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Economy

Palestinian 
economy growth 
seen as stagnating

Iraq says Kuwait 
approves $100 
million grant

Solar-powered 
gas station opens 
in Dubai

Economic growth in the Gaza 
Strip, driven by construction ac-
tivity, was estimated to be 7.4% in 
2016 while the West Bank notched 
growth of 3.4%, the World Bank said 
in a release.

The World Bank said overall eco-
nomic growth for the Palestinian 
economy in 2017 was expected to 
be 3.5%, with the Gaza Strip seeing 
5.5% increase in real GDP with a fig-
ure of 2.7% being posted by the West 
Bank.

“This sluggish growth implies 
near stagnation in real per capita in-
come and an increase in unemploy-
ment,” the World Bank said.

Economic prospects for the Pal-
estinian territories were termed 
“unfavourable” and growth “insuf-
ficient to improve living standards” 
because increases tied to Gaza con-
struction are not sustainable unless 
“external restrictions” — meaning 
the Israeli blockade — are eased, the 
release stated.

The World Bank forecast a financ-
ing gap of $700 million for the Pales-
tinian territories unless donor aid is 
“significantly stepped up.”
(The Arab Weekly staff)

Kuwait has approved a $100 mil-
lion grant for Iraq to support hu-
manitarian and reconstruction pro-
jects in areas retaken from Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants, an Iraqi official 
said.

The grant is the first Kuwaiti fi-
nancial assistance to Iraq since 
Baghdad’s occupation of the emir-
ate from August 1990 to February 
1991.

Officials from the two countries 
signed the grant agreement in Ku-
wait, a spokeswoman for Iraq’s Re-
construction Fund for Areas Affect-
ed by Terrorist Operations said.

“The grant agreement signed to-
day is an encouraging start for fur-
ther future cooperation between 
Iraq and Kuwait,” the reconstruction 
fund chief, Mustafa al-Hiti, said in a 
statement.

The fund aims to rebuild cities and 
territories recaptured from the ISIS, 
the ultra-hard-line jihadist group. 
The war with Islamic State escalated 
as crude prices tumbled, curtailing 
the Iraqi government budget as it 
relies almost exclusively on oil sales.
(Reuters)

A government oil company in the 
United Arab Emirates said it has 
opened the country’s first solar-
powered gas station in Dubai.

The Dubai-owned Emirates Na-
tional Oil Company said the service 
station on the city’s main Sheikh 
Zayed Road thoroughfare was cov-
ered with solar panels that can gen-
erate up to 120 kilowatt hours.

ENOC said that was about 30% 
more energy than the station needs. 
The excess power is directed into 
the city’s electric grid.

Although it is OPEC’s fourth big-
gest oil producer, the UAE has made 
a push to turn itself into a hub for re-
newable energy. It is building multi-
ple solar farms and hosts the global 
headquarters of the International 
Renewable Energy Agency.
(The Associated Press)
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omb attacks, a failed coup, 
political upheaval and the 
war in next-door Syria 
have all hurt Turkey’s eco-
nomically important tour-

ism sector. Ankara is hoping that 
renewed stability and rock-bottom 
prices will tempt holidaymakers 
back and fill empty resorts and ho-
tels.

Tourism makes up 13% of Turkey’s 
economy and helps support 8% of 
jobs, according to official statistics. 
The sector played a large part in Tur-
key’s economic surge following a 
financial crash in 2001 that saw the 
currency dip to 1.5 million lira to the 
dollar.

The number of tourists visiting 
Turkey in 2002 was 13 million and 
rose to 40 million in 2015 while earn-
ings from tourism went from $12.5 
billion to $31.5 billion in the same pe-
riod, Culture and Tourism Minister 
Nabi Avci said.

However, the fallout from the war 
in neighbouring Syria began to hurt 
tourism in the second half of 2015 
with the first of a string of major 
suicide bombings, the resumption of 
the conflict with Kurdish rebels and 
a diplomatic dispute with Moscow 
over the downing of a Russian war-
plane.

Moscow responded in November 
2015 by cancelling charter flights to 
Turkey, a favourite destination for 
sun-seeking Russians. The number 
of Russians visiting Turkey dropped 
to 866,000 in 2016 from 3.65 million 
in 2015 and 4.5 million in 2014.

