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Algeria’s 
government 
planning Islamic 
finance options, 
welfare reforms

Egypt sends fuel 
to power-starved 
Gaza, undercuts 
Abbas

Etihad to open 
lounges to 
economy-class 
passengers for
a fee

Algeria’s new government is 
preparing the legal framework for 
Islamic finance and new Islamic 
bonds and will make changes to its 
welfare system, largely unchanged 
for decades, to offset lower oil pric-
es, an official document stated.

The document gave the first indi-
cations of policy for Prime Minister 
Abdelmadjid Tebboune along with 
new ministers in the key portfolios 
of finance, commerce and energy. 
He was appointed by Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika in May.

The North African OPEC member 
has seen its energy revenues, which 
account for 60% of the budget, more 
than halved due to the slide in crude 
oil prices, forcing the government to 
cut spending, look for new revenue 
and announce economic reforms.

(Reuters)

Officials say Egypt has begun 
trucking 1 million litres of cheap 
diesel fuel to Gaza’s power plant, in 
a rare delivery meant to ease a crip-
pling electricity crisis in the Hamas-
ruled enclave.

The shipment appears to under-
cut Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas, who has stepped up financial 
pressure on Gaza to force the mili-
tant Hamas to cede ground there. 
Hamas seized Gaza in 2007.

(The Associated Press)

Etihad Airways is to open its 
lounges to economy-class passen-
gers for a fee and will start charging 
for chauffeur services that had been 
complimentary as it joins rivals in 
looking for ways to boost revenues.

The changes come amid a strat-
egy review at the Abu Dhabi car-
rier as once rapidly expanding Gulf 
airlines face tighter profit margins 
amid overcapacity in the market and 
tighter corporate travel budgets.

The fee for economy passengers 
to access the business-class lounge 
at Abu Dhabi International Airport 
will start from $101 and will depend 
on how much time is spent in the 
lounge, an Etihad spokesman said. 
It will also offer economy-class pas-
sengers paid access to its lounges at 
other airports around the world.

The changes, effective July 3, 
would allow business-class pas-
sengers to pay to use the first-class 
lounges, while a previously compli-
mentary chauffeur for business- and 
first-class passengers will become 
a paid for service outside of Abu 
Dhabi.

(Reuters)

BriefsLibya’s cash crisis worsens three years into civil war
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

T 

here is a joke in Libya that 
if you write your name on 
a banknote and spend it, 
it is likely to come back to 
you within a week. Such 

is the extent of the country’s cash 
crisis, which has gone from bad to 
worse in the once oil-rich state.

The liquidity shortfall, attributed 
to a lack of stable oil revenue, un-
regulated market activity and in-
creased public expenditures, has 
hit regular citizens the hardest. 
Those who once enjoyed gener-
ous government benefits and pub-
lic resources under former leader 
Muammar Qaddafi now line up for 
hours to withdraw small sums from 
banks. Some struggle to buy food 
and basic goods.

“People are unable to get money 
from their accounts,” Anas Alman-
suri, a Libyan software engineer in 
Benghazi said in a telephone con-
versation. “Even if they have plenty 
of money, the bank won’t give it to 
them. There’s simply not enough.”

“The maximum you can with-
draw is around 300 dinars ($212),” 
said Libyan journalist Ala Drissi, 
who was also reached in Benghazi 
by telephone. “Sometimes it’s even 
less and with food prices skyrocket-
ing — a gallon of milk now costs 10 
dinars ($7) — you can imagine how 
long this lasts.”

For Libyan university student 
Ibrahim Albadri, the crisis might 
cost him his education. Albadri, a 
junior at Kent State University in 
the United States, has been unable 

to pay his college tuition for a year 
after the government failed to ap-
prove his international monetary 
transactions. If the issue is not re-
solved, Albadri’s student visa will 
be revoked and he will be forced 
back to his hometown of Tripoli.

“The idea of having the money 
but I can’t reach it kills me,” Alabdri 
said to kentwired.com.

Such financial restrictions are not 
limited to any one area of Libya, 
which is embroiled in a fierce con-
flict between an array of competing 
factions and militias. Cash reserves 
have dried up in both Tripoli and 
Benghazi, where frantic custom-
ers can be seen clustering around 
banks for hours. “Some even sleep 
in the streets,” Drissi said.

“What’s happening in Libya is not 
unique,” Drissi explained. “Cash 
crises have happened in every 
country that has undergone a simi-
lar conflict. The first thing people 
do is get their money back from the 
banks, which causes a lack of cash.

