
 

19February 18, 2018

Economy

IMF chief urges 
Arab countries to 
slash spending

Iran arrests 
currency traders 
as rial collapses

Lebanon to begin 
offshore energy 
search in block 
disputed by Israel 

Putin, Saudi king 
ready to expand 
oil market 
coordination

International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) Managing Director Chris-
tine Lagarde urged Arab countries 

to slash public wages and subsidies 
to rein in spending, achieve sustain-
able growth and create jobs.

Speaking February 10 at the Arab 
Fiscal Forum in Dubai, Lagarde 
welcomed “promising” reforms 
adopted by some Arab countries but 
insisted much more was needed to 
overcome daunting economic and 
social problems.

Low oil prices are weighing on the 
finances of Arab oil exporters while 
importers are battling with rising 
debt, unemployment, conflicts, ter-
rorism and refugee inflows, she said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iranian police arrested approxi-
mately 100 money changers as it 
scrambled to contain the decline of 
the rial, which has lost one-quarter 
of its value in six months.

A video by state broadcaster 
IRINN showed dozens of currency 
hawkers, who ply their trade across 
the road from the British Embassy in 
Tehran, being rounded up by police.

Iran’s currency collapsed from 
38,400 rials to the dollar in July to 
a record low of 48,400 as of Febru-
ary 14.

(Agence France-Presse)

Lebanon said it had signed its 
first offshore oil and gas exploration 
and production agreements for two 
blocks, including a block disputed 
by neighbouring Israel.

Lebanese Energy Minister Cesar 
Abi Khalil said the dispute with Is-
rael would not stop Lebanon from 
benefiting from potential undersea 
reserves in the contentious Block 
9. Consortium operator Total said it 
would not drill the block’s first well 
near the disputed zone.

A consortium of France’s Total, 
Italy’s Eni and Russia’s Novatek 
signed agreements for the two 
blocks, which are among five that 
Lebanon put up for tender in the 
country’s much-delayed first licens-
ing round.

(Reuters)

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin and Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud “expressed readi-
ness to expand fruitful coordination 
on world hydrocarbon markets” in 
a phone conversation February 14, 
the Kremlin said in a statement.

The statement did not offer details 
on what that expanded coordination 
could entail. Russia and Saudi Ara-
bia are major players in a global pact 
on cutting oil output.

(Reuters)

Briefs

“T 

he Economy” 
is a seemingly 
innocuous term; 
however, demo-
cratic elections 
in the free world 
are invariably 

won on the issue of the economy.
US President Donald Trump’s sur-

prising victory in the United States 
was underpinned by his ability to 
soothe the economic grievances of 
those in the Rust Belt. Outside es-
tablished democracies, the longev-
ity and sustenance of other forms 
of government are dependent on 
good economic performance.

The “Arab spring,” in large part, 
was fuelled by a perfect storm of 
economic grievances in the MENA 
region. In Iran, the recent disquiet 
was based on economic grievances 
and the cost of living with reference 
to everyday items such as meat, 
eggs and bread.

The MENA region faces eco-
nomic challenges. Morocco hosted 
a conference exploring policies 
to improve economic growth and 
inclusiveness in the Arab world. 
The consensus was that the Arab 
world must do more to foment 
appropriate job-generating policies 
in a region where 25% of young 
people are jobless and where young 
people form a larger percentage of 
the population in comparison to 
Western countries.

At the Marrakech conference, a 
document outlining priorities was 
drafted on how to achieve trans-
parency, improve governance and 
tackle corruption with an emphasis 
on reducing red tape to encourage 
trade. There were welcomed obser-

vations on the need to strengthen 
legal rights to empower disad-

vantaged groups such as youth, 

refugees and women.
The issue of women’s rights 

in the Arab world has not been 
viewed from an economic prism. 
The involvement of women in the 
workplace is the key to economic 
growth.

Restrictive measures on women, 
particularly in the workplace, are 
by no means exclusive to the Arab 
world. The World Bank says 155 
countries have placed limits on 
women in the workplace, including 
spousal consent requirements and 
restrictions on the number of hours 
among many other shackles.

In Russia, women cannot seek 
employment in 465 prescribed 
occupations from woodworking to 
driving on the subway. Legislation 
in Argentina prevents women from 
entering “dangerous” careers such 
as mining and distilling alcohol. 
Even in France, the law prevents 
women from being employed in 
jobs that require the regular carry-
ing of 25 kilograms.

