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JEDDAH: Pushed by international advisers
and concerned about its image, conserva-
tive Saudi Arabia is engaged in an unusual
display of openness to promote a wide-
ranging economic transformation plan.
Over four nights this week, 16 government
ministers took the stage at a cramped state
television studio in the humid Red Sea city
of Jeddah to field questions from local and
foreign reporters. Press conferences are
traditionally rare in the kingdom. 

This week’s sessions, which began on
the first day of the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan, were unprecedented. But offi-
cials say “transparency” - a word they use
frequently these days - is essential to the
success of the National Transformation
Programme (NTP). The 112-page docu-
ment, a tool to implement the over-arch-
ing Vision 2030 plan, sets five-year targets
for transforming the oil-dependent econo-
my following a slump in crude prices.

The reform drive is led by King Salman’s
30-year-old son Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, who has risen to be among Saudi
Arabia’s most influential figures since
being named second-in-line to the throne
last year. Prince Mohammed set an exam-
ple in April when he stood before reporters
and, seeming relaxed, answered questions
about the Vision for almost one hour.
“There is an element of transparency,”
Minister of Economy and Planning Adel Al-

Fakieh said during Wednesday night’s tele-
vised press conference. Questions also
came from citizens on Twitter.

By sett ing benchmarks,  the NTP
allows for accountability, which will be
reinforced by a special body to monitor
the performance of government agen-
cies, Fakieh said. The system makes it
possible that “we will see a breakthrough
leap in the performance of the govern-
ment,” he added. Fakieh’s ministry is one
of 24 government agencies given initial
targets under the NTP. In his case, the
economy and planning ministry will be
judged on its handling of objectives at
the heart of the Vision: diversifying gross
domestic product, growing the private
sector, and increasing the efficiency of
government subsidies.

At the centre of the reform effort is a
plan to float less than five percent of oil
giant Saudi Aramco on the stock market,
with the proceeds to help form what will
become the world’s largest state invest-
ment fund, with around $2 trillion in assets.

‘The Public Should Know’ 
Fakieh said the NTP is the result of input

from about 10 consulting firms and more
than 600 Saudi officials who attended
months of discussions and workshops. “We
do not claim that the initiatives in this pro-
gram are final,” he said, calling for con-

structive public criticism to help it succeed.
Fakieh downplayed the input of foreign
experts. “We realize that it’s only us under-
standing our own local context that can
really make the best use of this internation-
al expertise,” he said.

Last December the McKinsey Global
Institute, the research arm of McKinsey & Co
consultancy, published a 156-page report
on “Saudi Arabia Beyond Oil: The
Investment and Productivity
Transformation”. That document talks of a
need for “greater accountability, coordina-
tion, and performance management” by
government. “The public should know more
about what is happening, too,” said the
report which is available on the Internet.

McKinsey was also among firms con-
tracted by the government to advise on
the kingdom’s economic future,
Bloomberg News reported. “They’ve been
guided definitely, very, very strongly by
McKinsey”, including in the emphasis on
transparency, said Patrick Dennis, lead
Middle East economist at British-based
advisory firm Oxford Economics.
Government openness is needed for effec-
tive decision-making, proper functioning
of the market, and to avoid corruption
which typically leads to lower growth, he
told AFP. Transparency, however, is “some-
thing that will come later over time”,
Dennis said. —  AFP

Wages, Syrian 

migrants push 

Turkish growth 

ANKARA: Turkey’s economy grew a larger-than-expected 4.8
percent in the first quarter, official data showed yesterday,
outperforming major emerging markets peers, as wage hikes
and spending by Syrian migrants fuelled private consumption.
Domestic demand contributed 6 percent of the growth, data
from the Turkish Statistics Institute showed, but net external
demand wiped off 1.5 percent, meaning Turkey is importing
more than it exports, taking the shine off the headline figure.

“Its peers, Brazil, Russia and South Africa are mired in reces-
sion, or with feeble growth drivers,” Nomura strategist Tim
Ash said in e-mailed comments, but added: “The structure of
growth was less impressive, with private consumption and
government spending leading the way, over investment and
net exports.” The year-on-year growth in gross domestic prod-
uct came in slightly above a Reuters poll forecast of 4.5 per-
cent, prompting the finance and development ministers to say
Turkey was clearly on track to meet its goal of 4.5 percent
growth this year. Output grew 0.8 percent in the period on a
seasonally and calendar-adjusted basis, the Turkish Statistical
Institute said.

