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Kuwait signs 
energy supply 
deal with Egypt

Boeing reaches $3 
billion deal with 
Iranian airline

Kuwait said it signed a multibil-
lion-dollar deal to supply Egypt with 
crude oil and petroleum products 
for three years.

Under the deal, Kuwait will sup-
ply Egypt with 2 million barrels of 
crude per month and 1.5 million 
tonnes of petroleum products annu-
ally over three years, state-owned 
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation said 
in a statement.

It said the deal was worth more 
than $4 billion, based on current 
market prices.

A previous deal, signed after 
Egypt’s military removed Islam-
ist president Muhammad Morsi, 
expired in December. Kuwait was 
among the Gulf countries that of-
fered Egypt billions of dollars of 
aid following Morsi’s ouster in July 
2013.

(Agence France-Presse)

Boeing Company said it has 
signed a $3 billion deal with Iran’s 
Aseman Airlines for 30 Boeing 737 
MAX aircraft.

Boeing said the deal included 
purchase rights for an additional 30 
737 MAX aircraft. It comes on top 
of a December deal by Iran Air, the 
country’s flag carrier, for $16.6 bil-
lion with Boeing for 80 passenger 
planes.

The deals come as part of the land-
mark nuclear agreement reached 
between Iran and world powers. 
In September, Washington granted 
permission to Boeing and its Euro-
pean competitor Airbus to sell bil-
lions of dollars’ worth of aircraft to 
Iran.

In January, Iran Air signed agree-
ments to buy 118 planes from Airbus, 
estimated to be worth $25 billion. 
Asghar Fakhrieh Kashan, a deputy 
Transportation minister, later said 
Iran would cut the number of Airbus 
planes to 112.

(The Associated Press)

Briefs

Diyarbakir

I 

n Turkey’s mainly Kurdish 
south-east, deeply scarred by 
conflict between state forces 
and militants, a textile firm 
that supplies companies across 

Europe plans three new factories 
— a rare bet the government can 
deliver on a vow to regenerate the 
region.

The government announced a 
$2.8 billion investment scheme for 
the area last September, hoping to 
win over the population with the 
prospect of economic revival be-
fore a referendum this month on 
expanding President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s powers.

The Iskur group, a supplier to 
fashion brands including Zara, Adi-
das and Nike, sees its $100 million 
investment as showing the way for 
other companies from western Tur-
key to take advantage of govern-
ment incentives and lower wages in 
the east.

Undaunted by the militant Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party’s (PKK) dec-
ades-old insurgency, it has been op-
erating a $30 million cotton thread 
plant outside the region’s biggest 
city, Diyarbakir, since 2014 but few 
others have followed its lead.

“We have opened a door in Di-
yarbakir, creating an example for 
other investors in the west,” plant 
manager Ekrem Kul said as workers 
tended to rows of machines spin-
ning thread.

Iskur halted expansion plans in 
2015 with the outbreak of some of 
the worst fighting since the PKK 
took up arms in 1984 but Kul said 
it revived them after the govern-
ment initiative. It aims to employ 
more than 2,000 people in the new 
Diyarbakir plants, up from 330 now.

Its optimism is rare in a region 
where, the United Nations said, 
the upsurge in violence between 
July 2015 and December 2016 killed 
about 2,000 people, devastated 
whole neighbourhoods and drove 
500,000 people from their homes.

The ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP), founded by 
Erdogan, owed much of its early 
success to its stewardship of the 
economy after rising to power in 
2002, improving roads, building 
bridges and hospitals.

The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP) said the govern-
ment has, however, failed to solve 
the problems of the south-east, 
where more than 40,000 people 
have been killed in three decades of 
conflict.

The government counters it has 
boosted per person income in the 
area to $5,000 from $800 with ex-
tensive state investment.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim promised new factories, 
housing, hospitals and sports sta-
diums under the investment plan. 
Urbanisation Minister Mehmet 
Ozhaseki said that state invest-
ments have focused on reconstruc-
tion of buildings damaged in the 
conflict.

Alican Ebedinoglu, president of 
a Diyarbakir trade association, said 
he is sceptical private investment 
will follow.

“Every new government has 
made fresh legislation to provide 
incentives for investment in the re-
gion but without peace and calm, 
these incentive packages don’t 
mean much. If there is peace, the 
region hardly needs any incen-
tives,” Ebedinoglu said.

Erdogan won support among 
Kurds for spearheading a peace 
process in 2013, the first time Kurd-
ish political demands had been 
addressed, and for easing some re-
strictions on them.

Since a ceasefire with the mili-
tants collapsed in July 2015, he has 
ruled out a return to negotiations, 
saying security forces will “annihi-

late” the PKK, which is considered 
a terrorist organisation by Turkey, 
the United States and Europe.

In events echoed in other towns 
in the south-east, armed youths 
dug trenches and laid explosives 
in Diyarbakir’s ancient Sur district, 
which is encircled by towering 
Roman-era walls. Security forces 
fought back with tanks.

Security operations ended in Sur 
a year ago but there are checkpoints 
across the city and concrete blocks 
placed in front of buildings deemed 
vulnerable to bombing attacks on 
security forces that have taken 
place since.

Ebedinoglu said the fighting 
caused 500 businesses to close and 
shopkeepers shuttered their stores 
for weeks or months at a time when 
the violence surged, meaning they 
fell behind on rent and debt pay-
ments.