In June, Saudi Arabia will make 
it legal for women to drive ending a 
ban ridiculed around the world for 
its restrictive nature. Saudi reform-
ists recognise that ambitions of eco-
nomic growth and diversifying the 
economy cannot get ahead if half of 
their human capital is left behind.

There is clear evidence that con-
firms the positive relationship be-
tween women’s involvement in the 
job market and overall growth. In 
2013, the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development con-
cluded that a more gender-balanced 
economy typically boosts GDP by 
an estimated 12%. The International 
Monetary Fund made a similar 
prediction in which, for example, 
more female economic involvement 
could produce GDP gains of 34% in 

Egypt.
A 2015 report by the McKinsey 

Global Institute estimated that $12 
trillion could be added to global 
GDP by 2025 if all countries took 
measures to close gender gaps in 
the workplace. It is no surprise, 
therefore, that reform is under way 
with more than 94 legal reforms on 
the statute books of 65 countries 
in the past two years. These legal 
changes are designed to increase 
female access in the labour force.

Notwithstanding this immense 
progress, the World Bank estimated 
that 90% of the world’s economies 
have at least one law that hampers 
access to the workplace for women 
and the Arab world, in general, is 
behind other regions in this area.

Saudi Arabia’s lifting of the driv-
ing ban seems like a small step. 
However, such a step represents 
progress that could change societal 
attitudes in seismic fashion by shat-
tering profound societal prejudices. 
This, coupled with other reforms 
such as Saudi Arabia’s reservation 
of 20% of its seats for women on the 
Shura Legislative Council, signifies a 
much-welcomed form of progress.

After all, women earn more than 
half of all graduate degrees in Saudi 
Arabia but only represent 20% of the 
workforce. This represents a brain 
drain that needs to be addressed. It 
is encouraging that increasing wom-
en’s participation in the workforce 
forms an integral part of Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz’s ambitious Saudi Vision 
2030 economic programme.

Enough with the conferences, 
meetings and unnecessary reports 
and memoranda; there is a one-
word answer to greater economic 
growth in the MENA region: 
women.

Women are key to economic growth in MENA region

Fadi Farhat

There is clear 
evidence that 
confirms the 
positive 
relationship 
between women’s 
involvement in the 
job market and 
overall growth.

is a lawyer in Britain.

Viewpoint

Amman

J 

ordanian skies are welcom-
ing low-cost airlines, a move 
gaining support of travel 
agents and travellers for ex-
panding routes, better value 

and significant development for the 
country’s tourism industry.

The Jordanian government signed 
an open skies agreement with the 
European Union in 2010 to allow 
European and Jordanian airlines to 
operate freely across Jordan and EU 
countries and the Irish company Ry-
anair will be the first low-cost airline 
to enter the Jordanian market.

However, Ryanair’s entry into the 
market could be a blow to other air-
lines operating in Jordan.

The Irish low-cost airline in coop-
eration with the Jordanian Ministry 
of Tourism and the Jordan Tourism 
Board will add 14 routes to the king-
dom this year with the first starting 
in March to Paphos, Cyprus.

“Opening new routes — or new 
countries — is dependent on con-
sumer demand, available aircraft 
capacity, a viable airport deal and 
required operational needs being 
met,” said Nikolas Lardis, Ryanair 
sales and marketing manager for the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

“Ryanair’s entry into the Jordani-
an market means that new business 
and leisure travellers from 11 Euro-
pean countries now have access to 
one of the most attractive tourist 
destinations in the world on Rya-
nair’s world-renowned low fares.

“We’re also pleased that Jorda-
nians will have access to low-cost 
travel, which is already enjoyed 
by residents and visitors of the 33 
other countries Ryanair already 
serves,” he added.

National Geographic Traveler 
magazine’s 2018 list of the 21 must-
see destinations included the Jor-
dan Trail.

“We continually look at new mar-
kets as we grow to 200 million cus-
tomers per year by 2024,” Landis 
said. “We already operate a number 
of routes from Eilat and Tel Aviv in 

Israel and are pleased to continue 
our expansion in the Middle East by 
commencing operations in Jordan.”