A failed coup attempt in July 2016, 
blamed by Turkey on followers of 
US-based Muslim preacher Fethul-

lah Gulen, also had a large effect on 
tourist arrivals with numbers declin-
ing sharply in the aftermath.

The 2017 World Economic Forum 
“Travel and Tourism Competitive-
ness Report” ranked Turkey 116th 
out of 136 countries for safety and 
security, just above the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.

Overall, the number of tourists 
visiting Turkey fell 24% in 2016 com-
pared to 2015, a drop of about 10 mil-
lion visitors. Revenues in the same 
period fell 29% to $22 billion, the 
Turkey Statistics Foundation said.

The tourism slump has weighed 
heavily on the Turkish economy. 
Economic growth in 2016 stood at 
2.9%, a figure hailed by ministers but 
questioned by many economists due 
to a new method of calculation that 
revised the number upward dramati-
cally.

Government critics point to an 
unemployment rate that rose 10% 
in 2016 to 12.7% by the 
end of the year.

The number of 
empty shops has 
risen in Istanbul’s 
Grand Bazaar, one 
of the world’s 

most visited tourist attractions.
Carpet seller Erol Avci has worked 

in the bazaar for 39 years. “I started 
working here aged 18 and this is the 
worst it’s ever been,” the BBC quot-
ed him as saying. “We’re down by 
80% and are not making any profit, 
so I’m not drawing a salary.”

While Turkey and Russia back op-
posing sides in Syria’s civil war, the 
two countries have repaired their 
diplomatic relations and Russian 
charter flights to Turkey resumed 
in August 2016. Arrivals from Rus-
sia were 95% higher in February this 
year compared to the same month 
in 2016.

There have been recent indica-
tions of an upturn in visitors from 
Europe, traditionally one of Tur-
key’s biggest markets, with opera-
tors cutting prices to remain com-
petitive.

“After a slow start to the sea-

son and a tough year in 2016, we’re 
seeing early signs that customers 
are beginning to go back to Turkey,” 
Peter Fankhauser, chief executive of 
Thomas Cook, one of Europe’s big-
gest travel companies, was quoted 
as saying by the Daily Telegraph 
newspaper.

TUI, Europe’s largest travel com-
pany, said its business to Turkey 
dropped 50% in 2016 but the decline 
appeared to have stopped.

“In normal years we had 2 million 
visitors to Turkey,” German public 
broadcaster Deutsche Welle quoted 
company spokesman Kuzey Alexan-
der Esener as saying. “We still have 
a million customers for Turkey. It re-
mains one of our top destinations.”

Turkey is also seeking to diversify 
its tourism sector away from the 
traditional “sun, sea and sand” holi-
days and encourage travel for sport, 
the outdoors and health.

Some 750,000 health tourists vis-
ited Turkey in 2016, the Hurriyet 
newspaper quoted Turkey Health 
Tourism Development Council 
Chairman Emin Cakmak as saying. 
About 60,000 of those, he said, 
come for hair transplants, a field in 
which Turkey has become a leading 
destination with cut-prices and all-
inclusive package deals.

A government employment cam-
paign begun in February offers 
incentives to tourism sector em-
ployers that could help half of the 
300,000 employees who would be 
laid off at the end of the summer 
season stay in their jobs, Hurriyet 
said.

“Unfortunately, the problems in 
tourism have mostly hit employ-
ment in the sector,” the newspaper 
quoted Turkey Hoteliers’ Union 
Chairman Timur Bayindir as saying. 
“Since 2015 there has been a 40% 
loss of personnel…”

Bombs and political upheaval take their toll on Turkey tourism
The Arab Weekly staff

Tourism makes up 
13% of Turkey’s 
economy and helps 
support 8% of jobs.

Tunisia adjusts interest rate to stabilise currency
Stephen Quillen
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unisia has taken measures 
to stabilise its currency af-
ter the dinar dropped to 
historic lows in April, los-
ing more than 8% of its 

value in less than a week.
The Central Bank of Tunisia raised 

its key interest rate to 4.75% on April 
26, up 50 basis points, while raising 
the minimum rate for savings to 4% 
and injecting $100 million into the 
market.

