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Algeria’s Sonatrach eyes gas projects
in Iraq as its reserves decline at home
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

(Reuters)

Recognised expertise. An employee stands near the headquarters of state energy company Sonatrach
in Algiers.
									
(Reuters)
“We have to acknowledge the fact
that we have been producing less
and less liquefied and gaseous hydrocarbons since 2007,” he said.
Algeria revised its oil and gas legislation in 2006 to promote President Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s platform of “economic nationalism.”
The legislation increased taxes
on foreign partners and required
Sonatrach to own the majority of
shares in joint ventures. The move
pushed away many foreign investors and left Sonatrach without sufficient resources to drill for oil and
gas in the country.

With no major energy firms investing over the past decade and
oil prices declining since mid-2014,
Sonatrach has struggled to meet the
government’s exploration and production objectives, which the company has described as “investing as
little as possible and producing as
much as possible.”
Algeria has even failed to utilise
its huge potential for shale production due to unrest in southern
regions and a lack of modern infrastructure, technology and investment.
Government officials said Al-

geria would continue to require
Sonatrach to own at least 51% of
shares in ventures with foreign
partners.
Sonatrach has helped the Yemen
Exploration and Production Company, a subsidiary of Yemen Oil and
Gas Corporation, operate its MaribJawf fields since 2003 but insecurity
halted operations there.
Algeria was also in partnership
with the Libyan National Oil Corporation to develop its al-Wafa and alRar oilfields but recalled its 50 workers home in 2014 because of conflict
in the neighbouring country.

Bitcoin appeal beats ban and warnings in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

D

espite its uncertain value
and an official warning
against trading with it,
Jordanians are seeking
to make transactions
with bitcoin, the cryptocurrency
and worldwide payment system
that has been providing fast and big
profits. While some are attracted to
the digital currency, which has skyrocketed in value over the past year,
others look at it with scepticism.
The Central Bank of Jordan and
the Telecommunication Regulatory
Commission warned against dealings with any virtual currency, especially bitcoin, but trades through
financial brokers are still being conducted, though in a very limited
way, the Jordanian Exchange Association said.
“The whole world is doing it,
so why not us?” asked one bitcoin
dealer, who spoke to The Arab
Weekly on condition of anonymity. “I bought some digital currency
last year and I saw my money grow
more than 200%. I can cash the
money anytime but I don’t need it
now so I am waiting for the right
moment.”
“I know that there are many
doubts surrounding the bitcoin but
I have many friends in the United
States who have made big fortunes
there. The digital currency world is
happening and we need to be part
of it,” said the 31-year-old, adding
that his initial $1,000 investment
saw big returns in just four months.
“There are other options that are
strong, too, and worth investing in.
I am being careful not to invest a lot
of money (in bitcoin) but it is fine
with me to focus on one currency
and see how things go,” he said.
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Iraq to export
Kirkuk oil to Iran
before end of
January
Iraq will export oil from the
northern Kirkuk fields to Iran before the end of January, Iraqi Oil
Minister Jabar al-Luaibi said.
About 30,000 barrels per day of
crude will be trucked to Iran’s Kermanshah refinery, Luaibi said. ”God
willing, we will start before the end
of the month,” he added.
Trucking crude to Iran comes under a swap agreement announced
in December by the two countries
to allow a resumption of oil exports
from Kirkuk. Iraq and Iran agreed
to swap up to 60,000 barrels per
day of crude produced from Kirkuk
for Iranian oil to be delivered to
southern Iraq, the oil minister said.