“The problem is that banks can-
not print new cash.”

As a result, Libya’s financial in-
stitutions have begun printing and 
importing currency from overseas, 
principally from the United King-
dom.

In 2016, however, Libya’s east-
ern government in Tobruk, loyal 
to Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, 
brought in billions in currency from 
Russia. The notes, which had dis-
tinct serial numbers, security de-
tails and watermarks, were accept-
ed “without objection in Tripoli,” 
the Libya Herald reported, despite 
the Central Bank’s insistence they 
were not valid and the United States 
regarding them as “counterfeit.”

The country’s financial shortfall 
has taken a particular toll on lo-
cal businesses, which struggle to 
operate with minimal cash. Some 
of them have resorted to using e-
payment services that allow cus-
tomers to complete purchases with 

wire transfers. This has become 
a popular method of payment for 
cash-strapped citizens but is not a 
sustainable option for most small 
or medium-sized enterprises.

For Libya’s well-connected, for-
eign currency can be traded on 
the black market where the value 
of dollars and euros is far above 
prices on the international trading 
market. Last April, the Libyan dinar 
traded at 8.3 to the US dollar on the 
parallel market, compared to 1.4 to 
the dollar on the official market.

The official exchange rate has 
been criticised by foreign leaders 
and international financial institu-
tions, who have been urging Libya’s 
UN-backed government in Tripoli 
to devalue its currency. While Trip-
oli’s central bank has thus far held 
off, the pressure is likely to mount 
as long as the conflict continues 
and oil revenue fails to make gains.

“Libya will have to undergo a 
devaluation of its currency eventu-
ally; the question is when and un-
der what political circumstances,” 

wrote Jason Pack in Al-Monitor.
While Pack noted that “daily life 

under devaluation would be sky-
high prices, continued lines out-
side banks and looting,” it would 
be implemented to “keep the oil 
revenues and currency reserves 
stable and hence combat the liquid-
ity crunch of the public sector,” he 
said.

For now, however, the measure 
remains unpopular in Libya, where 
many are still holding out hope for 
a political settlement.

“The situation is bad,” said Drissi, 
“but it’s not Somalia yet.”

Libya has been ensnared in a 
fierce civil conflict since 2014, with 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment in Tripoli, led by Fayez al-
Sarraj, battling the renegade Gen-
eral National Congress (GNC) for 
control of territory in the west, and 
the Tobruk government, allied with 
Haftar, making gains in the east.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Everyday hardship. People queue to withdraw money at a bank in 
Tripoli.                                                                                                       (Reuters)
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Financial restrictions 
are not limited to any 
one area of Libya, 
which is embroiled 
in a fierce conflict.

Finland’s Libyan King of Truffles
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M 

ention truffles and 
many people think of 
Italy and France and 
of truffle hunters ac-
companied by dogs 

trained to sniff the delicacies out 
from underground. People also as-
sociate truffles with sky-high pric-
es. Along with caviar and saffron, 
truffles can be one of the most ex-
pensive foods. A single 15-gram 
black truffle can cost up to $55.

People are unlikely to associate 
truffles with Finland, which has a 
climate much colder than Italy or 
France. Yet Finland is moving onto 
the global truffle map thanks to the 
work of one Libyan.

Salem Shamekh got into the truf-
fle business almost by accident. In 
Tripoli, he studied food technology 
at university in the 1980s. Later he 
became head of the technology de-
partment at the technology insti-
tute in Brak Al-Shatti in southern 
Libya.

He wanted to continue his stud-
ies so, in 1996, he enrolled in what 
was then the Helsinki University 
of Technology (now part of Aalto 
University) and earned a doctorate 
in applied food biochemistry. He 
took an unpaid research and teach-
ing position. After three months, he 
was hired as a full-time staff mem-
ber.

In 2005, Shamekh applied for 
grants for projects on strawberry 
culture and the use of light-emitting 
diode (LED) to increase vegetable 
crop production in greenhouses.

Not getting the grants at first was 
traumatic, he said.

“I thought our future in Finland 
was ended,” Shamekh said. “I told 
my wife that but she told me not 

to be so foolish. She told me that I 
should find a place and pray and 
say Hamdullah (‘Thanks be to God’) 
and maybe God would open a new 
door.”

Shamekh did as his wife suggest-
ed. He started working on an idea he 
had earlier put aside: Mushrooms 
and truffles. Soon he was consider-
ing truffles and how they could be 
cultivated in Finland.

