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RIYADH: Foreign companies will be
allowed to invest in Saudi Arabian air-
ports being privatized without the
need for local partners, the kingdom’s
aviation regulator said yesterday.

Local investments in some airports
will  be capped at 25 percent to
ensure foreign operators have a
majority holding in operating con-
tracts, Faisal Al-Sugair, vice-chairman
of the General Authority of Civil
Aviation (GACA) told reporters in
Riyadh. The kingdom plans to priva-
tise its international and domestic air-
ports by 2020, GACA officials said at a
news conference. As part of the
process, some would first be “corpora-
tised”-restructured to operate like a
company while remaining state
owned, the officials said.

“All international companies, oper-
ators, who are qualified, can partici-
pate ... there is no requirement for a
local partner, that’s up to the compa-
nies,” Sugair said.

Riyadh’s King Khaled International
Airport will shift to a corporate struc-
ture in the first quarter of 2016, Sugair
said. However, the airport ’s new
Terminal 5 will be run as a concession
by Dublin Airport Authority before
the rest of the airport is itself priva-
tized, he said. An international opera-
tor will run a concession for the King
Abdulaziz International Airport in
Jeddah, Saudi’s busiest airport, Sugair
said, adding that GACA is preparing a
shortlist of bidders.

Dammam’s King Fahd International
Airport will be corporatized in the
third quarter of 2017, before being
privatized, GACA officials said. IFC is
advising GACA on the privatization of
King Abdulaziz International Airport,
as well as the new Taif Airport, aimed
for pilgrims.

The regulator first announced pri-
vatization plans, which include air
traffic control and information tech-
nology units, in November. — Reuters
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KUWAIT: Going forward, the question of
how to make optimal use of energy
resources is set to become a burning topic -
especially as standards of living become
higher, energy demand increases and new
supply sources come on stream.

In the MENA region, in particular, the col-
lective annual primary energy consumption
- across countries such as Saudi Arabia, UAE,
Kuwait and Qatar - has surged from 310
MTOE to 395 MTOE1 in the past five years.
This figure - which represents a 4.5 percent
increase year-on-year - is the result of the ris-
ing energy demand of fast-growing popula-
tions and the push towards diversification
through the development of a strong local
industrial base driven by the petrochemicals
sector.

Available resources are not going to be

adequately meeting demand domestically in
a few years.

In addition, there has been a parallel rise
in rates of domestic energy consumption
and population growth in the GCC, the latter
which increased by 4.1  percent annually
from 2000 to 20142. This, of course, makes
effectively managing energy - across the
region - a pressing concern.

Countries should adopt a strategic, holis-
tic approach towards optimizing all aspects
of the energy sector.

In line with the above, an Integrated
Energy Strategy is an imperative necessity
for countries looking to extract more value
from their resources. As part of the strategy,
overarching key principles should be fol-
lowed. These include establishing deep inte-
gration between resource utilization and
economic objectives at a national level; shift-
ing some of the focus away from the mone-

tary benefits of hydrocarbon exports; and,
building a more diversified economy
through investments across the energy val-
ue chain.

More importantly all important aspects
of energy should be observed in a coherent
and coordinated manner rather than
through individual initiatives - decisions that
affect the everyday habits of the public
regarding electricity and transportation fuel
prices for private and industrial use, installa-
tion of energy efficient technologies, build-
ing code regulation should be taken in tan-
dem with the plan for deployment renew-
able and nuclear technologies and central oil
and gas production. This will ensure that all
decisions are purposeful and not apply strain
on living conditions if other more effective
ways of saving energy exist.

To make this happen it is important that
all energy related regulation and policymak-

ing is taking place with strong coordination
among the existing policymakers, who in the
case of energy can comprise a very broad
network representing producers and con-
sumers of energy: industry, commerce, trans-
portation, economic development, and
urban development are a few of the sectors
that can have a strong influence in national
energy policymaking.

Due to the complex nature of the rela-
tionships though it is crucial that all stake-
holders are aligned around certain key goals
at national level (typically economic devel-
opment/diversification, security of supply,
resource sustainability and cost competitive-
ness). Transparency and clarity around com-
mon goals will ensure that there is clear
understanding of the purpose behind some-
times difficult changes in the existing regula-
tion (e.g. retail fuel prices) and support driv-
ing change at national level. 

DOHA/DUBAI: Qatar ’s central bank
appears to have cancelled a monthly auc-
tion of Treasury bills as it resists upward
pressure on market interest rates, com-
mercial bankers said yesterday.

Last week, the central bank
announced on its website that it would
sell three-, six- and nine-month T-bills
yesterday. But that announcement was
removed from the website yesterday
afternoon without explanation, and the
central bank did not post results of an
auction.

The central bank did not respond to
telephone calls seeking comment, but
bankers at two major Qatari commercial
banks said their bids had not been
accepted at the auction so they believed
the sale had been cancelled.

