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Amman

J 

ordan’s property market is 
facing an uphill struggle as 
citizens deal with lower fi-
nances and higher interest 
loans from banks.

Significant investment from non-
Jordanians in the market has also 
contributed to increased prices of 
apartments and houses, which are 
now out of reach for many Jordani-
ans.

Trade volume in Jordan’s real es-
tate market during 2017 dropped 
14% to $8.5 billion compared to 
$9.9 billion in 2016, the Jordanian 
Department of Land and Survey 
said.

“The market is facing some is-
sues and there is a lot of negativity 
in the air as the prices are becoming 
higher and higher for a normal citi-
zen to buy instead of renting and 
this is creating a big problem for 
many,” said Amman property agent 
Fayez Hannan.

“Jordanians are thinking twice 
before buying an apartment due to 
many factors, such as the increase 
in prices and the difficulties of tak-
ing a loan from banks and this is 
slowing the market as people are 
heading towards staying in their 
rented places and postponing any 
plans of owning their own house or 
apartment.”

The presence of Iraqis and Syr-
ians has also put pressure on the 
market, as they are more likely to 
pay higher prices in cash.

In 2017, non-Jordanian investors 
bought about 2,060 apartments 
and 715 parcels of land. Iraqis were 
the top non-Jordanian investors, 
spending a total of $221.7 million 
on real estate. Saudi investment 
totalled $89.4 million while Syrian 
investment totalled $114.3 million.

“Iraqis have the financial power 
to buy and in many cases they 
pay cash,” Hannan said. “For ex-
ample, an Iraqi family paid about 
JD800,000 ($1.12 million) in cash 
for a four-storey building in Am-
man and this cannot happen with 
Jordanians who are struggling to 
buy a small apartment through 
banks’ complicated procedures.”

Jordanian companies are also 
struggling to sell apartments that 
have been on the market for years, 
said Osman Abssi, who owns a real 
estate company in Amman.

“We are facing difficulties in sell-
ing some apartments in certain ar-
eas in the east of Amman because 
many prefer to buy in the western 
areas more than the eastern areas 
of Amman, although a few years 
ago people preferred to head back 
to the eastern areas because the 
west is becoming more crowded. 
The trend today changed and peo-
ple are more interested in buying 
in the western part of Amman,” he 
said.

The Northern Amman regis-
tration office ranked first in the 
kingdom in property sales, tak-
ing in $1.8 billion in trade volume. 
This was followed by the Amman 
registration office, which took in  
$1.1 billion; Western Amman, 
which took in $988.7 million; and 
Southern Amman, which took in 
$908.3 million.

A report by the Central Bank of 
Jordan said the kingdom’s real es-
tate prices had increased 50% over 
the last decade.

“According to the report, the 
residential property in all its types 
increased 54% but the industrial 
property or the non-residential in-
creased 12% and the prices of lands 
in general increased by 47% and 
this is really unbelievable and citi-
zens are finding it very hard to buy 
their own small apartment due to 
this increase,” Abssi added.

While many citizens said they 
would rather receive a bank loan 
to buy property than rent a house, 
there are concerns about securing a 
loan.

“We have been thinking of buy-
ing a small apartment for some 
time but we are thinking twice 
because the prices are really high. 
For example, a two-bedroom apart-
ment will cost around JD120,000 
($169,252) in a good area and 
with a loan it will become around 
JD180,000 ($253,878) and this is 
I think a bad investment because 
the real estate market is unpredict-
able,” said Omar Hassan, who mar-
ried last summer.

“We think that staying in a 
rented house is the good deci-

sion at this stage as we are pay-
ing around JD4,000 ($5,641) per 
year for a rented two-bedroom  
apartment,” he added.

Some that received a  long-term 
loan were confident their invest-
ment will eventually pay off.

“We bought a 150 sq. metre, 
three-bedroom apartment with a 
loan from one of the banks and we 
are happy with that as at the end of 
the 20 years we will own our first 
apartment,” Yasmin Lifdawi, 28, 
said.

The original price for the apart-
ment was $84,626 but that is ex-
pected to double in 20 years due to 
interest on the loan, Lifdawi noted.

“That is a lot of money but we 
don’t have a choice as we used to 
pay JD600 ($846) per month as 
rent but now we pay the same for 
our own apartment, which we can 
call our home in 20 years,” she said.

Abssi stressed the need for banks 
to offer more flexibility and lower 
interest rates on loans.

“Paying interest that equals the 
price of the apartment is not an en-
couraging issue for many,” he said.
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Iraq signs rare gas 
deal with US firm

Palestinian firms 
plan to offer 3G 
mobile service

Saudi Arabia calls 
for oil producers to 
extend cooperation

Iraq signed a deal with a US com-
pany to tap natural gas in one of its 
southern oil fields, a step towards 
exploiting a natural resource that 
has been neglected for decades.

Iraq has long flared much of its 
natural gas, a byproduct of pump-
ing crude oil, because of a lack of 
infrastructure but a late-January 
agreement would allow Orion Gas 
Processors to capture and process 
up to 150 million cubic feet per day 
of associated gas from the Nahr Bin 
Omar field.
(The Associated Press)

Palestinian mobile firms in the oc-
cupied West Bank hope to be able to 
offer 3G service to customers soon, 
years after much of the rest of the 
world began using it.

Negotiations about 3G mobile 
services have long dragged on, 
with Israel having blocked Palestin-
ian mobile companies’ access to the 
necessary frequencies.

There were concerns arrange-
ments would not be finalised, with 
officials saying they were awaiting a 
final technical step from Israel.
(Agence France Presse)

Top oil exporter Saudi Arabia 
called for extending cooperation 
between OPEC and non-OPEC pro-
ducers beyond 2018, after a deal to 
cut output succeeded in shoring up 
prices.

