyptian Forum for Economic 
and Strategic Studies. “This is par-

ticularly true as rival ports in the 
region offer the same services for 
lower prices.”

Beyond what Abdo described as 
an “uncalculated” Transport Minis-
try move to raise service fees at the 
ports of the Suez Canal is Egypt’s 
desperate need to compensate for 
the loss of revenues from tourism.

Ahmed Darwish, chairman of the 
General Authority for the Suez Ca-
nal Economic Zone, said there was 
“deep concern” over the five inter-
national shipping companies’ sus-
pending their activities.

“This decision will have a nega-
tive effect on the volume of activity 
in the ports,” Darwish said. “Apart 
from affecting revenues, this deci-
sion will affect investments in the 
Suez Canal region in general.”

Egypt spent $8 billion two years 
ago to dig an additional channel in 
the Suez Canal, making two-way 
transits possible for the first time.

The government hopes to turn 
the canal’s banks into an interna-
tional investment magnet for the 
shipbuilding, ship refuelling, main-
tenance and logistics sectors. The 
aspirations rely on intense traffic in 
the canal and its ports.

Although the five shipping lines’ 
withdrawal could be temporary, 

Darwish said he feared it could lead 
to additional withdrawals.

He said he was in constant con-
tact with Transport Ministry offi-
cials and the Suez Canal Authority 
to contain the crisis. Nonetheless, 
Darwish said the ministry was un-
likely to reverse the increased ser-
vice fees.

Nadi said high port service fees 
jeopardise the business of maritime 
lines using Suez Canal ports and 
create a competitive disadvantage 
with lines that use rival ports.

“The Transport Ministry needs to 
reconsider its decision to raise port 
service fees for the best interests of 
our clients,” Nadi said. “The rever-
sal of this decision will also serve 
the ports’ best interests because 
it will keep their competitive edge 
against rival ports intact.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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lgeria has announced 
efforts to launch an 
ambitious solar-energy 
programme that would 
make it one of the top 

energy providers for Europe.
State-owned Gas and Electricity 

Engineering Company (GEEC) has 
informed investors in Algiers and 
the United States of plans to build 
a series of solar plants. They are 
projected to produce 4,050 mega-
watts of energy, enough to provide 
power for an estimated 60 million 
people.

Algeria said it would depend on 
partial foreign investment to fi-
nance the project, which it hopes 
can reverse years of economic set-
backs caused by declining oil rev-
enues.

“The Algerian government does 
not have the financial capacity on 
its own to finance such a project, 

which will cost around $4 billion,” 
said the International Finance Cor-
poration (IFC), the private sector 
arm of the World Bank.

Algeria’s investment law limits 
foreign investment in such ven-
tures to 49%.

“There are several financing 
models for such investments that 
Algeria can choose from,” the IFC 
said, “but the most important step 
is for them to change the 51-49% 
rule in the investment law.”

The chief of the GEEC’s produc-
tion department, Ouidad Ham-
rour, said “a government decree 
on the new conditions and proce-
dures necessary to anchor the legal 

framework for such investment 
has been finalised and is in the pro-
cess of being published”.

Mohamed Arkab, chief execu-
tive officer of GEEC, said the initial 
4,050-megawatt project is part of 
an effort to produce 22,000 mega-
watts in energy by 2040.

“The 4,050 MW [megawatts] 
scheme will be split into three ven-
tures of 1,350 MW each with each 
unit standing alongside plants to 
produce solar energy equipment 
and components,” Arkab said in a 
statement.

While Algeria had previously 
announced initiatives to harness 
solar power, it has failed to make 
tangible progress with them. How-
ever, after shrinking oil revenues 
led the country to impose auster-
ity measures in its 2017 budget, the 
country appears more committed 
to taking on the solar project.

On March 18th, Algerian energy 
giant Sonatrach took one of the 
first steps by laying the ground-
work for a 10-megawatt plant 
in the Berkine basin. The plant, 

which will generate power for the 
Bir Rebaa Nord oil field, is part of 
the state’s overall energy project.

“Sonatrach’s initiative is part 
of the national plan to develop 
renewable energy sources,” said 
Amine Mazouzi, the company’s 
chief executive officer. “The se-
ries of solar plants to be built by 
Sonatrach will provide power to 
oil and gas fields and spare gas for 
exports.”

To export electricity to Europe, 
Algeria is planning to use electric-
ity grids from neighbouring Mo-
rocco and Tunisia.

The country is considering con-
structing underwater grids to con-
nect power to Europe but Algeria 
would only take on such an invest-
ment after securing the European 
bloc as a dependable client of oil, 
gas and electricity, experts said.

Algeria’s geographical position 
gives it enormous potential in the 
world of solar energy. It receives 
the equivalent of 2,500 kilowatts 
of energy per square metre annu-
ally from sunlight exposure.

Big blow. A cargo ship passes through the new Suez Canal in Ismailia.                                             (Reuters)
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Riyadh, Amman set 
up joint investment 
fund

Egypt’s cabinet 
approves budget

Qatar Airways to 
offer free laptops
on US flights

Saudi Arabia is to set up a $3 
billion joint investment fund for 
Jordan, among 15 cooperation 
agreements signed by Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud dur-
ing a visit to Amman, state media 
said.

Other agreements include meas-
ures to boost power generation, 
tackle water shortages and im-
prove housing and health services, 
Jordan’s official Petra news agency 
said.

It said the accords covered urani-
um mining and water desalination 
projects and that a memorandum 
was signed to build a $70 million 
solar power station on Jordan’s 
eastern border.

The agreements are worth a total 
of $3.5 billion.

With desert covering 92% of 
its territory, Jordan is one of the 
world’s ten driest countries and 
wants to use atomic energy to fire 
desalination plants to overcome its 
crippling water shortage.

The Jordanian economy has been 
badly hit by the influx of hundreds 
of thousands of refugees from the 
conflict in neighbouring Syria, 
which have put a huge strain on 
resources.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Economy

Egypt’s cabinet approved the 
2017-18 budget, targeting a 9.1% 
deficit for the year, Finance Minis-
ter Amr El-Garhy said.

The government expects the 
deficit for the current year, which 
ends June 30th, to be 10.5-10.7%, 
against 12.2% the previous fiscal 
year.

The 2017-18 budget envisions 
4.6% growth for the year and 
revenues are expected to reach 
$45.2 billion, Garhy said. Revenues 
from taxes are expected to reach 
$33.1 billion while other revenues 
amount to $11.7 billion.

He said the budget assumes an 
oil price of $55 per barrel and an 
exchange rate of 16 pounds per US 
dollar.
(Reuters)

Qatar Airways, seeking to work 
around an American ban on elec-
tronics in places, said it would offer 
laptops for business-class pas-
sengers to use free of charge while 
flying to the United States.

The Doha-based carrier said it 
would begin offering a “laptop loan 
service” to those travelling in busi-
ness class.

“By providing this laptop loan 
service we can ensure that our 
passengers on flights to the US can 
continue to work while on board,” 
said airline Chief Executive Officer 
Akbar al-Baker.

A similar proposal is being 
considered by fellow Gulf carrier 
Emirates. Abu Dhabi’s Etihad Air-
ways said it would offer free Wi-Fi 
and tablet computers to first- and 
business-class passengers on US-
bound flights.

The move comes after Wash-
ington barred electronic devices 
bigger than mobile phones from 
being taken on direct flights to the 
United States from ten airports in 
seven Middle Eastern countries 
and Turkey.

US officials said the measure was 
intended to thwart possible attacks 
on airliners with small explosive 
devices hidden in consumer elec-
tronics.
(Agence France-Presse)
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