Deputy Prime Minister Mehmet Simsek said the figures
showed the economy was on a strong path and said the gov-
ernment would push ahead with structural reforms in the
coming period. Finance Minister Naci Agbal said in a state-
ment that those reforms, as well as closer integration with the
European Union, would help Turkey to outperform other
emerging markets. Agbal told Reuters last month, after being
reappointed in a new cabinet, that Turkey would take “swift
and bold” economic decisions this year and promised reforms
- which many investors say are long overdue - to boost
exports and employment.

But investors fear reform momentum will slow under new
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim, a close ally of President Tayyip
Erdogan, who wants to see strong consumption-led growth.
Economists said public sector salary increases and a 30 per-
cent hike in the minimum wage, a pledge made ahead of elec-
tions last November and introduced by the ruling AK Party at
the start of the year, had contributed to the strong first quar-
ter growth figures. — Reuters 

BEIJING/SINGAPORE: Chinese independent oil compa-
nies are luring traders, marketers and risk managers away
from dominant state behemoths, offering better pay and
perks in a hiring spree triggered by the freeing up of
China’s crude import trade. Global oil firms and commodi-
ty houses have also been raiding state giants such as
Sinochem and CNPC for staff to help handle up to $50 mil-
lion a day in new crude flowing into China this year, and
the cherry-picking of talent is likely just getting started.

China’s independent “teapot” refiners, so called due to
their small size, could be processing by the end of this year
as much as a fifth of the crude imports of the world’s No. 2
oil consumer. Already, in the first five months of 2016 - the
first full year of a dozen of them being granted crude
import licences - they have captured about 10 percent of
the inbound shipments. 

Shandong Dongming Petrochemical Group, China’s
largest independent refiner, has built a Singapore-based
trading team of 11 to handle this new business, includ-
ing trading and shipping managers hired from CNPC
Fuel Oil Company and the CNOOC group. “A team of this
size is far from enough for our scale of 10 million tonnes
a year (200,000 bpd) crude demand,” said Zhang Liu
Cheng, vice president of Shandong Dongming. “We’ll
need more to cover products, chemicals and market
analysis,” Zhang said.

Awarding crude import quotas of up to 1.2 million bar-
rels per day (bpd) to China’s teapots has started a tussle for
talent as the refiners - and the oil majors and trading hous-
es that aim to supply them - dive into an activity previously
restricted to state-owned enterprises (SOEs). This year, use
of the quotas has made up most of a 16 percent or around

1 million bpd rise in China’s crude imports, even with sev-
eral underused and more awaiting approval.

Those angling for a slice of this market have already
hired more than 40 traders and others, mostly from state
companies, say colleagues and acquaintances of people
who have moved jobs. “We have a big but not totally moti-
vated team,” said a senior trader with a state oil company,
noting that offers often beat SOE employment, particularly
at smaller firms. “Certainly we’re going to see more talent
outflows as the teapots have just begun hiring,” the senior
trader said. Most of the hires are in their mid-thirties, hav-
ing honed their craft at Chinese state companies such as
Sinochem Corp, China National Offshore Oil Corp (CNOOC)
and China National Petroleum Corp (CNPC), sources said.
“Our traders are very popular,” said a source from one of
the state oil trading companies. — Reuters 

ISTANBUL: A seller waits for customers in the spice
bazaar in the Eminonu district on Thursday. — AFP 

Saudi officials open up 

to push economic plan
Transparency key in reform drive

Wanted: Oil traders who know China

JEDDAH, Saudi Arabia: A handout picture provided by the Saudi Press Agency (SPA) on June 7, 2016 shows (from left)
Minister of Hajj and Umrah Mohammed Bentin, Minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral Resources Khaled Al-Falih,
Minister of Water, Environment and Agriculture Abdulrahman Fadli, Minister of Civil Service Khaled Al-Araj and Cabinet
Minister Mohammad Al-Sheikh attending a press conference on the National Transformation Programme (NTP) in this
coastal city. — AFP 