The industrial zone where the 
Iskur thread factory is based is 
20km north of the city, far from the 
focus of the fighting but it was not 
immune. “It affected our workers’ 
ability to come to work easily — 
their psychological state, their pro-
ductivity. We experienced difficult 
days,” Kul said.

Household disposable incomes 

are about half the national aver-
age of $4,500 in the south-east and 
official unemployment in some 
provinces is 28%, more than twice 
the national average, a figure some 
local business say is an underesti-
mate.

In the four provinces, including 
Diyarbakir, most affected by the 
conflict, the HDP won about three-
quarters of the vote at the last par-
liamentary elections in November 
2015. However, the AKP attracts 
greater support in less-troubled 
provinces of the south-east.

Diyarbakir, a city of more than 
1.5 million, is better off than ru-
ral areas. Apartment blocks have 
mushroomed and modern shop-
ping malls add to the appearance of 
growing prosperity but Ahmet Sa-
yar, head of the Diyarbakir Cham-
ber of Commerce said there was a 
long way to go.

“For there to be a leap forward in 
achieving the economic potential 
as a region there needs to be an en-
vironment of predictability, stabil-
ity, peace and confidence,” he said.

For workers, too, a return of the 
ceasefire is vital.

“We did not have these troubles 
during the peace process, we could 
come to work easily,” said Ramazan 
Yildiz, an employee at the Iskur 
plant.

“We go home in fear in the eve-
nings, we come to work in fear, 
thinking: ‘Will there be any prob-
lem or clashes on the road?’”

(Reuters)
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Workers are seen at a production line at a textile factory in Diyarbakir.                                                  (Reuters)

Government 
trumpets $2.8 billion 
investment 
programme.

S
audi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud’s $65 
billion deal with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping in 
March was the latest  
indication of China’s 

desire to improve its position in 
the Middle East in terms of 
economic strategy, weapons sales 
and geopolitical strategy. By 
strengthening ties in the region, 
China is hoping to challenge the 
longtime dominance of the United 
States.

While the multibillion-dollar 
deal covered areas such as energy, 
culture, education and technol-
ogy, one of its key components 
was the future construction of a 
Chinese drone factory in the 
kingdom. The facility will produce 
the CH-4 drone, which China has 
been selling as a cheaper, reliable 
substitute to the United States’ 
MQ-9 Reaper drones.

Although China has had mixed 
success selling drones to Saudi 

Arabia — previous models had 
problems with the kingdom’s 
desert terrain — the new CH-4 
model has been successful in 
other countries in the region, 
including Iraq, which switched to 
the Chinese drone to fight the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Price is also a 
major selling point. The cost of 
one Reaper drone, about $20 
million, is equivalent to that of 
four CH-4 drones and a control-
ling unit.

The deal helps China build up 
its market in a region where 
weapon demand is high. For the 
Saudis, connecting with China is a 
way to hedge their bets at a time 
when the United States has 
reduced its level of involvement 
in regional affairs. (If US President 
Donald Trump continues on an 
anti-Muslim trajectory, Saudi 
Arabia could quickly switch to a 
more solid partnership with 
China.)

For China, the deal with Saudi 
Arabia also fits neatly into its 
desire to build a new Silk Road, 
which Xi has called the “One Belt, 
One Road” initiative. This 
initiative is part of a long-term 
strategy to ensure China’s access 

to countries and markets in the 
region and improve its position as 
a counterweight to the Americans. 
China has become the Middle 
East’s main trading partner, 
bumping the United States into 
second place.

After the deal was signed in 
March, the Chinese Foreign 
Ministry said it would act as a 
mediator between Riyadh and 
Tehran at the request of Saudi 
Arabia. While the United States 
has a strong relationship with the 
Saudis, it has virtually none with 
Iran. China, on the other hand, is 
one of Iran’s main supporters. 
Acting as the go-between for the 
two major powers in the region 
gives the Chinese a considerable 
advantage over Washington. 
Unlike the United States, China 
leaves issues of human rights off 
the table.

Despite the advantages, China’s 
diplomatic strategy has draw-
backs.

Despite their determination to 
avoid the kind of mistakes the 
United States has made in the 
region, China is vulnerable to the 
region’s ever-changing political 
landscape. In Libya, for example, 

China signals it wants to be major player in Middle East
the new government shied away 
from working with China for years 
because of its support for former 
dictator Muammar Qaddafi. This 
resulted in 36,000 Chinese 
workers being forced to leave the 
country.

But even their relationship with 
Libya seems to be changing. The 
Tobruk-based government 
announced a $36 billion infra-
structure plan in November 2016, 
largely financed by Chinese 
investors.

As promising as the present 
looks for China, it may all just be a 
temporary surge. China can expect 
to be challenged by the United 
States, who will not just walk away 
from its dominant position as 
external power in the region. And 
if meaningful political change 
does come to the region, China’s 
reluctance to champion human 
rights may present problems.

What happens over the next 
year and  a half will be important 
to watch. If China continues to 
sign big trade and defence deals in 
the region, it may signal a longer-
term shift is taking place. If not, it 
is a slight rebalancing of the  
status quo.

Tom
Regan

View point
For China, 
the deal 
with Saudi 
Arabia fits 
neatly into 
its desire to 
build a new 
Silk Road.

As promising as the present 
looks for China, it may all just be 
a temporary surge.