“I’ve spoken to other bankers ... and
they said the same.  Their accounts have
not been debited. The results should
have been posted on the central bank
website but I haven’t seen them,” said one

banker, declining to be named because
of commercial sensitivities.

He said he expected the central bank
to release a statement clarifying the situa-
tion later in the day.

In the past three months, the central
bank sold fewer T-bills than planned at its
monthly sales and yields at the sales rose
sharply. Bankers in the Gulf said a reduc-
tion in fresh oil and gas revenues flowing
into bank deposits, because of low global
energy prices, was pushing up money
rates in the region. In October, Qatar cen-
tral bank chief Sheikh Abdullah bin Saud
Al-Thani sought to dampen expectations
for higher rates by saying he saw no rea-
son for Qatar to imitate any US rate hike.

However, after the US Federal Reserve
raised interest rates in December four
other Gulf central banks quickly followed
suit. The Qatari central bank may have
rejected all bids and cancelled yesterday’s
bill auction because it felt the bids were
too high, bankers said. — Reuters
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People meet recruiters for the French multinational automobile manufacturer PSA Peugeot Citroen, during a “job dating”  yester-
day in  Montbeliard. Nearly 700 candidates took part in Montbeliard, in a “job dating”, organised by PSA Peugeot Citroen to fill
more than a hundred temporary jobs in the neighboring factory of Sochaux. —AFP 
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DUBAI: The emirate of Sharjah is planning to raise
funds through a dollar-denominated Islamic bond,
sources aware of the matter said yesterday, in what
could be the first sovereign sukuk issuance from the
Gulf region this year. The sources said the issue
would be of “benchmark size”, traditionally under-
stood to mean in excess of $500 million.

Six local and international banks have been man-
dated to arrange the sukuk including HSBC, which is
leading the transaction, two of the sources said,
speaking on condition of anonymity as the informa-
tion isn’t public.

The sovereign is aiming to issue the sukuk in the
first quarter of the year and could announce
investor meetings for the deal as early as this
month, the sources added.

However, the diplomatic spat between Saudi

Arabia and Iran could disrupt the timing of the
issuance if it hits confidence among international
investors. An official at the department of finance in
Sharjah, the third largest emirate of seven in the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), declined to comment. A
successful offering could help Sharjah narrow its
budget deficit and pave the way for other Gulf
issuers to access the bond market.

As well as banks - seeking cash as local liquidity
is squeezed - and companies, Gulf sovereigns are
expected to make rare forays into international debt
markets this year to cover budget shortfalls, includ-
ing Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.

Sharjah has coped comparatively well with low
oil prices thanks to its diversified economy, accord-
ing to credit ratings agency Standard & Poor’s (S&P),
which rates it as A.

In November, S&P said it expected Sharjah’s gov-
ernment deficit to narrow towards 1 percent of GDP
in 2018 from a peak of 2.7 percent in 2014. It added
the calculations were made without access to
Sharjah’s GDP data, which is not made public. Total
expenditures in Sharjah’s 2015 budget were forecast
to be around 17.7 billion dirhams ($4.8 billion).
Sharjah’s government budget is small relative to
GDP, largely because the UAE federal budget covers
a large share of public services in the emirate.

Any sukuk issue would be only its second ever
offering after it sold a $750 million 10-year Islamic
bond in 2014. The deal attracted significant inter-
est from investors, who pledged orders worth 10
times its final size. The yield on the bond was at
3.68 percent at 1050 GMT from 3.77 percent on
Monday. — Reuters
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Addressing energy sector challenges in Mideast

ABUJA: Africa’s biggest economy Nigeria, battling a
revenue shortfall caused by the global oil shock,
does not need assistance from the International
Monetary Fund, the group’s head said yesterday. 

“Let me be very clear: I’m not here nor is my team
here to negotiate a loan with conditionalities, we’re
not programming negotiations,” said IMF managing
director Christine Lagarde. “Frankly, given the deter-
mination and resilience displayed by the presidency
and his team, I don’t see why an IMF program is
going to be needed,” she told reporters in Abuja.

Lagarde was speaking after meeting President
Muhammadu Buhari on a four-day visit that will also
see her hold talks with the central bank governor
and visit neighboring Cameroon. 

Nigeria, Africa’s number one oil producer, has
seen revenues dive over the last year because of the
fall in global crude prices, causing a cash crunch that
has forced it to tighten spending. The naira currency
has also slumped and GDP growth stalled to under
3.0 percent, while inflation is nudging 10 percent. 

Lagarde described the talks as “excellent” and
said they touched on “the challenges ahead stem-
ming from the oil price reduction” and the need to
find different revenue sources.