The call, the first explicit invita-
tion by Riyadh for long-term coop-
eration between oil producers, came 
with oil prices topping $70 a barrel 
thanks to the deal, after they dove to 
less than $30 a barrel in early 2016.
(Agence France Presse)
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Jordan real estate 
market facing 
uphill struggle

Challenging environment. A 2017 file picture shows densely built 
apartment buildings in Amman.                                                            (AP)     

The presence of Iraqis 
and Syrians has put 
pressure on the 
market, as they are 
more likely to pay 
higher prices in cash.

W
ho is drawing 
the economic 
blueprint for 
the Middle 
East? The an-
swer, at least 
in part, lies 

within the Gulf offices of global 
management consulting firms.

Political leaders and bureau-
crats from Saudi Arabia to the 
United Arab Emirates and beyond 
have turned to management 
consulting firms to help reform 
their energy sectors, restructure 
banking and financial policy and 
modernise labour market prac-
tices.

Lebanon, for example, an-
nounced it would work with 
McKinsey & Company to restruc-
ture its economy and reduce the 
country’s reliance on remittances.

Consultant-led reform packages 
can prove attractive for political 
leaders in the Middle East, where 
government jobs comprise a size-
able percentage of the local labour 
market. Governments in the re-
gion desire to reduce bloated state 
bureaucracies and boost private 
sector growth. An external push 
is sometimes needed, though, to 
help leaders muster the political 
will and local legitimacy to make 
sweeping economic reforms.

McKinsey is providing that 
push. Perhaps the most ambitious 
and deeply reported McKinsey-led 
reform package is Saudi 2030, a 
plan to modernise Saudi Arabia’s 

economy and reduce its reliance 
on oil. The plan includes greater 

integration of women and young 

Saudis into the workforce and 
encourages structural changes in 
the labour market that will reduce 
government jobs and encourage 
transition to the private sector.

Saudi 2030 is a recognition by 
Saudi leaders, particularly Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, that oil revenue will 
play a smaller role in the economy 
in the future. This shift — from 
oil-funded patronage and bloated 
bureaucracies to private sector 
development and subsidy cuts — 
will inherently alter Saudi Arabia’s 
social contract. In that sense, 
Saudi 2030 is not merely an eco-
nomic reform package but a social 
engineering project that may be 
outside the expertise of even the 
most experienced management 
consultants.

Calvert W. Jones, an assistant 
professor of political science 
at the University of Maryland, 
touched on this issue in a recent 
opinion article in the Washington 
Post. Jones compared reform ef-
forts in Saudi Arabia to previous 
McKinsey-led efforts in the UAE, 
concluding that “social engineer-
ing is better at changing civic 
attitudes than economic ones.”

Jones said the UAE reform pack-
age, which focused on creating 
“globalisation-ready” citizens, 
failed to change citizens’ expecta-
tions about government work.

“[W]hile students were socially 
‘ready’ for globalisation in their 
leaders’ eyes, they were not more 
inclined to think beyond govern-
ment jobs and compete in the 
private sector,” he said.” In fact, 

Jones said, students surveyed had 
grown even more supportive of a 
citizen’s right to a government job 
and less interested in entrepre-
neurship.

Although Saudi Arabia and the 
UAE have important differences, 
their labour market challenges 
and prevailing economic attitudes 
are similar and comparable across 
the region. A quick analysis of 
these factors offers important tips 
for management consultants seek-
ing to avoid the pitfalls of social 
engineering in Saudi Arabia and 
the region.

First, don’t underestimate the 
durability of economic mindsets. 
“The aspiration of many citizens 
to obtain government jobs is 
understandable due to prevailing 
conceptions of the social contract 
but it is also an obstacle to the 
kind of development envisioned 
in Saudi 2030,” Jones said. In that 
sense, adjusting labour market 
conditions involves patience on 
the part of political leadership and 
flexibility on the part of citizens.

Patience and flexibility lead to 
the second tip: Stay the course. 
It will prove tempting to divert 
funding and resources from 
long-term economic projects to 
fund shorter-term political or 
security priorities. Saudi Arabia, 
for example, might be tempted to 
reduce investments in education 
or job-training programmes to 
purchase advanced military hard-
ware or fund regional security 
programmes. A country seeking 
to make the long-term economic 
change should put its money 

where its mouth is — and keep it 
there.

Third, give citizens a stake in 
their economic transformation. 
Rather than provide space for 
political participation, Middle 
East governments typically rely 
on nationalistic praise to moti-
vate citizens. As Jones explained, 
nationalistic praise may increase 
citizens’ willingness to volunteer 
for the good of the community 
but it is unlikely to encourage 
economic change aligned with 
globalisation and private sector 
development.

Instead, governments should 
gauge citizens’ attitudes and 
perceptions through surveys 
and interviews throughout the 
economic reform process. “Just as 
citizens will have to broaden their 
horizons beyond government 
jobs, bureaucrats and consulting 
firms will need to work to under-
stand citizens’ perspectives and 
allow them more of a voice in the 
reform process,” Jones explained.

Finally, widen the circle. Con-
sulting firms can offer unique, 
transformative approaches to 
economic reform in the Middle 
East but meaningful social change 
requires looking beyond the eco-
nomic sphere. Political scientists, 
historians and local civil society 
organisations should all play a 
role in guiding a country’s social 
transformation.

Ultimately, it is inclusivity that 
will help governments and  
consulting firms avoid the pitfalls 
of social engineering in the 
Middle East.

Avoiding the pitfalls of social engineering in the Middle East
Rami Ayyub

Governments 
should gauge 
citizens’ attitudes 
and perceptions 
through surveys 
and interviews 
throughout 
the economic 
reform process. 
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