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DUBAI: Gulf stock markets rose yesterday but many
investors stood on the sidelines before MSCI’s decision lat-
er in the day on whether it would consider Saudi Arabia
for inclusion in its emerging markets index. International
index compiler MSCI is to announce after the close yester-
day whether it will put Saudi Arabia on review for possible
inclusion as early as mid-2017. Inclusion would bring bil-
lions of dollars of passive foreign funds into the market,
but fund managers are split on whether Saudi Arabia is
likely to be put on review this year. Some managers
believe the possibility is strong because of an easing of
foreign ownership restrictions and reforms to the trading
environment announced in early May by the regulatory
body, but others think inclusion will not come before mid-
2018. The Saudi index climbed 0.6 percent on Tuesday as
Saudi Electricity Co (SEC), the state-controlled utility,
jumped its 10 percent daily limit to 20.05 riyals, its highest
close since the end of May 2015. SEC said at the weekend
that it was inviting expressions of interest from companies
to build two solar power plants; the firms would invest in
the plants and sell electricity to SEC in deals that could
become models for future infrastructure projects under
Saudi Arabia’s economic reform plan.

But property developer Dar Al-Arkan dropped 3.2 per-
cent as investors booked profits on gains that were trig-
gered by expectations it would benefit from housing con-
struction plans in Saudi Arabia’s economic reform plan,
announced last week.  Emaar the Economic City, another
potential beneficiary, fell back 2.0 percent. In Dubai the
main index added 0.2 percent to 3,330 points as Dubai
Islamic Bank climbed 2.4 percent and Emaar Properties
recovered from early losses to close up 0.3 percent.
“Dubai’s stock market witnessed selective buying, heading
higher to retest the 3,380 resistance level,” said a note by
Abu Dhabi’s NBAD Securities. The benchmark tested that
barrier late last week but failed to break above it. At cur-
rent low trading volumes, a breakout above the resistance
remains unlikely in the near term, added the note.

ABU DHABI, EGYPT
The two largest listed stocks on Abu Dhabi’s exchange,

Etisalat and First Gulf Bank, helped pull the index up 0.5
percent. Etisalat, which rose 0.8 percent, and First Gulf,
which added 0.4 percent, are constituents of the MSCI
emerging market index, may see a small outflow of funds
if MSCI decides on Tuesday to include China A-shares in
the index, which would dilute the weightings of Gulf con-
stituents. In Doha, some members of MSCI’s benchmark
also gained.  Developer Ezdan Holding jumped 2.3 per-
cent and lender Masraf Al-Rayan rose 1.0 percent.

Cairo’s main index dropped 1.0 percent as Orascom
Telecom retreated a further 3.1 percent. Shares in the con-
glomerate have now fallen 11.4 percent since Sunday after
a plan by its unit Beltone to acquire CI Capital from
Commercial International Bank (CIB) was called off
because it failed to win regulatory approval. CIB, a con-
stituent of the MSCI emerging market index, fell 1.5 per-
cent yesterday.—Reuters
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PARIS: The Eiffel Tower is seen in the background as smoke rises around press photographers wearing helmets during a demonstration against proposed labor reforms in Paris yesterday.—AFP

French demo against reforms turns violent

PARIS: Several hundred masked protesters
hurled objects at police in Paris yesterday
as the latest demonstration against disput-
ed labor reforms in France descended into
violence. The clashes erupted as the inter-
national spotlight was turned on France as
the host of the Euro 2016 football champi-
onships, which have also been marred by
violence between fans.

Strikes closed the Eiffel Tower and dis-
rupted transport links as tens of thousands
of fans pour into the country for Europe’s
showcase football event. Authorities made
six arrests and at least two people were
hurt in the Paris unrest, according to an
AFP reporter at the scene, as demonstra-
tors stormed a building site and began to
hurl wooden palettes at riot police.

Pictures showed one man being led
away by officers in riot gear with blood
streaming from a wound above his eye, his
white T-shirt splattered with blood.

The strike is the latest in months of
industrial action that has seen air and rail
transport severely disrupted, fuel shortages
and rubbish piled up on the streets of Paris.
“I’ve been to all the demos since March
because I want to live in dignity, not just
survive,” said Aurelien Boukelmoune, a 26-
year-old technician marching in Paris. “I

want the reforms to be withdrawn, pure
and simple. Only then will it stop. For the
government’s sake, they should withdraw
the law, otherwise we’ll block the economy.”

High alert 
With France on high alert due to the

threat of terrorism during Euro 2016, over-
stretched security authorities feared the
demonstrations could turn violent and
banned 130 known troublemakers from
taking part. The terrorism threat was thrust
back into the spotlight after a man claim-
ing allegiance to Islamic State jihadists
killed a policeman and his partner at their
home in a northwestern Paris suburb late
Monday. The latest in a wave of protests
that began in March coincides with a
French Senate debate on the reforms,
which are aimed at making the job market
more flexible and reducing high unemploy-
ment but which critics see as too pro-busi-
ness. President Francois Hollande’s Socialist
government has voiced hope the latest day
of protest will be a last stand for the move-
ment. But Philippe Martinez, head of the
far-left CGT union that spearheaded last
month’s blockades of fuel depots and an
ongoing rail strike, predicted a “very strong
mobilization”.