The move was supported by Jor-
dan Ministry of Tourism and Antiq-
uities officials.

“Paphos will be followed by nine 
new routes to Queen Alia airport in 
Amman and four others to Aqaba’s 
King Hussein International Airport 
starting in the winter of 2018,” said 
Ansam Malkawi, a consultant at the 
Ministry of Tourism and Antiqui-
ties. “We are really excited of this 
development and we hope that this 
year will be an excellent year for Jor-
dan’s tourism sector.”

“In addition to Paphos, Bologna, 
Krakow, Bucharest, Prague, Brus-
sels, Vilnius, Milan, Budapest and 
Warsaw” will be added, he said, 
with the routes between Athens, 
Rome, Cologne and Sofia to oper-
ate from Aqaba. “Travellers for reli-
gious, leisure and business reasons 
will be targeted through several 
marketing campaigns and we ex-
pect this summer to be very busy,” 
Malkawi added.

A Central Bank of Jordan report 
stated that revenues increased 
12.5% in 2017 to $4.6 billion, com-
pared to $4.1 billion in 2016 and 
there was an 8.7% rise in the total 
number of tourists over the previ-
ous year.

Airport International Group, the 
company responsible for the op-
eration of Queen Alia International 
Airport in Amman, said it welcomed 
576,466 passengers in December, a 
7% year-on-year increase in com-
parison to the same period in 2016.

“Aqaba will receive flights begin-

ning in October and will also oper-
ate for the winter period in which 
the weather is fair,” Malkawi stated.

“This significant development in 
Jordan’s tourism industry will offer 
travellers a greater choice and value 
for money,” Jordanian Minister of 
Tourism and Antiquities Lina Annab 
said at a news conference. “Enhanc-
ing air connectivity is one of the key 
areas Jordan is focusing on, given 
its effect on unlocking economic 
growth through attracting busi-
ness investment as well as spurring  
tourism.”

“Ryanair’s decision to fly to Jor-
dan sends a loud-and-clear mes-
sage about the diversity and the un-
tapped potential of Jordan’s tourism 
product. It also shows confidence in 
the tourism industry, which has wit-
nessed double-digit growth in the 
past year,” she added.

Ryanair said last year it became 
the first European airline to have 
carried more than 1 billion custom-
ers.

Ryanair Chief Commercial Officer 
David O’Brien said after initiating 
the route from Amman to Paphos, 
the airline would add ten beginning 
in October as part of its winter 2018 
schedule.

“Flights to Aqaba will commence 
in October with four routes, which 
will deliver almost 500,000 Ryanair 
customers [yearly] at Amman and 

Aqaba airports,” he said.
He said to mark establishing the 

Amman-Paphos route, seats for 
travel in April and May would cost 
19.99 euros ($24.72).

Murad Ghsoun, owner of a travel 
agency in Amman, said: “We are de-
pending on this season to be a busy 
one as last year people did not travel 
a lot because of priorities and the 
increase in prices and taxes as fami-
lies who have four or five members 
declined from travelling due to the 
prices so we are hoping that the pres-
ence of an affordable airline could do 
the change we seek,” he added.

Despite Ghsoun’s comment about 
people staying home in 2017, Queen 
Alia International Airport set a re-
cord for annual passenger traffic, 
with 7,914,704 passengers, a 6.8% 
increase over 2016, the Airport In-
ternational Group said.

Hassan Abdul Rahman, a frequent 
traveller to Europe, said it was about 
time more options were available in 
Jordan.

“For someone who travels a lot, 
there is a need to have a cost-effec-
tive airline and, with what we saw 
and witnessed recently in the in-
crease in the ticket prices, it is about 
time to have a really affordable op-
tion. I think other airlines will be 
forced to lower their prices,” he said.

Other airlines have dropping  
prices.  EgyptAir has begun a pro-
motion offering up to 30% discount 
on flights to Europe, North America 
and the Far East for tickets pur-
chased before February 25. 

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Jordanian skies welcome low-cost airlines
Roufan Nahhas

New routes. A Boeing 737 of Irish low-cost Ryanair airline takes off from the Toulouse-Blagnac 
Airport in France.                                                                                                                                                          (AFP) 

Ryanair will be the 
first low-cost airline 
to enter the 
Jordanian market.
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