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Turkish infrastructure projects 
reflect vision of future outside EU

Dubai

T 

he Syrian war, Kurdish 
separatism, the rise of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), grow-
ing distance from NATO 
and a coup attempt have 

been cited as threats to Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and his vision to radically overhaul 
Turkey’s infrastructure and trans-
form the country into an economic 
powerhouse.

The Turkish presidency was im-
bued with greater power through 
a referendum in April, about nine 
months after a failed coup against 
Erdogan, but Erdogan’s relation-
ship with key EU partners has de-
teriorated, making Turkey’s pros-
pects of attaining EU membership 
increasingly poor.

To think that Turkey’s economic 
future depends solely on EU mem-
bership, however, is to overlook the 
groundwork the country has been 
doing. Given Turkey’s geographical 
position linking Asia, Central Asia, 
Europe and the Middle East, an in-
dependent economic future for the 
resurgent Eurasian power may be 
within reach.

Turkey recently completed a se-
ries of megaprojects centred on 
connectivity, such as the $4.5 bil-
lion Marmaray project, an under-
water rail tunnel connecting Eu-
rope and Asia; its $1.3 billion sister 
project, the Eurasia Tunnel, con-
necting Europe and Asia for vehi-
cles; and the $3 billion Yavuz Sultan 
Selim Bridge, the third across the 
Bosporus Strait.

The under-construction $3 bil-
lion Canakkale 1915 Bridge — the 
world’s longest suspension bridge 
— over the Sea of Marmara will form 
part of an upgraded motorway net-
work spanning more than 350km.

Ahmet Arslan, Turkish minister 
of transportation, maritime affairs 
and communications, said invest-
ment in highways has been over-
shadowed by Erdogan’s greatest 

focus — high-speed rail infrastruc-
ture.

This year’s budget for rail in-
frastructure is $3.2 billion and, by 
2023, Turkey will have spent $42 
billion to build 3,500km of high-
speed and 8,500km fast-track 
railways, more than doubling the 
mainly conventional rail network 
and drastically cutting travel times 
across the country.

A total of 1,213km in high-speed 
rail lines have been completed and 
3,000km more are under construc-
tion with benefits already being 
felt. Take the Ankara-Istanbul ex-
press line, for example, which con-
nects Turkey’s two most populous 
cities and has halved journey times 
for the 32 million passengers it has 
served since 2009 — and usage is 
increasing 18% a year.

Turkey aims to extend the high-
speed, modern connectivity ex-
emplified by the Ankara-Istanbul 
express line across the country and 
realise its vision to become a trans-
regional trade gateway and corri-
dor.

Under its middle corridor plan, 
Turkey is collaborating with Geor-
gia and Azerbaijan on the Baku-Tbi-
lisi-Kars (BTK) railway project. Next 
year, Turkey hopes to complete 
the Ankara-Kırıkkale-Yozgat-Sivas 

high-speed rail project, forming 
part of a continuous rail network 
from Beijing to London that will 
eventually allow Chinese goods to 
reach Europe in as little as 15 days.

Turkey is building a third airport 
for Istanbul over an area larger than 
Monaco at a cost of $10 billion. It 
is planned to have six runways — 
Dubai and London Heathrow, the 
world’s busiest airports, have two 
each — with capacity to park 500 
aircraft. The first phase is to be 
operational next year and the pro-
ject completed by 2023 to mark the 
100th anniversary of the republic.

Another historic project Turkey 
plans to have completed by then 
is the $15 billion Istanbul Canal, an 
artificial waterway to connect the 
Black Sea to the Sea of Marmara, 
creating an alternative for vessels to 
passing through the busy Bosporus 
Strait.

Approximately 3% of global oil 
supplies pass through the Bospo-
rus Strait, which makes Turkey a 
crucial player in global energy se-
curity. Building on projects such as 
the Iraq-Turkey and Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan crude oil pipelines and the 
Trans-Anatolia and TurkStream nat-
ural gas pipelines will make Turkey 
an indispensable energy gateway 
for energy supplies from Iraq, Iran, 
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, Georgia 
and Russia heading to southern Eu-
rope and Mediterranean countries.

Whatever the success or failure 
of Turkey’s plan to join the world’s 
top ten economies by 2030, it will 
not hinge on Erdogan’s popularity 
in Brussels, Berlin or on EU mem-
bership-centric policies for Ankara.

Containing ISIS, Kurdish sepa-
ratists and threats to the political 
process in Turkey will be more cru-
cial for Erdogan as his master plan 
evolves to prioritise Turkey’s rela-
tionships with its northern, eastern 
and southern neighbours together 
with infrastructure building to de-
liver high-speed connectivity.

Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA).
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Outside the box. 
Egyptian entrepreneur 
Ahmed Saeed el-Feki 
inside a workshop in 
the village of Kerdasa 
in Cairo.                      (AP)

‘Minicar Egypt’ comes to life

Kerdasa

I 

n Egypt, where many suffer 
under economic hardship, 
35-year-old entrepreneur 
Ahmed Saeed el-Feki has been 
working to make something of 

himself. He launched his own busi-
ness building a minicar in a coun-
try that relies heavily on imports of 
small automobiles.

In a village not far from the Giza 
pyramids, Feki set up a small work-
shop to create the first Egyptian-
made minicar.

“The idea came at the same 
time as the flotation of the Egyp-
tian pound, so we decided to think 
outside the box and create a local 
product to replace the tuk-tuk,” 
Feki said, referring to Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s 
move to help shore up the coun-
try’s economy.

