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Cairo

E 

gypt is reducing cultiva-
tion of water-consuming 
crops, including rice, rais-
ing concern about a dete-
rioration of the quality of 

the country’s most fertile farmland 
and fears of increasing food prices 
and shortages.

“By suspending the growing of 
some crops, we are risking the loss 
of massive farmland,” warned Na-
der Noureddine, a professor of agri-
culture and irrigation at Cairo Uni-
versity. “This will affect the salinity 
of the soil in some farmland, which 
will be devastating to the agricul-
ture sector.”

An average of 1,400 litres of wa-
ter are used in the production of 
every kilogram of rice. Egypt used 
to cultivate 445,000 hectares of 
farmland with rice, producing  
4.4 million tonnes yearly. This sat-
isfies local demand (3.8 million 
tonnes) and leaves the rest for ex-
port. Cairo imposed an intermittent 
rice export ban since 2008 to pre-
serve stocks for domestic markets.

Egypt’s rice cultivation required 
about 1.8 billion metres of water in 
evaporation, transpiration and irri-
gation every year.

This year, however, agricultural 
authorities specified 284,100 acres 
of farmland for rice cultivation. 
The government threatened to fine 
farmers who grow rice in areas not 
specified for crop cultivation and 
Egypt’s Supply Ministry has kept in 
place a rice export ban for the com-
ing harvest.

The Ministry of Irrigation said 
the drop in rice cultivation space is 
necessary if Egypt is to ensure that 
it has sufficient water to cultivate 
other groups and for domestic use.

“We cannot do anything else in 
the light of the limited amounts of 
water we have,” Abdelatif Khalid, 
head of the Irrigation Department at 
the Ministry of Irrigation and Water 
Resources, said. “We have to grow 
less rice to save the water for other 
uses.”

The plan to grow less rice — 
among other measures — comes 
amid reports of a potential deal be-
tween Cairo, Khartoum and Addis 
Ababa to end a deadlock over the 

Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
project. When the hydro-electric 
dam goes online, it is expected to 
significantly reduce the amount 
of water available to Egypt via the 
Nile, Egypt’s main source of water.

Egyptian media reported that 
the expected plan would have 
seen Egypt accept a deduction of  
425 million cubic metres of water 
out of its annual share of 1.56 bil-
lion cubic metres over three years 
the Renaissance dam reservoir was 
to be filled.

To make up for the loss of agricul-
tural produce during those years, 
Egypt would see increased imports 
offset by Ethiopia.

While it is unclear if this deal is 
viable following the unexpected 
resignation of Ethiopian Prime Min-
ister Hailemariam Desalegn, im-
porting certain crops could be less 
costly for Egypt than growing them, 
particularly water-consuming pro-
duce, at home.

“Egypt is water-poor already 
and it cannot keep growing crops 

that need huge amounts of water,” 
Khalid said. “Growing crops like rice 
and exporting it is akin to exporting 
water, which should not be allowed 
for a country like Egypt.”

Egypt suffers an annual deficit of 
more than 566 million cubic metres 
of water. The filling of the Ethiopian 
Renaissance dam will create greater 
water shortages.

Suspending the cultivation of wa-
ter-consuming crops is only one of 
a series of measures Egypt is taking. 
Cairo is spending billions of dollars 
on building seawater desalination 
projects and establishing sewage 

treatment plants.
The government of President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has a plan to 
establish 100,000 greenhouses to 
produce major vegetables and fruit 
yields utilising comparably small 
amounts of water.

Agriculture consumes more than 
80% of Egypt’s water resources and 
experts said the country must insti-
tute strict measures to cope with in-
creasingly severe water shortages.

“We have to economise on our 
water consumption or we will not 
be able to produce food for this 
growing population,” said Gamal 
Seyam, a professor of agricultural 
economics at Cairo University.

Egypt’s population, now 96 mil-
lion, is expected to grow by about 
55 million by 2050.

“Suspending the cultivation of 
rice will destroy large swaths of 
farmland in the Nile Delta, the most 
fertile in this country,” Noureddine 
said. “Increased salinity will mean 
that the farmland will be destroyed 
forever and in an irreversible way.”

Aqaba

J 

ordan’s Red Sea port city of 
Aqaba is looking to boost 
tourism by transforming the 
city and overcoming chal-
lenges posed by regional con-

flicts.
The Aqaba Recreation Centre 

(ARC), a 13,000-sq.-metre enter-
tainment centre that, when com-
pleted, will provide a variety of 
entertainment facilities lacking in 
Aqaba is seen as a strong step to-
wards targeted tourism.

The multimillion-dollar ARC pro-
ject will provide the city of more 
than 188,000 people and a 27km 
shoreline a “high-level tourism en-
vironment with an excellent service 
to locals and tourists from eve-
rywhere,” Khalil Faraya, commu-
nications officer at Aqaba Special 
Economic Zone Authority (ASEZA), 
said.

“The strategically located pro-
ject in the centre of the city and its 
closeness to the hotels make it a 
perfect addition to Aqaba’s tourism 
efforts and will provide various en-
tertainment options.”

“The ARC project will offer what 
we believe is lacking in the city, 
such as movie theatres, five-star 
restaurants, children’s entertain-
ment facilities, museums, branded 
coffee houses and a global amuse-
ment appeal in addition to using  
technology such as virtual reality,” 
Faraya added.

