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GUANGDONG: Photo shows a Commercial Aircraft Corp of China (COMAC) ARJ 21-700 regional jet at the Airshow China 2014 in Zhuhai, southern China’s Guangdong province. China’s homegrown regional jet should have made its
first commercial flight weeks ago, but the ARJ21 has still not flown any fare-paying passengers, dealing yet another setback to the country’s ambitious plans for domestically-produced planes.— AFP 

SHANGHAI: China’s homegrown regional jet
should have made its first commercial flight
weeks ago, but the ARJ21 has still not flown
any fare-paying passengers, dealing yet anoth-
er setback to the country’s ambitious plans for
domestically produced planes. Chengdu
Airlines received the aircraft from manufactur-
er the Commercial Aircraft Corp of China
(COMAC) in November, already years behind
schedule, and it made several “demonstration”
flights without passengers in January.

It was scheduled to ferry passengers from
its home base in southwest China to commer-
cial hub Shanghai on February 28, according
to media reports, but has yet to do so. Neither
the jet’s maker nor the airline were willing to
say why. “The Civil Aviation Administration of
China is still doing preparation work for the
first flight, so maybe it hasn’t finished,” a
COMAC spokesman said, referring to the gov-
ernment regulator. “The airline and CAAC
have the final say.” A CAAC spokeswoman
referred questions about the issue to the air-
line.

Chengdu Airlines, whose fleet consists of
21 A320 aircraft made by European consor-
tium Airbus and the single ARJ21, declined to
give a date. “ There is no exact time,” a
spokesman said. When the ARJ21 - which
stands for Advanced Regional Jet for the 21st
century-finally takes to the skies for commer-
cial flights, it will be the culmination of a pro-
gram that has so far taken 14 years. First for-
mally approved by the government in 2002,
journalists were shown the body of the plane
five years later, when officials confidently pre-

dicted deliveries in late 2009. 
Some Chinese see it as their patriotic duty

to fly on the homegrown aircraft. “Support the
domestically made plane! I would take it!” said
an online posting. But first COMAC must win
over customers and passengers about the
ARJ21’s quality and reliability. The aircraft still
lacks the crucial US Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) certification that would
allow it to fly in US skies. Some potential pas-
sengers expressed worries. “It’s not that I am
unpatriotic. To be honest, I don’t dare take the
plane. It’s still Boeing and Airbus (for me),” said
an online post by Tang Kanyang, who identi-
fied himself as a lawyer.

A competitive threat?  
The plane can seat 78-90 passengers and

has a range of 2,225-3,700 kilometers. State-
owned COMAC has claimed more than 270
orders for the ARJ21, mainly from domestic
customers, and has bigger plans too. In
November, it rolled out the C919, China’s first
domestically developed narrow-body passen-
ger plane, the next step up in size. Officials
said at the time that it would make its first test
flight this year, though reports say it might
also be delayed.

The Shanghai-based company will partner
with US aircraft maker Boeing to set up an
interior completion centre in China, and aims
to produce an even larger wide-body jet in
cooperation with Russia’s United Aircraft Corp.
whose products include the Sukhoi Superjet
100. The ARJ21 was also a no-show at China’s
major show for corporate jets in Shanghai last

week, though it does have a business version
and could potentially compete against some
of the foreign brands that were displayed on
the Hongqiao Airport runway.

COMAC restricted itself to display minia-
tures of the ARJ21 at Asia’s premier air show in
Singapore in February. “They (Chinese offi-
cials) are looking at these market segments
thinking: How can we do what Boeing and
Airbus have done?” said Jeff Lowe, managing
director of aviation services provider Asian
Sky Group. But most manufacturers do not
view the COMAC plane as a competitive
threat yet, even though the Chinese commer-
cial aircraft market is already Asia’s largest and
crucial to their plans over the next decades.
“They have a product. We have ours,” said
Fernando Grau, director of marketing and
product strategy for executive jets of Brazil’s
Embraer in China.

The ARJ21 is comparable in seating capaci-
ty to Embraer’s E170 and E175, parts of a fami-
ly of aircraft with more than 1,100 deliveries.
Foreign jet makers can offer a far more exten-
sive product line and industry executives said
COMAC was seeking to develop what took
other manufacturers decades to do.
“Currently, we don’t see anything that com-
petes with us in terms of a traditional busi-
ness jet,” said Scott Neal, senior vice president
for worldwide sales and marketing for
Gulfstream of the United States. “It’s taken us
60 years to gain the position we have and the
expertise in designing and building high-
technology, high-performance corporate air-
craft.” — AFP 

Delayed take-off for China’s own regional jet
Ambitious plans for domestically produced planes

PARIS: Iran may technically be open to foreign investors after a nuclear deal with
Western powers, but many sanctions remain, deterring potential business partners who
fear the US could hit them again with punishing fines. In January, the United States and
other Western powers lifted sanctions related to Tehran’s nuclear program, mostly on oil
exports and financial transactions. But it remains on Washington’s sanctions list in other
areas, notably for allegedly supporting terrorism and its human rights record.