They also discussed “the necessity to apply fiscal
discipline and the need to respond to the popula-
tion’s needs, improving the competitiveness of
Nigeria and focusing on the short-term fiscal situa-
tion”. 

Buhari has made reviving the flagging economy
one of his key priorities alongside cutting endemic
corruption and government waste, and improving
transparency and accountability. 

Lagarde said they were “very ambitious goals
that need to be delivered upon”. 

Trade concern 
Nigeria last month unveiled a 6.08-trillion-naira

(about $30-billion, 27-billion-euro) budget, increas-

ing investment on capital expenditure to stimulate
growth and lower dependence on crude exports.
Lagarde said it was not her place to “approve or
comment on the budget” but she disclosed the IMF
would undertake a review and audit from next week
“to really assess whether the financing is in place”.  It
would also look at “whether the debt is sustainable,
borrowing costs are sensible and what must be put
in place in order to address the challenges going
forward”.

Analysts say the commercial health of the region
is a priority for Lagarde’s trip, with Nigeria struggling
to adapt to rock-bottom oil prices and diversify its
economy.

She is due to end her trip by meeting finance
ministers from the six member countries of the

Economic and Monetary Community of Central
Africa (CEMAC), delivering a speech on January 8.

“There was mention of the reform agenda, what
Nigeria might do to cope with this period of oil price
weakness, but also the policy response from Nigeria
and the impact on surrounding countries,” said Razia
Khan, Africa economist at Standard Chartered Bank
in London.

“One of the ways that Nigeria has chosen to
deal with the pressures of weaker oil prices is con-
trol the demand of imports, by restricting the for-
eign exchange market,” she told AFP.  “That has
caused an impact on trade with neighbouring
countries that will be a concern not just to Nigeria
but also some of those countries that are very
reliant on Nigeria.” — AFP
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ABUJA: International Monetary Fund (IMF) Managing Director Christine Lagarde (2nd L)
flanked by Nigerian Finance Minister Kemi Adeosun (L) and Nigerian Vice President Yemi
Osinbajo, meets with Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari (R) during her visit in Abuja yes-
terday. —AFP

PARIS: France’s telecommunications giant
Orange is in talks to buy its smaller rival
Bouygues Telecom, both companies said
yesterday, a move that would consolidate
one of Europe’s most competitive telecoms
marketplaces. Orange, which is 20-percent
owned by the French state, said it had
“renewed preliminary discussions” with the
Bouygues group but stressed they were not
bound to any timeframe nor committed to
“any particular predefined outcome”.

Amid recent press reports of talks
between the two groups, analysts had indi-
cated that Orange may be facing a crunch
decision over whether to shore up its posi-
tion at home by gobbling up a competitor,
or expand its presence abroad. “The group is
exploring the opportunities available within
the French telecoms market, while keeping
in mind that its investments and its solid
position afford it a total independence in its
approach,” Orange said in a statement.

It will be “particularly vigilant with
regards to the value created through any
resulting project”, it added.

Orange chief Stephane Richard told AFP
on Monday that his company had been
“thinking for a little while that there’s a cer-
tain logic to a consolidation in France”.

The economy ministry declined to com-
ment. However it highlighted that Economy
Minister Emmanuel Macron said last month
that he had no “principled position” on the
number of operators in the market as long
as investments in fixed line and mobile serv-
ices are safeguarded.

That stance had evolved from June when
he said consolidation was undesirable for
the sector.

‘Everyone stands to gain’  
News of the talks appeared to find favor

on the Paris stock exchange, with telecom
shares up on prospects of a condensing of
the French market from four to three opera-
tors which could help reduce pressure on
prices. Shares in Bouygues were up 1.4 per-
cent around 1430 GMT on the Paris stock
exchange and Orange rose 1.5 percent.

“Everyone stands to gain from the fact
there is one less player and therefore one
less competitor,” HPC trader Xavier de
Villepion said.

But a leading French consumer associa-
tion demanded safeguards that fewer opera-
tors did not translate into less competition
and higher prices for mobile phone users.
The French government needs to “take a
clear stance concerning its will to ensure real
competition in the French electronic com-
munications market with the aim of increas-
ing consumers’ purchasing power”, the UFC-
Que Choisir association said in a statement.

The industrial and construction company
headed by Martin Bouygues said in a sepa-
rate statement that the two telecoms had
signed “a confidentiality agreement”. “For the
moment, no decisions have been taken and
there is no guarantee that there will be an
outcome to these preliminary discussions,”
Bouygues added.

It said it would “attach decisive impor-
tance” in all its discussions to “the interests of
Bouygues Telecom employees and to invest-
ment momentum within the sector, which
must remain strong in the interests of the
consumer”.

Any merger between the two French
telecoms operators would require the green
light from competition authorities in both
France and Brussels. It would represent more
than 60 percent of the mobile market, facing
competition from smaller operators SFR and
Free. — AFP
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