“Tourists will be able to enjoy a 
virtual tour of Aqaba and its sites 
using the latest technology that 
generate realistic sensations as if 
you were there, just by wearing spe-
cial headsets.”

Aqaba resident Ahmed Abu Ezz, 
25, a shop salesman, said the ARC 
Project will be an excellent attrac-
tion for both locals and tourists.

“Imagine a touristic city without 
a movie theatre or a closed enter-
tainment facility because in sum-
mer it gets really hot here and we 
need covered air-conditioned plac-
es. Aqaba is also famous for its div-
ing sports and shopping. This new 

project will be a great addition in 
the life of many people who enjoy 
visiting the city,” Abu Ezz said.

“We also expect that the project 
will create many job opportuni-
ties and will increase the number 
of tourists coming here as we re-
ally had bad seasons in the past few 
years due to conflicts around us.”

Jordan’s Department of Statistics 
said the unemployment rate in the 
country was 18.5% in the third quar-
ter of 2017. It stood at 15.4% among 
males and 30% among females in 
that same period. Aqaba registered 
the highest rate of unemployment, 
at 19.8%. The lowest rate was in  

Zarqa governorate, where unem-
ployment was 11.4%.

“Through various investments, 
ASEZA aims to create job opportu-
nities, which is considered a huge 
challenge and we hope that we will 
be able to create 10,000 jobs by 2020 
and 20,000 by 2025,” Faraya said.

In 2017, Aqaba experienced an 
increase of 27.1% in the number 
of travellers and the number of 
international flights grew 12.6%, 
with four new routes connecting 
Europe to Aqaba’s King Hussein 
International Airport. Budget car-
rier Ryanair’s entry into the Jorda-
nian market is expected to boost the 
numbers.

“There is definitely a need for 
change in Aqaba’s approach towards 
a better tourism. Every summer we 
go there and we do the same things 
all over again because not much 
has changed. That is why I think 
this project will bring the aspired 
change. The project might take 
some time to materialise but at the 
end it will offer more variety and 
badly needed entertainment,” said 
Amman resident Khaled Tabaza, 34.

“As visitors, whether local or for-
eign, we are seeking more options 
to extend our stay in Aqaba. I be-
lieve this can be achieved through 
the offer of more and better enter-
tainment,” he added.

In addition to the ARC, Aqaba is 
planning a marine life station, birds 
garden, Olympic village and medi-
cal centre.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

No talks yet 
about extending 
OPEC output 
cuts into 2019

Egypt’s inflation 
declines to 14.4% 
ahead of election

Turkey could 
retaliate against 
US tariffs with 
duties on cotton

Lebanese 
dollar reserves 
recover from last 
year’s crisis 

OPEC officials have not discussed 
extending production cuts into next 
year, the group’s president said, 
adding that shrinking global crude 
supply inventories remain its focus.

Suhail Mohamed al-Mazroui, UAE 
oil minister and OPEC’s current 
president, speaking in an interview 
ahead of the CERAWeek energy 
conference in Houston, said: “We 
feel there is still market overhang.” 
He added that there were “no talks 
about (extending cuts into 2019) at 
this stage.”

(Reuters)

The Central Bank of Egypt said 
inflation dropped to 14.4% in  
February from 17% the month be-
fore, continuing a decline since in-
flation peaked last summer.

Inflation surged beginning in 
2016 after President Abdel Fattah  
al-Sisi’s government slashed sub-
sidies and floated the currency, 
austerity measures needed to se-
cure a $12 billion loan from the  
International Monetary Fund. Those 
actions caused the prices of basic 
goods to spike and took a heavy toll 
on poor and middle-class Egyptians.

The latest figures indicate core 
inflation, which excludes more vola-
tile commodities such as food and 
energy, of 11.9% , down from 14.45% 
in January. 

(The Associated Press)

Turkey could retaliate against po-
tential US steel tariffs by hiking du-
ties on imports of American cotton.

US President Donald Trump has 
said he would impose broad tariffs 
on imports of steel and aluminium 
to protect American national secu-
rity, sparking concern from US trade 
partners and causing turmoil in 
global stock markets.

“Starting with Turkey, countries 
affected by the US tax imposition 
are preparing to answer the United 
States in alternative goods, such 
as Turkey in cotton,” Cemil Ertem, 
an Erdogan adviser, wrote in the  
Milliyet newspaper.

(Reuters)

The Lebanese central bank’s dol-
lar reserves climbed by $1.4 billion 
in the first two months of the year 
and its total assets in dollars exceed-
ed $43 billion, recovering from a de-
cline during a political crisis at the 
end of last year, its governor said.

Central Bank Governor Riad Sala-
meh said political conditions in 
Lebanon had “returned to normal” 
following the crisis in November, 
when Prime Minister Saad Hariri an-
nounced his resignation, which he 
later withdrew, in a broadcast from 
Saudi Arabia.

(Reuters)

Hassan Abdel Zaher
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Limited resources. Farmers transplant rice seedlings in a paddy field in Qalyub in Egypt’s El-Kalubia 
governorate.                                                                                                                                                                 (Reuters) 

Adapting to water shortages, Egypt reduces rice cultivation

ARC development aims to boost Aqaba’s touristic appeal

Briefs

Egypt’s rice 
cultivation required 
about 1.8 billion 
metres of water in 
evaporation, 
transpiration and 
irrigation every year.

Expanding sector. A view of the Movenpick complex in the Red 
Sea port City of Aqaba.                                                  (Provided by Roufan Nahhas)
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