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S 

itting on an aeroplane from 
Qatar trying to get home to 
Dubai, I could only watch 
frustrated as a scrolling map 
showed my flight pass over-

head of my skyscraper-studded city 
and continue east.

It’s typically an hour flight be-
tween Dubai in the United Arab 
Emirates and Doha, the capital of 
Qatar, cities that are home to two 
of the world’s biggest long-haul air-
lines. My trip would end up taking 
five-and-a-half hours.

The reason? It was the same one 
that got me on one of the last direct 
flights leaving Dubai on June 5. The 
UAE, along with Bahrain, Egypt and 
Saudi Arabia, cut diplomatic ties to 
Qatar and would soon shut down 
transportation links between them 
and the small, energy-rich nation.

Suddenly, the air route between 
the two cities that typically saw doz-
ens of daily flights had none. As I fin-
ished up my reporting on the crisis, 
I suddenly had a new challenge in 
trying to figure out how to get home.

I ended up deciding to try to fly 
to Muscat, Oman, and catch a con-
necting flight to Dubai. To my sur-
prise, most flights were fully booked. 
Agents offered me a sole remain-

ing one-way business-class ticket 
at $1,090. That shocked me. Flights 
between Doha and Dubai used to be 
under $100 and direct.

Options on other airlines had me 
travelling more than ten hours. That 
was too much. However, I got lucky 
when a last-minute cancellation got 
me on an Oman Air flight to Muscat. 
That flight and another to Dubai cost 
$490. It still was a lot but I was happy 
to get a ticket. The airline has since 
increased the frequency of its flights 
to Doha.

Doha’s new Hamad International 
Airport, which cost more than $15 
billion to build, was quiet that Fri-
day afternoon when I set out to re-
turn home but the line at the Oman 
Air counters moved slowly. Workers 
there said most catching flights were 
those trying to go to Dubai. Typi-
cally, business travellers and those 
working in the region routinely shut-
tle between cities with relative ease.

My flight to Muscat, No. WY664 on 

a Boeing 737, was full as we passed 
far above the world’s tallest build-
ing and the other wonders of Dubai. 
When we landed in Muscat, I was 
surprised to find my connecting 
flight to Dubai had more than half 
its seats empty. I was among 33 
people on flight No. WY611, an-
other Boeing 737.

I had no issues with pass-
port control in Doha and 
Muscat but I had worried 
about problems arriving in 
Dubai. Qatari citizens were 
given 14 days to leave the 
UAE. Anyone carrying a Qa-
tari residency visa in their 
passport also is no longer al-
lowed to get a visa on arrival in 
Dubai. I had no problems, how-
ever, and I was glad to be home.

Malak Harb is an Associated Press 
videojournalist based in Dubai. She 
has worked as a journalist in the 
region for nearly ten years.

Crisis sees air travel hub
Qatar cut off from local routes
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Doha’s new airport, 
which cost more than 
$15 billion to build, 
was quiet that Friday 
afternoon when I set 
out to return home.

Exceptionally quiet. Passengers wait at the Hamad International 
Airport in Doha, on June 12.                                                                   (AFP)
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UK fraud regulator 
charges Barclays over 
Qatar fundraising
London

B 

ritish regulators have 
charged Barclays bank 
and four former execu-
tives, including the chief 
executive officer, with 

conspiracy to commit fraud when 
they sought investment from Qatar 
in 2008.

Barclays turned to Qatar to bol-
ster its finances and avoid a gov-
ernment bailout at the height of 
the global financial crisis. Qatari 
investors pumped $7.7 billion into 
Barclays during two fundraisings in 
June and October 2008.

Other banks, such as the Royal 
Bank of Scotland and Lloyds, sur-
vived the crisis but only 

with gov-
ernment 
help.

Barclays, Barclays former CEO 
John Varley, former investment 
banking chief Roger Jenkins, 
Thomas Kalaris, who headed the 
bank’s wealth management divi-
sion, and Richard Boath, head of 
the European financial institutions 
group, were charged with conspir-
acy to commit fraud by false rep-
resentation in relation to the first 
round of investment in June 2008.

Barclays, Varley and Jenkins were 
charged with another count regard-
ing the second round of financing 
in October 2008. Barclays, Varley 
and Jenkins were also charged with 
providing unlawful financial assis-
tance.

The charges by the Serious Fraud 
Office (SFO) are the first in Britain 
against a bank and former execu-
tives for activities during the 2008 
financial crisis. The four are to 

appear at Westminster Magis-
trates’ Court on July 3, to-

gether with a representative 
of the bank.

Barclays responded that 
it “awaits further details 
of the charges from the 
SFO.”

