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RIYADH: A Saudi couple looks at jewelry during the Riyadh international Jewelry exhibition in the Saudi capital Riyadh. — AFP 

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia may be facing its biggest
economic challenge in years but there’s little talk
of falling oil revenues or austerity at Riyadh’s glit-
tering annual Jewelry Salon. Women in tradition-
al black abaya robes stroll through the show-
rooms at a luxury Riyadh hotel, as muscle-bound
security men patrol. Hanging unobtrusively in a
small glass display case is a chunky 30-carat
emerald cut set of diamond earrings offered by
London’s Moussaieff, one of more than 20 ven-
dors at this year’s show, which began on Monday.

The price: $3.5 million. “The rich are always
rich,” says Leslie Kegg, a Moussaieff salesman. “If
you have so much money you’re never affected.
When someone else loses money, someone else
makes money.” The biggest economy in the Arab
world, Saudi Arabia has for decades enjoyed a
windfall from its massive oil industry. But the
global collapse in crude prices over the last two
years-from more than $100 a barrel in early 2014
to around $40 this month-has put pressure on
Riyadh to cut spending and to intensify its efforts
to find economic alternatives.

Riyadh posted a record budget deficit in 2015.
With another $87 billion shortfall projected for
this year, the government took the unprecedent-

ed step of raising retail fuel prices by up to 80
percent in December and cutting subsidies for
electricity, water and other services. It has also
delayed some major projects and mooted priva-
tizations and the imposition of taxes. On Monday
the kingdom is to announce its “vision” for future
social and economic development, including a
“National Transformation Program” aimed at
diversifying the economy away from oil, which
still accounts for more than 70 percent of state
revenues.

None of that was of much concern to Nouf
Albaiz as she and two other young women
browsed the layered necklaces, chunky rings and
diamond-encrusted watches on display. Albaiz
professed a relatively modest jewellery budget of
5,000 riyals ($1,300) for any purchase she might
make, and said the total amount that she and her
companions spend annually on jewelry “depends
on the weddings” they have to attend.

‘The dancing diamond’   
Marwan Meneimneh, Saudi marketing man-

ager of Qatari group Ali bin Ali, said the impact of
the economic situation has been minimal. “We’re
still doing fine,” he said, among stands displaying

international brands distributed by the group.
“For us it’s not about sales. It’s about being pres-
ent and recruiting more clients,” said Meneimneh,
whose firm is in its fourth year at the show.
“There’s ups and downs,” and for this year he and
his colleagues are “crossing our fingers”. Kegg, of
Moussaieff, said he is “hopeful” for this year, as
Saudis holding weddings in London provide a
regular clientele. “We already have a very big cus-
tomer base,” he said.

The event, which runs until Thursday, was
preceded by a Jewellery Salon in Jeddah which
Kegg said also went well. “We can’t complain,”
he said. Neither could Nouf Alghebewi, helping
her aunt at their small and friendly corner kiosk
in the back of the hall. “We have the dancing
diamond,” said the cheerful Alghebewi, holding
up a shimmering little earring. “It’s not that
expensive. This is only 1,600” riyals ($415), she
said. Alghebewi said her aunt’s designer prod-
ucts are normally sold online, for the rich as
well as the not-so-rich. She expressed confi-
dence that the two-year-old business will “of
course” prosper as spending on luxuries contin-
ues despite the kingdom’s broader economic
challenges. — AFP 

Jewels still sparkle; Saudi faces economic challenge
‘When someone loses money, someone else makes money’

RIYADH: Saudi women stand next to a model during the Riyadh international
Jewelry exhibition in the Saudi capital Riyadh. — AFP 

TEHRAN: Iran will not accept an oil output
freeze because it would effectively mean a
prolonging of sanctions, its oil minister said
yesterday, insisting rival producers caused
a supply-led price slide. Iran has been
pumping more crude since sanctions were
lifted on January 16 under its nuclear deal
with major powers, aiming to regain mar-
ket share lost in recent years but adding to
a global glut.

Oil prices rebounded last week on
hopes that major producers-including the
largest two, Russia and Saudi Arabia-would
agree at a weekend meeting in Doha to
freeze output at January levels. Prices
plunged early Monday soon after news
that the long-awaited meeting in Doha had
collapsed with no decision taken, but they
recovered in volatile trading yesterday.
OPEC cartel member Iran did not send a
representative to the Doha meeting and Oil
Minister Bijan Zanganeh’s comments
underlined why Tehran sees no justification
for changing its stance. 

“Accepting a production freeze in prac-
tice amounts to a voluntary acceptance of
sanctions by our country after years of

effort to have them lifted,” state television
quoted Zanganeh as saying. “A freeze by
Iran at January 2016 production levels
would mean that sanctions are not lifted
and Iran’s exports would be stabilized at
the sanctions level.” Sanctions were lifted in
return for curbs on the Islamic republic’s
nuclear program, which saw the OPEC car-
tel-member return to world oil markets and
increase exports to around two million bar-
rels per day, up from just over one million
bpd previously.

Zanganeh, without naming any states,
blamed other producers for the oversupply.
“Some countries imagine that after the lift-
ing of sanctions they can create an atmos-
phere among oil producers to distract pub-
lic opinion from the fact they have caused
the market instability. “Iran has had no role
in destabilizing the oil market and those
who were responsible for this instability
and the saturation of the market are now
trying to escape from it,” he said. Zanganeh,
however, endorsed the talks in Qatar as “a
start for cooperation among non-member
and OPEC countries for returning stability
to the oil market”. — AFP 

Oil production freeze would 
prolong sanctions, Iran says 

SHANGHAI: China announced its first-ever “fix”
for the gold price yesterday, as the world’s
biggest producer and consumer of the yellow
metal seeks to establish its own benchmark.
The Shanghai Gold Exchange set the price for
99.99 percent gold at 256.92 yuan ($39.71) per
gram, it said on its website. It was marginally
higher than the international price at the time,
according to figures from goldprice.org. “China
needs a gold benchmark that reflects local
market flows and reduces gold’s price depend-
ency on the US dollar,” Roland Wang, managing
director of industry group the World Gold
Council in China, said in a statement.  

“An Asian-focused, yuan-denominated
benchmark will significantly increase the liq-
uidity and efficiency of the gold price,” he said.
The industry group has put mainland China’s
demand for gold at 984.5 tons last year, with
jewelry at 783.5 tons, and bars and coins at 201
tons. Analysts said denominating the gold fix
in China’s own yuan currency is aimed at
increasing international use of the unit.
“Having more sway in the gold market befits
the long-term strategy of expanding the yuan’s
role as a global currency,” Jiang Shu, chief ana-
lyst at Shandong Gold Financial Holdings
Capital Management, told Bloomberg News.

China keeps a tight grip on inflows and out-
flows of the yuan, but says it is seeking to
eventually make the currency fully convertible.

Head of the Shanghai Gold Exchange, Jiao
Jinpu, said in December that launch of a yuan-
dominated benchmark for gold would pro-
mote “internationalization” of its business. The

exchange will also study yuan-dominated
benchmark prices for other precious metals
including silver, platinum and palladium,
according to domestic media reports.- AFP 

China seeks to establish own gold benchmark

BEIJING: People wait to cross an intersection in Beijing. China’s economy expanded at its slowest
rate in seven years during the first quarter, the government said, but forecast-beating readings
for March raised hopes a growth slowdown in the Asian giant may be bottoming out. — AFP 