Feki’s golf-cart-looking minicar 
is different in design and mechani-
cal efficiency from the Chinese tuk-
tuk, a three-wheeled motorised 
vehicle used as a taxi and which 
is popular in Egypt. The minicar’s 
engine power is 300cc, while the 
tuk-tuk’s is 175cc. The body thick-
ness is 4mm while the tuk-tuk is 
only 0.75mm. The minicar is much 
safer because it is a four-wheel car 
while the tuk-tuk is three-wheeled. 
The minicar is also more economic 
in fuel usage.

“The minicar is similar to the 
tuk-tuk but I feel it is more practi-
cal when I drive it inside my vil-
lage,” said 25-year-old Hossam 
Gamal el-Halawany, who had been 
the owner of a minicar for a week 
or so. “It can carry more passengers 
— around five — in addition to the 
driver.”

Halawany said, however, he 
worried the minicar would be reg-
istered like the tuk-tuks, which 
means they could be restricted in 
movement. “I am hoping to get a 
licence for the minicar to allow me 
to move around the whole city and 
not only my village,” he said.

Millions of Egyptians, especially 
in rural and densely populated 
areas, depend on auto rickshaws 

because of their cheap fares and 
smallness that make them ideal 
for navigating narrow alleys. Egypt 
imports tuk-tuks from China, 
spending about $290 million a year, 
Feki said.

To shore up Egypt’s economy, 
Sisi imposed austerity measures as 
part of a comprehensive economic 
reform programme. It was set to 
meet the demands of the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, which se-
cured a $12 billion bailout to Egypt 
last year.

Speaking outside his workshop 
in the village of Kerdasa, Feki said 
the number of purchase orders has 
grown and they were coming not 
only from Egyptian businessmen 
and companies but neighbouring 
countries as well.

Feki said one interested party 
invited him to manufacture his ve-
hicle in Mozambique, which he de-
clined. For him, the start-up had a 
nationalist dimension. He hopes to 
contribute to the Egyptian market, 
create jobs and increase the coun-
try’s export capacity.

Feki said he was working on re-
fining and upgrading his product 
from just a handmade car. He was 
producing 30-40 per month on his 
own but he plans to expand after 
reaching a deal with the govern-
ment to have the parts manufac-
tured in army-run factories. He 
then assembles the vehicles in sep-
arate factory space, enabling him 
to ramp up production.

The minicar is on sale for 34,000 
Egyptian pounds — less than 
$2,000 — significantly less expen-
sive than the tuk-tuk, which costs 
38,000 Egyptian pounds ($2,130).

(The Associated Press)
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Lingering cash crisis pushes 
Libyans to virtual payments
Benghazi

W 

hen a cash crisis 
struck Libya, many 
people were forced 
to queue for days to 
withdraw their sav-

ings from banks. Even then, elec-
tronic payment systems set up to 
tackle the dearth of cash struggled 
to gain credibility amid accusations 
of abuse.

Years of violence and political 
chaos since a 2011 NATO-backed up-
rising that toppled dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi have left Libya’s state 
institutions — including the central 
bank — in crisis.

It split into two in 2014 with the 
different branches overseen by rival 
governments in the west and east. 
The resulting cash crisis, fuelled 
by spiralling inflation, caused long 
queues to form at the banks and left 
many people unable to access their 
salaries.

In response, the banks launched 
electronic payment systems.

In Benghazi, the Bank of Com-
merce & Development’s “Edfali” 
(Arabic for “pay me”) and Wahda 
Bank’s “MobiCash” allow users to 
buy goods, pay restaurant bills and 
access pharmacies and hospitals.

Said Fayez Fadlallah, 35, uses a 
mobile phone app to pay for a trol-

ley-full of groceries at a large super-
market in Benghazi.

“Now I don’t have to spend hours 
or even days queuing at the bank to 
withdraw cash,” he said. “They re-
ally solved a problem for us.”

Not everyone is happy, however. 
At the exit of the same Benghazi su-
permarket, his arms full of produce, 
Ayman al-Obeidi, 46, said the new 
payment systems were not working.

“We were told that prices would 
remain unchanged” compared with 
cash prices but we saw a 40% in-
crease on payments with Edfali,” 
Obeidi said.

Many Libyans have not had free 
access to their bank accounts since 
2014. Braving cold in winter and 
blistering heat in the summer, they 
rushed to banks on hearing rumours 
of cash deliveries and queued for 
hours without any guarantee they 
would be able to access their own 
money.

The crisis destroyed public confi-
dence in the financial sector.

“People don’t trust the banks 
anymore,” said one bank employee, 
speaking on condition of anonym-

ity. “They want to be sure they can 
get enough cash in case anything 
happens and the banks close or if 
they can’t leave their houses.”

Employees of Libya’s vast public 
service have their salaries paid di-
rectly into their accounts and many 
have turned to electronic payment 
systems to access their money.

Such services allow buyers to 
credit the seller’s account. They 
then receive an SMS message con-
firming that the transaction has 
been completed.

Wahda Bank spokesman al-Mot-
assem al-Fitouri said transactions 
via MobiCash are “very secure.”

“It is not even necessary to have a 
smartphone to make payments, nor 
does the merchant have to have a 
point-of-sale device,” he said.

The banks are aware that the ser-
vices are open to abuse, however.

On its website, BCD encouraged 
customers to report price hikes on 
payments via “Edfali.”

Also, many businesses that were 
enthusiastic at first have since 
dropped the service.

Salah al-Agouri, a businessman 
whose clients pay him using Edfali, 
is critical, saying: “The bank did not 
respect its commitments.

“It assured us that we would be 
able to withdraw cash to the value 
of 25% of sales via this service but 
that wasn’t the case.”

(Agence France-Presse)
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Many Libyans have 
not had free access 
to their bank 
accounts since 2014.

Investment in 
highways has been 
overshadowed by 
Erdogan’s greatest 
focus — high-speed rail 
infrastructure.

Ahmet Arslan, Turkish minister 
of transportation, maritime 
affairs and communications


