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Turning the Suez Canal Economic Zone into a magnet

Cairo

A few years ago, 
thousands of 
kilometres of 
land around the 
Suez Canal 
were mostly 
desert. Sailors 
on ships 

transiting the canal could see 
nothing but a barren land-
scape.

There is a great change now, 
driven by Egypt’s plan to turn the 
area into one of the world’s most 
important economic zones and the 
engine of the country’s economy.

“The Suez Canal Economic Zone 
has whatever it takes to turn it 
into a top international economic 
zone,” said Ahmed Darwish, 
chairman of the zone authority. 
“Its location puts it in the middle 
of the world and at the entrance 
of markets containing 1.2 billion 
consumers.”

Darwish, a former cabinet 
minister who worked to automate 
services offered at government 
offices, has made his office a 
mecca for investors. He travels the 
world carrying brochures, plans, 
pictures and statistics that explain 
to investors the need to reserve a 
place at the Suez economic zone.

He said economic activities of 
all types would have a place in the 
zone.

“Each area in the economic 
zone has its own distinct nature,” 
Darwish said. “Some areas fit 
labour-intensive industries and 
others fit electronic industries.”

Darwish, 58, is eloquent and 
soft-spoken with a doctorate in 
computer engineering from the 
University of California. He is the 
man on whom hopes are pinned to 
build Egypt’s new economy.

Months before Darwish was 
appointed chairman of Suez 
Canal Economic Zone Authority, 
in November 2015, Egypt dug a 
parallel channel to the Suez Canal 
to allow two-way transits.

The parallel channel cost 
cash-strapped Egypt close to $8 

billion, money that came from the 
pockets of ordinary Egyptians who 
invested in government-backed 
investment bonds.

Egypt is building a multibillion-
dollar new capital, between the 
Suez Canal and Cairo. Apart 
from aspiring to be Egypt’s new 
financial and administrative nerve 
centre, the new capital is expected 
to be the administrative centre for 
investments in the Suez economic 
zone.

Egypt, economists said, has 
focused its attention on making 
the Suez Canal region the main 
driver of the economy.

“The Suez Canal region is 
best placed to compete with top 
economic zones in the world,” 
said Hala Abou-Ali, an economics 
professor at Cairo University. 
“We only need to stay focused, 
complete the general design of the 
region according to schedule and 
not let economic hardships sap 
our determination or hamper our 
plans.”

Divided into four zones with 
two of them having their own 
ports, the Suez Canal Economic 
Zone is 461,000 sq. kilometres.

Darwish said the zone does 
not seek to rival other economic 
zones but to complement 
them. His authority has hired 
an international consultancy to 
market opportunities in the Suez 
Canal region.

The economic zone has secured 
investment contracts worth $15 
billion. A US pharmaceutical 
company plans to establish a large 
factory in the region. The Chinese 
are planning to build a major 
industrial zone in the area as are 
the Russians.

“Those investing in the 
economic zone stand to benefit 
from trade deals between Egypt 
and other countries,” Darwish 
said. “Some of the agreements 
eliminate customs duties for 
imports from Egypt.”

Darwish said infrastructure 
work in the four areas of the Suez 
Canal Economic Zone should be 
completed within 15 years.

Equally enthusiastic are 
economists closely watching the 
man trying to attract investments 
to the zone. They said, however, 

Darwish’s dream can evaporate 
just like his dream for automating 
operations in government offices 
did, if his authority does not 
simplify investment procedures.

“This will be the only guarantee 
that investors will be encouraged 
to come,” said economist Mostafa 
Badra. “Investors do not need to 
spend ages to finalise investment 
paperwork and set up their 
projects.”

Investment procedures in the 
Suez Canal Economic Zone are a 
model of simplicity, Darwish said. 
His authority has the right to make 
decisions independently from 

Cairo. This, he said, ensures that 
decisions on investment projects 
are made quickly and without 
administrative complications.

“Our authority follows the one-
stop store system, which means 
that investors will finalise all 
procedures at one and the same 
place,” Darwish said. “We only 
work to create an environment in 
the economic zone conducive to 
real business and I think we are 
succeeding in this.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.
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The economic 
zone has secured 
investment 
contracts valued 
at $15 billion.

