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Questions on funding haunt Jordan’s ‘smart’ city plans
The Arab Weekly staff

London

J

ordan plans to build a city
east of Amman to ease population density and traffic
congestion but some Jordanians are asking how the cashstrapped country would fund the
project.
The plan to build the city 30km
from Amman is part of a drive to
stimulate the Jordanian economy
and attract long-term investment,
the government said.
Touted
as
“environmentally
friendly, sustainable and smart,” the
new city would be built on a major
highway that links Jordan to Iraq
and Saudi Arabia. The cost of the
project has not been announced.
The project was aimed at finding
“drastic solutions to rising population density and traffic congestion”
in Amman and the north-eastern

city of Zarqa, said the statement
carried by the official Petra news
agency.
Amman is home to 4 million people and 1.3 million live in Zarqa.
The statement said their combined
populations are predicted to reach
10 million by 2050.
The project would “invest in
clean and renewable sources of energy and water treatment” as well
as provide affordable housing, the
statement said. It would be built in
five phases with the first completed
by 2030 and the last in 2050 when
the city is expected to cover 390
sq.km.
“State institutions and ministries will be moved to the new city
throughout the project’s various
stages,” it added.
“Part of the housing lands will
be granted to cooperative societies
of public employees, professional
associations and military retirees’
corporation to help support middleclass citizens and their capability to

own houses,” the Jordan Times reported.
Jordanian officials said they
hoped the project would attract private and foreign investors.
“The venture will be fully financed and implemented in cooperation between the public and
private sectors. Developers from
the private sector will rehabilitate
the location and lay infrastructures
under a build-operate-transfer formula with financing secured from
local, regional and international financial companies and banks,” the
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Jordan Times said.
Jordan is devoid of natural resources and has been severely affected by wars in its neighbours
Syria and Iraq with refugees from
both countries seeking haven in Jordan.
The UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) said Jordan
hosts more than 650,000 refugees
from Syria; the kingdom puts the
number of Syrian refugees at 1.4
million. UNHCR said more than
80% of those refugees live below
the poverty line.
Poverty, however, is not exclusive
to refugees in the country and some
Jordanians said they are worried
that funds going to the new city project might be redirected from more
urgent needs for the poor.
“A controversy has hit the Jordanian streets [on whether the new
city is going to be the new capital]
in the past two days, especially
amid questions on the sources that
will fund a project like this and its

impact on the state’s treasury,” reported Asharq al-Awsat newspaper.
It has become clear that Amman
will remain the capital but concerns
over funding remain, especially
considering that the government
is looking to cut bread subsidies to
satisfy conditions of an agreement
with the International Monetary
Fund (IMF).
“This government decision could
ignite popular protests and a revolution of the hungry,” trade union
activist Mohammed al-Snaid told
the website Al-Monitor.
“The citizens’ economic and living conditions are going from bad
to worse because of economically
fruitless government policies that
increase the burdens on the broadest and poorest class. The government ought to address the causes of
indebtedness and not hold the society liable for its debts,” he added.
The Arab Weekly staff and
news agencies.
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Many underlying
economic and
financial issues
remain hard to
resolve.

L

ebanon seems to be
passing through one of
its most severe crises for
some time. The abrupt
resignation of Prime
Minister Saad Hariri,
announced from Riyadh
via a Saudi satellite channel, Al
Arabiya, jeopardised the political
compromise that led to the election
of Michel Aoun to the Lebanese
presidency in October 2016 and
placed the country’s economy at
direct risk.
Fuelling Lebanon’s woes were
the surprise instructions for Saudi
citizens to leave Lebanon, hinting at
future measures to come. Moreover,
while the stability of the Lebanese
pound may give comfort to some,
other underlying factors, ranging
from the country’s refugee population to its ailing infrastructure, may
temper Lebanon’s ability to weather
the storm.
Plans to address those structural
deficiencies, including opening two
oil and gas blocks off its coastline
for drilling have been placed on
hold.
“The council of ministers will
not be able to take a decision in

the current conditions,” said Nassib Ghobril, the chief economist at
Lebanon’s Byblos Bank, of the gas
and oil bills.
Compounding Lebanon’s difficulties is the public debt, which
exceeds $75 billion — 140% of the
gross domestic product, giving
Lebanon a debt-to-GDP ratio among
the highest in the world.
Historically, one of the principal
factors in maintaining economic
stability has been the strength of
the Lebanese pound, which has
been pegged to the dollar since the
1990s. For now, experts seem to
agree that the pound remains safe.
The Central Bank holds $43.5 billion
in foreign currency reserves, which
should prove enough to maintain
the peg for up to two decades at the
current pace of currency conversions.
That notwithstanding, bankers
told the Associated Press they had
experienced a spike in transactions from pound to dollar among
Lebanese accounts since the crisis
erupted.
The country’s economy has struggled for some time. Prior to Hariri’s
dramatic departure, the prime min-

ister had been understood to have
been preparing, along with various
other countries (including Saudi
Arabia), a donor conference in Paris.
His late father, Rafik Hariri, organised three similar conferences.
Differences at home and abroad,
however, as well as the Syrian
tutelage Lebanon laboured under,
severely limited their success.
Now, with its ailing infrastructure, many of Lebanon’s difficulties
seem compounded. The country
hosts approximately 1.3 million
Syrian refugees, who have exerted
pressure on its infrastructure and
job market.
The influx of money-spending
tourists has never reached predicted levels. Accumulating problems
in the sectors of electricity, power,
telecommunications and other
services have not been dealt with.
There is widespread knowledge of
endemic corruption.
Beyond banking, the country’s
one success story, hopes for Lebanon’s economic turnaround have
largely rested on utilities and the
potentially lucrative prospects of
Syria’s reconstruction being staged
from the country. However, the oil

and gas sector has yet to fully establish itself, while many of Damascus’s construction projects appear
to be earmarked for close allies of
the regime.
Many underlying economic and
financial issues remain hard to resolve while the Trump administration continues to levy sanctions and
other punitive measures against
Hezbollah and its institutions in
Lebanon.
While both the Lebanese president and speaker sought to reassure
investors and savers, there were
fears that Hariri’s resignation could
lead to the introduction of several
measures that could jeopardise the
economy. Not least among these is
the possibility of being frozen out
of the international economy as
Qatar has been. For years, Lebanon
relied upon the largesse of the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) and,
should that funding source dry up,
the country could face real difficulties.
Lebanon and its economy are at
a crossroads. How developments
unfold will tell a lot about the country’s prospects. What remains certain is that Lebanon is in jeopardy.

