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Economy

Algerian energy 
growth predicted

EU to help 
fund Egyptian 
development 
projects

OPEC member Algeria’s oil and 
gas output was predicted to grow 
6.5% in 2018, after a 2.7% contrac-
tion projected for this year, the En-
ergy Ministry said in a document 
seen by Reuters.

Algeria’s economy relies heavily 
on oil and gas, which account for 
60% of the state budget and 95% of 
exports.

The government said it expected 
earnings from energy exports to 
reach $33.6 billion in 2018, up from 
$32.3 billion for this year, the docu-
ment, which outlined the sector’s 
target for next year, stated.

In 2016, energy earnings were 
$27.7 billion.

(Reuters)

Egypt’s government signed agree-
ments with the European Union for 
approximately $582 million in fund-
ing for development projects over 
the next three years, the Egyptian 
cabinet said in a statement.

A year ago, Egypt signed up to 
a broad, three-year, $12 billion In-
ternational Monetary Fund pro-
gramme that calls for cuts in state 
subsidies and tax hikes to overhaul 
an economy hit hard by the instabil-
ity that followed a 2011 uprising in 
the country.

(Reuters)

Briefs

Beirut

T 

he protracted conflict in 
Syria coupled with the 
economic crisis in Egypt 
and difficult access to the 
Gulf countries’ markets 

has dealt severe setbacks to Leba-
non’s agricultural exports, includ-
ing its main crops of apples and 
bananas.

More than two years since the 
closure of the transit route through 
Syria in May 2015 made it impossi-
ble for Lebanese exporters to reach 
markets in Jordan, Iraq and the Gulf 
by land, the government has failed 
to find a plausible alternative route.

“The ability to maintain and im-
prove access to export markets is 
most critical for the performance 
of the agriculture sector,” said An-
toine Howayek, president of the 
Lebanese Farmers’ Association. 
“The government has been inca-
pable to find a good temporary al-
ternative to the closure of the land 
route to help farmers and exporters 
overcome the crisis caused by con-
flicts and tensions in the region.”

Lebanese agriculture depends 
heavily on exports to Middle East-
ern markets, which dropped at 
least 35% since the closure of the 
land route. Exporters now send 
their merchandise by sea at a much 
higher cost.

“The government should have 
declared a state of emergency in 
the agricultural sector and devised 
an emergency plan,” Howayek said. 
“We have suggested that the gov-
ernment buy a number of ferries 
to transport the Lebanese products 
for free and maintain a regular ac-
cess to outside markets without 
incurring many extra costs on the 
farmers and exporters to no avail.”

After protests by cultivators two 
years ago, the government subsi-

dised refrigerated trucks with 
drivers by $2,000. Trucks and 
refrigerated containers are 
ferried to ports in Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and Aqaba in 
Jordan and then continue 
to market by land.

Fruit, including apples, cit-
rus, bananas and grapes, make up 
Lebanon’s main exports, account-
ing to 46% of total agricultural ex-
ports in 2015, compared to 42% for 
vegetables, particularly potatoes 
and leafy greens.

Syria has traditionally been Leba-
non’s largest trading partner for 
agricultural produce, especially 
bananas, followed by Egypt for ap-
ples.

“We used to export 95,000 
tonnes of bananas to Syria but af-
ter the war started, our banana 
exports dropped to 35,000-30,000 
tonnes,” Howayek said, adding 
that the overall agricultural ex-
ports to Syria sharply declined in 
the past five years. They were down 
more than 32% in 2015 compared  
to 2012 levels.

The economic crisis in Egypt has 
also taken a toll. It had been the 
largest importer of apples from 
Lebanon, accounting for more 65% 
of total apple exports, said Naim 
Saleh, president of the Fruit and 
Vegetable Exporters Syndicate in 
Lebanon.

“We were deeply affected by the 
foreign exchange crisis in Egypt, 
which imports an average of 
80,000 tonnes of apples annually,” 
Saleh said.

“One kilo of apples selling at 8 
Egyptian pounds used to be equiv-
alent to almost $1 before 2016. The 
farmers then made a profit of 750 
Lebanese pounds (50 cents) per 
kilo. Today, $1 makes 20 Egyptian 
pounds. While the price of the 
kilo in Egypt did not change, the 
profit for the Lebanese farmers 
is down by more than half at 300 
Lebanese pounds (20 cents) per  

kilo,” Saleh said.
“While the volume of apples 

exported to Egypt may have in-
creased, the returns have nose-
dived because of the pound’s de-
preciation,” he added.

Apple exports to Iraq decreased 
because of the difficulty in the rout-
ing and the higher cost incurred by 
the closure of the crossing through 
Syria. “In the past, apples were sent 
to Iraq via Syria at the cost of $4,000 
per truck; today we are exporting 
apples to Iraq via Turkey and Er-
bil at a double cost of $8,000. This 
definitely affected exports to Iraq, 
especially during the last months 
when fighting against ISIS (the Is-
lamic State) was raging,” Saleh said.

Lebanese agricultural exports 
to Libya have dropped because 
of insecurity in the North African  
country.

Lebanese agricultural products 

were no longer as competitive since 
exports by sea started, Howayek  
argued.

“We used to export 120,000 
tonnes of citrus fruits in 2009 

and 2010. This Exports of 
citrus fruits have 

gone down to some 40,000-50,000 
tonnes because we have no longer 
competitive prices, which used to 
be the case when the merchandise 
was transported by land,” Howayek 
said.

He blasted the government’s sub-
sidy to refrigerated trucks as “a su-
perficial and aesthetic” move that 
did not really alleviate the burden 
on exporters and farmers.

“We have a banana crisis because 
Syria reduced its purchases. We 
have an apple crisis because of the 
devaluation of the Egyptian pound. 
At the same time, the cost of ex-
ports has increased. We have had a 
series of crises for the past four to 
five years amid total idleness of the 
government,” he said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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Severe setbacks. Women work in a tomato field in Marjaoun 
village in south Lebanon.                                                                                                  (Reuters)

Lebanon’s produce going nowhere