The charges come as 
another blow to current 
Barclays CEO Jes Staley, 
who is facing a regulatory 

investigation into his own 
conduct after he attempted 

to identify a whistle-blower.

(Associated Press)

GCC construction outlook to improve with oil 
prices recovery and implementation of reforms
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D 

espite spending cuts and 
a 33% decline in project 
contract awards in 2016, 
the construction mar-
ket in Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) countries is expect-
ed to improve in 2017, Middle East 
business intelligence service MEED 
stated.

A MEED report, “Outlook for GCC 
Construction 2017,” noted that the 
region offers significant opportu-
nities for construction companies 
despite the slowdown in project 
spending. The recovery in oil prices 
and the implementation of reforms 
indicate that things will improve 
this year.

The report warned, however, 
that fewer opportunities, less cer-
tainty about project timelines and 
increased competition could cause 
the construction market to harden.

It said the region’s strongest mar-
kets over the past 12 months were 
Dubai, Kuwait and Bahrain. The 
latter saw its second-best year for 
awards since 2007, thanks to the 
financial support of its GCC part-
ners through the Gulf Development 
Fund.

The approval of a major con-
tract award to expand Kuwait’s 
airport took the country’s market 
to an all-time high in 2016, when 

it registered $12.2 billion in project 
contract awards. The United Arab 
Emirates registered an increase 
in awards in 2016, thanks to work 
leading up to Expo 2020 in Dubai.

Projects in Dubai accounted for 
72% of all construction and trans-
port deals in the country. Project 
spending fell sharply in Abu Dhabi.

Elsewhere in the region, the fall 
in oil prices since mid-2014 has 
had a profoundly negative effect 
on markets. With government rev-
enues halved, ministries and other 
client bodies imposed strict limita-
tions on capital spending. The most 
affected countries as seen from 
contract awards were Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar and Oman.

Richard Thompson, editorial 
director of MEED, said the partial 
recovery of oil prices eased some 
financial pressure on governments 
but was not expected to trigger a 
significant pick-up in construction 
activity in 2017.

“I expect to see a strong pick-up 
in GCC construction activity in 2018 
as governments increase spend-
ing to stimulate growth and as we 
begin to see some of the privatisa-
tion and public private partner-
ship (PPP) initiatives taking hold,” 
Thompson said.

He said that all Gulf countries are 
considering PPP to finance major 
projects and government services 
but each was at a different stage of 
readiness to implement the model.

“I am looking at Saudi Arabia for 
the biggest rise in PPP opportuni-
ties. It is by far the biggest market 
with the biggest needs but, through 
its Vision 2030 programme, Riyadh 
has made a huge public commit-
ment to delivering privatisation 
and PPP in the kingdom. It has 
been very aggressive in setting up 
new structures to deliver these re-
forms,” Thompson said.

“As ever, Dubai will be very bold 
in using new financing mechanisms 
and I think Bahrain and Kuwait will 
also see progress in housing and 
utilities through PPP projects.”

Thompson contended that Ri-
yadh wants to manage spending 
carefully to ensure that it is getting 
value for money from its invest-
ments. “By establishing a National 
Programme Management Office 
(NPMO) it set up the frameworks 
and systems across the entire Saudi 
government to plan, manage and 
deliver major projects. It is a mam-
moth task to roll out such wide-
ranging civil service reform that 
could take three years to set up,” he 
said.

“Riyadh has a tricky juggling act 
to perform to allow some projects 

to proceed in advance of the re-
forms being completed and holding 
back projects to wait for the new 
systems to be in place.”

The construction market in 2016-
17 was not as satisfactory as the in-
dustry players had expected it to be. 
Several construction companies, 
including big ones, experienced a 
tough time due to increased com-
petition.

However, the China State Con-
struction Engineering Corporation 
(CSCEC), LLC Middle East, a mul-
tinational active in the region, was 
among those not badly affected, 
having been awarded five building 
projects and one infrastructure pro-
ject totalling $1.2 billion in value.

CSCEC President Yu Tao said that, 
while tight budgets and depressed 

market conditions due to low oil 
prices were among challenges fac-
ing the sector, prospects were good.

“We believe that the coming 
Expo 2020 and expanding tourism 
can bring more opportunities to 
construction, including residential, 
hospitality, retail, health care, of-
fices, infrastructure facilities, etc,” 
he said.

CSCEC Middle East has complet-
ed several projects for clients on 
schedule this year, including Vice-
roy Palm Jumeirah Dubai, Al Amal 
Psychiatric Hospital, Dubai Water 
Canal and Dubai Park Flyover, Tao 
said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Significant opportunities. Al Baleed Resort Salalah by Anantara in Oman.                                            (MEED)

The Kuwait airport 
expansion recorded 
an all-time high of 
$12.2 billion of 
project contract 
awards in 2016.