Conducive system. Ahmed Darwish, the head of the Suez Canal Economic Zone Authority, speaking 
during an interview with The Arab Weekly at his office in Cairo.                                     (Hassan Abdel Zaher)

Simmering tensions between US, Gulf airlines over restrictions
The Arab Weekly staff

Tunis

T 

ensions continue to sim-
mer between US and Gulf 
based airlines following 
implementation of re-
strictions on hand lug-

gage on flights to the United States 
and accusations by US carriers of 
unfair competition from their Gulf 
rivals.

US officials have banned passen-
gers on US-bound flights from cer-
tain Middle Eastern countries and 
Turkey from carrying electronic 
equipment larger than a cell phone 
in the passenger cabin.

US carriers Delta, United and 
American Airlines have called on 
US President Donald Trump to 
act against Qatar Airways, Dubai’s 
Emirates and Abu Dhabi’s Etihad, 
which they claim are using govern-
ment subsidies to unfairly expand 
their networks.

Qatar Airways CEO Akbar al-
Baker dismissed the allegations as 
“bullying.”

Emirates CEO Sheikh Ahmed bin 
Saeed al-Maktoum, asked about 
the hand luggage restrictions, told 
the Associated Press that he “can’t 
dig into somebody’s mind.”

Emirates, the Middle East’s 
largest carrier, said it was reduc-
ing flights to the United States in 
response to “weakened travel de-
mand” and was considering so-

called premium economy seats 
among other measures. Sheikh 
Ahmed hinted that Emirates might 
develop a closer partnership with 
budget carrier FlyDubai, another 
government-backed airline.

Baker, whose airline is offering 
free use of airline-provided laptop 
computers to premium passengers 
in response to the electronics ban, 
said the commercial effect of the 
restrictions had been minimal.

“There was some decline. Some-

thing manageable. We did not have 
massive declines,” he said at the 
Arabia travel market in Dubai. “We 
still have robust business in the 
United States… and we will con-
tinue our expansion.”

Baker announced San Fran-
cisco would be opened early next 
year as a new destination, in ad-
dition to the ten US destinations  
currently served by Qatar Air-
ways. A route to Las Vegas will be 
launched in the second quarter of 

2018, he said.
Despite the recent lull in de-

mand, many Gulf carriers have 
turned their home airports into 
major international aviation hubs, 
capturing a large volume of the 
travel between the West and Asia 
and Australasia.

Responding to charges of un-
fair competition from their US 
rivals, both CEOs affirmed their 
confidence in Washington, with 
Baker saying: “President Trump is 
a wise individual and a very good 
businessman and I don’t think he 
will buy into bullying by the three 
American carriers.”

The feud between Gulf and US 
carriers broke out in January when 
Emirates announced the opening 
of non-stop flights from Athens to 
Newark, New Jersey, a move Delta, 
United and American Airlines said 
contravened the United States’ 
Open Skies policy, which restricts 
flights to the United States to each 
carrier’s home country.

“By flagrantly violating its Open 
Skies agreement with the United 
States at the start of the Trump 
administration, Emirates is throw-
ing down the gauntlet,” Jill Zuck-
man, chief spokeswoman for the 
Partnership for Open & Fair Skies, 
a trade group representing United, 
Delta and American, said in a state-
ment at the time.

Critics of the call for US govern-
ment intervention into the dispute 
have pointed out that US passen-
ger airlines do not rely on the Open 

Skies agreements with Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates, as none 
of the carriers mentioned, unlike a 
variety of US cargo carriers, fly to 
those countries.

Seizing on recent problems ex-
perienced by United, which suf-
fered a public relations nightmare 
after a bloodied passenger was 
hauled off one of its flights, Sheikh 
Ahmed said: “Those people who 
dealt with it, they should be more 
professional. That is something 
that should not be acceptable.”

The incident has proved a dis-
aster for United, wiping — at least 
in the short term — $1 billion off 
its share price and inviting wide-
spread condemnation and mock-
ery of its customer service prac-
tices.

US restrictions on hand luggage 
went into effect March 25, affect-
ing nine airlines from Turkey, Mo-
rocco, Jordan, Egypt, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates.

Britain followed with a simi-
lar ban from five countries from 
the Middle East, North Africa and  
Turkey.

Stiff competition. President of the Department of Civil Aviation, 
CEO and Chairman of The Emirates Group Sheikh Ahmed bin 
Saeed al-Maktoum talks with journalists during the Arabian 
Travel Market Exhibition in Dubai, on April 25.                                 (AP)

Emirates said it was 
reducing flights to 
the United States in 
response to 
“weakened travel 
demand.”