“Iran sanctions are still very much alive,” Farhad Alavi, a US-based lawyer specializing
in sanctions application said. This echoes remarks by John Smith, acting director of the
US Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), to a congressional
panel in February that “broadly, the US primary embargo on Iran is still in place”. Most
importantly, the Islamic Republic remains on an international blacklist owing to its
alleged sponsoring of what Washington and its allies regard as terror groups. This means
that US banks, or major foreign banks with US-based operations, are fighting shy of han-
dling Iranian funds, fearful they could suffer a repeat dose of fines totaling some $15 bil-
lion (13.2 billion euros) over the past five years handed down by US regulators.

Gorilla in the room    
“As we offer banking services through our US operations we are required to continue

to restrict business activity with Iran,” Barclays chief executive Jes Staley said. The biggest
fine for sanctions violations, at $8.9 billion, was slapped on BNP Paribas but the likes of
HSBC and Commerzbank also suffered. Still, since an agreement nine months ago limit-
ing Tehran’s nuclear programme to “exclusively peaceful” purposes, followed by
“Implementation Day” in January, both sides have been exploring a revival of business
links.

President Hassan Rouhani’s visit to France in January was followed by trips of the
Greek and Italian leaders to Tehran. More recently EU foreign affairs chief Federica
Mogherini headed a high-level delegation to Iran to discuss energy, trade, investment
and also the Syrian migration crisis. Progress is real and tangible, said Sanam Vakil,
Middle East specialist and lecturer at Johns Hopkins University. “Technically, Iran is open
for business without a doubt,” Vakil said. “An overall thaw and loosening is evident,”
added Alavi, but “the 800-pound gorilla in the room is that the US and Iran have still not
reconciled” politically, he said.

‘Willingness to start cooperating’ 
The Financial Action Task Force (FATF), which sets international standards to combat

money laundering and terrorism finance, said after its recent annual meeting in Paris it
remains “exceptionally concerned about Iran’s failure to address the risk of terrorist
financing and the serious threat this poses to the integrity of the international financial
system”. The FATF therefore continues to bracket Iran with North Korea as a non-coopera-
tive jurisdiction with “strategic deficiencies (which) pose a risk to the international finan-
cial system”. That means Washington will not be throwing out its 2012 Iran Threat
Reduction and Syria Human Rights Act just yet. Even so, FATF executive secretary David
Lewis told AFP that Tehran does want to engage. “They have approached us. They have
shown a willingness to start cooperating with us (and) we will be engaging with them in
the near future on that,” said Lewis. Nigel Coulthard, former president of Alstom in Iran
and chairman of the Paris-based Cercle Iran Economie association, said political change
is tangible, even if “the regime still has a firm grip on things”. For Alavi, “economic global-
ization has forced a sea change in thinking on both sides, especially in Tehran. The neces-
sities of pragmatism dictate” a lasting improvement. But Coulthard also cited ongoing
frustration in Europe over “American pressure” to force European firms “to be over-com-
pliant in even the most legitimate business” inside Iran. —AFP 

Uncertainty, sanctions 
deter investors to Iran

DUBAI: Saudi Arabia is close to securing a $10
billion, five-year bank loan, the government’s
first significant foreign borrowing for over a
decade, as the world’s top oil exporter seeks
to fill a record budget gap caused by low
crude prices. The kingdom had initially aimed
to raise between $6 billion and $8 billion, but
the Ministry of Finance increased the amount
after drawing substantial demand, sources
said yesterday. They said the loan was expect-
ed to be signed before the end of April with
lenders including US, European and Japanese
banks. Two sources said the pricing was
around 120 basis points above the London
interbank offered rate (Libor).

The size of the loan and its pricing reflect

improved investor sentiment towards Saudi
Arabia since January, when its currency came
under pressure because of concern about the
ability of its economy to survive an era of
cheap oil.  Since January, oil prices have
rebounded to around $40 a barrel from under
$30, while Saudi officials have been putting
together a complex plan to raise more non-oil
revenues and diversify the economy. Bankers
said institutions also wanted to take part in
the loan because that would help them bid to
arrange an international bond issue that
Saudi Arabia is expected to conduct after the
loan, perhaps later this year.

Governments and companies around the
Gulf Arab region are scrambling to raise

funds abroad as low oil prices cut flows of
new petrodollars into their economies. In
January, Qatar obtained a $5.5 billion loan at
110 bps over Libor, while Oman secured a $1
billion loan at 120 bps above that bench-
mark. A banking source said lead arrangers of
the Saudi loan included JP Morgan, HSBC and
Bank of Tokyo-Mitsubishi. Each was con-
tributing around $1.3 bil l ion, with the
remainder coming from other lenders, the
source said. JP Morgan and HSBC declined to
comment and nobody was immediately avail-
able to comment from Bank of Tokyo-
Mitsubishi. Nobody was available to com-
ment from the Saudi central bank or the
finance ministry. — Reuters

Saudi close to securing a $10 billion bank loan 