The idea was triggered by a con-
ference on the European black truf-
fle in Uppsala, Sweden, where they 
were being grown.

“It was the first time I’d seen them 
but I thought if they can be grown in 
Sweden, they can be grown in Fin-
land,” he said.

Shamekh and five colleagues 
started producing black truffle my-
celium in a university laboratory.

The roots of oak tree saplings are 
inoculated with the mycelium and, 
about seven years later, decent-
sized truffles can be harvested.

It seemed a promising venture so 
Shamekh’s team started looking for 
funding for the research and a place 
where they could grow truffles in 
field experiments. The city of Juva, 
270km north-east of Helsinki, of-
fered about $110,000 for the pro-
ject.

Local farmers expressed interest 
in the potential new crop and, in 
2006, the first truffle farm was es-
tablished in Juva. By the end of the 
year, there were ten truffle farms in 
the area, each with about 200 inocu-
lated trees.

“People said that it was too 
cold for the saplings, which came 
from France, that they would die,” 
Shamekh said, “but in April 2007 
we saw the first buds coming out. 
In September that year, we checked 
the roots and the mycelium was still 
there. I was the happiest man in the 
world. Many said it could not work, 
that it was a waste of money but 

they were wrong.”
There are now 33 truffle farms in 

the district, with more than 20,000 
inoculated trees, making Juva the 
truffle capital of Finland.

In 2010, recognising the signifi-
cance of the project and its value to 
farmers, then Finnish President Tar-
ja Halonen asked Shamekh to plant 
inoculated oaks at the president’s of-
ficial summer residence. Last year, 
he was asked to return to the estate 
with a dog to hunt for the truffles.

“A dog is an important colleague 
in the business,” Shamekh said. 
“Without a dog, you cannot suc-
ceed.”

The Lagotto Romagnolo breed 
from Italy is considered the best truf-
fle finder but the dogs do not come 
cheap. A puppy can cost more than 
$1,400 but with farmers in Finland 
getting about $330 a kilo — and 
sometimes more — for black truffles, 
it is not only a necessary invest-
ment, it is a relatively inconsequen-
tial one as well.

Apart from providing farmers 
with the oak trees and the knowl-
edge, Shamekh and his team test 
the soil and help choose the best 
land for planting. There is a nursery 
in Juva growing saplings, which last 
year produced 5,000 young oaks.

The news about Shamekh’s work 
has spread. Farmers across the Bal-
tic in Latvia contacted Shamekh and 
truffle farms were established there. 
There are two farms in Lithuania 
where Shamekh was welcomed by 
the country’s president for helping 
sustainable agricultural develop-
ment. Another farm is to start in Es-
tonia this June.

There are inquiries from Russia 
and Arab countries.

The first European truffle orchard 
in Qatar has been planted, with 350 
oaks from Finland. A nursery has 
been established. “It’s a major chal-
lenge,” admitted Shamekh, referring 

to the heat in the Arab country.
The saplings were planted out-

doors in March 2016 in Al Khor. 
They survived the summer, when 
temperatures of more than 50 de-
grees Celsius were recorded. This 
spring, new leaves appeared.

There are plans to introduce truf-
fle farms in Tunisia and establish 
a nursery “and hopefully soon in 
Libya as well,” although that ulti-
mately will be up to the politicians, 
Shamekh said.

He said he dreams of truffle woods 
in eastern Libya’s Green Mountains. 
Libya and Tunisia have great poten-
tial, he said, because “the climate is 
much better than Finland or Qatar.”

There is another truffle — the 
white desert truffle — found in Tu-
nisia, Libya and elsewhere in North 
Africa and the Middle East. It is an 
altogether different fungus. Howev-
er, it has stirred Shamekh’s interest. 
He said he plans to publish the gene 
map of the three Libyan truffle spe-
cies that have never been analysed.

In Finland, black truffles are not 
just a new cash crop for farmers. 
They are also making money in an-
other way: Truffle safaris. Fascinat-
ed Finns and others are paying to 
become truffle hunters for the day.

It is, as one Libyan political figure 
put it, “a beautiful story.”

Shamekh is investigating oth-
er uses for the truffle, not just as 
something that can turn a humble 
omelette or a simple pasta into a 
dish fit for a king.

“Our new research shows that the 
polysaccharides of the truffle can 
act as an anti-diabetic agent, which 
will be developed as a product. We 
are also working on the sterols that 
we found in truffles to use them in a 
new biotechnology product for hu-
man fertility treatment,” he said.

Michel Cousins is the editor-in-
chief of the Libya Herald.