Central Bank Governor Chedly 
Ayari said the move was likely “to 
strengthen the dinar… improve the 
exchange rate against foreign curren-
cies and make the national currency 
more attractive in terms of invest-
ment and savings.”

The dinar’s sharp decline came af-
ter Tunisian Finance Minister Lamia 
Zribi predicted a gradual drop in the 
dinar’s value, setting off alarms in the 
private sector.

Zribi on April 18 said the central 
bank would implement policies to 
gradually reduce the dinar’s value to 
avoid “a brutal devaluation like that 
in Egypt.”

Some experts speculated that the 
dinar, which traded at 2.38 to the 
US dollar as of April 26, could drop 
to as low as 2.84 to the dollar this 
year, others cautioned against being 
“overly dramatic.”

“Turning this into a huge scandal 
is baseless,” said Tunisian economist 
Hafedh Zaafrane. “While the (de-
crease in value) may have been accel-
erated in the past week, the overall 
rate at which the dinar is decreasing 

is similar to last year.”
Zribi, in clarifying remarks on 

April 25, said “the dinar would soon 
stabilise.”

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed has pointed to the country’s 
growing trade deficit as the source of 
the dinar’s fluctuation, saying that 
restricting some imports could help 
address the financial shortfall.

“The fall of the dinar reflects this 
enormous trade deficit but there is 
no need to panic,” Chahed told local 
media in Sfax. “We will take some 
decisions… We will limit some ran-
dom imports. We have a lot of un-
necessary imports.”

However, with the country’s high 
rate of unemployment, struggling 
tourism industry and illegal imports 
escaping millions in taxes, many fear 
that recovery could be a long way off.

“To be honest, I’m not optimistic,” 
said Mohamed Ali Touati, managing 
director of a company in Sousse who 
attended the Tunisia 2020 interna-
tional investment conference in No-
vember.

“While we got a lot of investments 
from the conference, which is really 
good, we are also seeing an increased 

presence of foreign producers oper-
ating and selling in Tunisia… We are 
now even importing juice from Tur-
key. Do you not think we have juice 
from Tunisia?”

Some, however, questioned the 
benefit of cutting imports at a time 
when the economy is underperform-
ing.

“Halting imports makes no sense,” 
said Zaafrane. “We should focus on 
exporting more, which is the hardest 
thing to do.”

“Tunisia cannot afford to be an 
isolationist country right now,” said 
Josh Richardson, country manager 
at the Tunisia division of Harvest 
Group, an international consulting 
firm. “It needs to open up its influ-
ence and continue to do business 
with Europe and the rest of Africa.”

While the dinar’s dip has been fa-
vourable to foreign businesses oper-
ating in Tunisia, as well as Tunisian 
exporters and recipients of overseas 
remittances, many are concerned 
that regular consumers will bear the 
cost and the overall economy will suf-
fer.

“Purchasing power will obviously 
take a hit,” said Zaafrane, “but things 

are not as catastrophic as some are 
making it out to be.”

If the currency continues to slide, 
consumers are likely to invest in hard 
goods, such as housing, vehicles and 
electronics, said Richardson, who 
noted that the upturn in demand can 
be healthy but risks driving consum-
er inflation.

Concern over the declining value 
of Tunisia’s currency is not new. 
The dinar has been steadily declin-
ing since Tunisia’s 2011 uprising and 
a series of terrorist incidents that 
damaged the once booming tourism 
industry.

While officials announced a 5-year 
development plan in November 
that detailed ways to secure a tar-
get growth rate of 4% per year, im-
plement dozens of education and 
infrastructure projects and create 
400,000 jobs, objectives are yet to 
be met.

On April 17, the International Mon-
etary Fund agreed to release a de-
layed $320 instalment of Tunisia’s 
$3.2 billion in loans. 

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent based in Tunis.

Boosting the dinar. The Central Bank in Tunis.                                                                                               (Reuters)

We should focus on 
exporting more, 
which is the 
hardest thing to do.

Tunisian economist 
Hafedh Zaafrane

Big blow. Tourists enter the Byzantine-era monument of Hagia 
Sophia as they pass by an armoured police vehicle in the Old City 
of Istanbul.                                                                                           (Reuters)