A

lgerian state energy giant Sonatrach is looking
to Iraq for investment
in oil and gas ventures
as reserves in Algeria
shrink and hydrocarbon projects in
Libya and Yemen are stalled due to
conflicts.
Algerian Energy Minister Mustapha Guitouni led a delegation to
meet Iraqi Oil Minister Jabbar alLuaibi and other energy officials,
who announced they were taking
“concrete steps towards sealing (a
cooperation agreement),” in gas
projects, Algerian state news agency APS reported.
Iraq, OPEC’s second-largest producer of crude oil, lacks facilities
to convert all its gas to fuel for domestic consumption or sales abroad
and has resorted to flaring some
of its crude oil. Algeria, a main gas
supplier to Europe, is experienced
in processing gas and is looking to
build its reserves through oil and
gas production in the Arab world.
Iraq produces 4.4 million barrels
of crude oil per day and Algeria has
an oil output of about 1 million barrels per day.
Algeria exports liquefied gas to
Europe via pipelines and tankers
but low foreign investment has hurt
the industry.
“We see that exploration at home
is our weak area because we are not
successful at filling the hydrocarbon
reserves,” said Abdelmadjid Attar,
former Sonatrach chief executive officer and chairman, in an interview
with the Algerian El Watan daily in
December.
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While digital currencies are a
trendy trading item, many Jordanian economists have raised concerns
about dealing with them.
“We are happy that the authorities banned dealings in such a virtual world because these currencies are not controlled by the price
of gold or in any other normal way.
Still, there is some interest here in
Jordan to invest in them,” said journalist Ziad Momani.
“The virtual world is full of
threats and this could be one way
for laundering money. So it is better
to forget about it though some European countries allowed dealings
with it.”
Fahed Khaled, 40, a businessman, said he is interested in investing in digital currency but finds it
risky and unclear.
“It is a kind of revolution on traditional currency and, despite all
warnings, many people are making
money depending on how much
you are willing to invest,” he said. “I
find it a bit risky but I am sure everyone will follow soon as the world is
catching up. We can see, for example, the British Central Bank plans
to issue its own digital currency, so
it is a matter of time only.”
“Today, there are many options
in which a person can invest digital currency but the general feeling, at least here, is not encouraging, although around the world and

While digital
currencies are a
trendy trading
item, many
Jordanian
economists have
raised concerns
about dealing
with them.

Oman signs oil
and gas deal
with Lebanese
company
Oman signed a deal for oil and
gas exploration with a Lebanese
company, one month after Lebanon
approved its first offshore energy
exploration, state media said.
Beirut-based Petroleb will drill
exploratory wells to assess oil reserves in Al-Afif concession area
of southern Oman, inland from the
Yemeni and Saudi borders, said the
official ONA news agency.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi boosts
citizen benefits
as taxes bite
Saudi Arabia announced a boost
in stipends and benefits for citizens
to cushion the effects of economic
reforms, including the kingdom’s
first taxes after an oil price slump.
Most working Saudis are employed by the state and, like nationals in other energy-flush Gulf monarchies, have long benefited from a
generous welfare system.
After the 2014 oil market crash,
Saudi Arabia and neighbouring
United Arab Emirates announced a
5% value added tax on most goods
and services, which took effect at
the start of this year.
(Agence France-Presse)

Currency revolution. A collection of bitcoin tokens on display in a
picture illustration.
(Reuters)
in the United States, for instance,
there are machines in the streets
where you can buy or sell bitcoins,
which means it is legal to do so and
I am sure soon it will be all over the
world,” he added.
Some countries, such as Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States, Finland, South Korea,
Canada, the Netherlands, Sweden,
Denmark and Estonia have taken
a positive stance towards bitcoin,
others have banned the use of virtual currencies. In the Arab world,
those restricting the use of bitcoin
include Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt.
Innovations often take time to be
accepted in the Arab region. Egypt
announced a ban on using any type
of virtual currency and the country’s top Islamic cleric issued a fatwa against the currency. However,
many people are trying to demonstrate the positive aspect of dealing
with bitcoin, taking to social media
to encourage others to trade with it.
“Bitcoin Egypt” is a Facebook

page managed by Atef al-Khateeb,
a Cairo-based bitcoin trader, with
more than 2,000 followers. Khateeb
said he is lucky to trade with bitcoin
and invites followers to follow suit.
Last year in Dubai, the company
behind a $325 million luxury housing development said it would
accept bitcoin payments, which
shows confidence in the currency.
“The world cannot be wrong and
if respectful companies are saying
OK to bitcoin, I think there should
be some truth in it,” Khaled said.
“What is wrong about making money the easy way, many people are
(doing it), bitcoin or no bitcoin.”
While many Arabs are hoping to
become the next Erik Finman, the
teenage bitcoin investor who reputedly turned $1,000 into more than
$5 million, they need to wait until
their governments agree to enter
the new world, even a virtual one.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

Sudan pound
hits all-time low
on black market
The Sudanese pound hit an alltime low against the dollar on the
black market, brokers said, fuelling concerns of soaring inflation
as importers rushed to buy the US
currency.
The pound reached 30 to a dollar
on January 9 on the black market,
its lowest level ever. The official
rate is 18 pounds to a dollar.
An acute shortage of dollars
weakened the Sudanese pound,
with the currency losing about 60%
in the past year on the black market.
“The pound touched 30 on the
black market today as corporates
and businessmen rushed to buy
dollars to meet their import payments,” a broker said on condition
of anonymity.
(Agence France-Presse)