The CGT laid on more than 600 buses to
transport demonstrators to Paris and said it
hoped to attract more support than in
March, when it claimed 1.2 million people
took to the streets.

Authorities put the March figure at
390,000. For yesterday’s protest, Paris
police chief Michel Cadot said he expected
“maybe more than 50,000 demonstrators”
in the capital alone. Two further protest
days are set for later this month. 

Tourism hit 
At a time when the French capital would

normally be reaping the benefits of high-
season tourism boosted by the football, the
demonstrations have dampened the flow to
the world’s most-visited city. Several staff at
the Eiffel Tower went on strike, leaving
insufficient numbers to open the monu-
ment safely, according to its operator, SETE.
Adding to the climate of discontent, rail
workers continued strike action to protest
working conditions. They were joined at the
weekend by a minority of Air France pilots.
The pilots’ strike, which affected about one
in five flights according to the airline, was
set to end yesterday but the rolling strike at
national rail company SNCF was in its 14th
day. The actions have further depressed

France’s tourism sector, already hit by the
November jihadist attacks in Paris.

Watered down 
The government sparked fury when it

forced the contentious reforms through
parliament without a vote. The opposition-
dominated Senate is expected to push for
changes more favourable to employers and
will wrap up its debate on June 24, with a
vote four days later. If the two houses of
parliament fail to agree on the legislation,
the lower house will have the final say-and
Prime Minister Manuel Valls could again
ram the bill through. While rejecting union
demands to withdraw the bill, the govern-
ment has watered it down, notably by
scrapping a cap on severance pay. The CGT
has signalled it may drop its demand for an
outright withdrawal of the bill.

Hollande, who faces a re-election bid
next April, had hoped the signature reform
would reverse his approval ratings, which
are among the worst of a modern French
leader. Polls show public opinion could be
turning against the union action. A survey
published Sunday showed that 54 percent
of people did not agree  with the strikes. A
similar poll three weeks ago suggested that
a majority was in favor. —AFP

‘Several hundred’ masked protesters hurl objects at police

PARIS: A huge overhang in oil stocks linger-
ing across the world will keep a cap on any
further oil price rises, the IEA said yesterday,
even as supply and demand move towards
balance by the end of the year.

Global demand for oil is steadily rising
thanks to solid economic growth, and supply

has been curbed by unexpected production
cuts due to wildfires in Canada and rebel
attacks in Nigeria, as well as falling US shale
production, the International Energy Agency
said in its monthly oil market report.

These factors recently pushed the oil
price above the key level of $50 as supply

came closer to matching demand, a process
known as rebalancing which the IEA expects
to be fully in place in the second half of this
year. But while market forces play out to
help the oil price to continue climbing from
its low point of close to $25 at the start of
the year, there are still large oil inventories
waiting to feed into the market, causing a
supply glut that is likely to keep a lid on
gains for some time.

“There is an enormous inventory over-
hang to clear,” the IEA said. “This is likely to
dampen prospects of a significant increase in
oil prices.” Worries about big stocks have
caused the oil price to fall back from this
year’s high of around $51 reached early last
month, the agency said, echoing Monday’s
report from the OPEC oil cartel which said
that “speculators became somewhat less
interested in long positions” because of the
overhang in inventories.

Many moving parts 
The benchmark Brent crude contract

lost ground Tuesday, slipping to $49.83 in
late afternoon European business while
US’s W TI contract eased to $48.46. “Oil
prices are due a short-term breather given
the recent run up, as the market takes
stock of broader macroeconomic develop-
ments,” analysts at Energy Aspects said. The
IEA said there is a “huge number of moving
parts” in the current oil market environ-

ment, making accurate predictions haz-
ardous. On the supply side, these involve a
surprisingly strong return of Iran to the oil
market after Western countries lifted sanc-
tions which had been imposed over Tehran’s
nuclear program, and questions over the tim-
ing of any full resumption of production in
Nigeria once Niger Delta security issues are
resolved. Iran has emerged as “OPEC’s fastest
source of supply growth this year”, pumping
oil at its highest level in five years, the IEA said.

OPEC, meanwhile, has done little to cor-
rect the market’s imbalance, failing earlier
this month to agree on any production ceil-
ing at a key meeting and deciding instead
to keep oil gushing as the moderate recov-
ery in the oil price eased pressure to limit
output. Kingpin Saudi Arabia said at the
time that the cartel was “very satisfied” with
the market. This stance had at least “provid-
ed some clarity to the market”, the IEA
observed in its report.

‘Mixed messages’ 
On the demand side, the IEA said relatively

weak oil prices will bring more buyers into
the market, leading the agency to raise its
forecast for 2016 demand growth to 1.3 mil-
lion barrels per day (mb/d) from a previous
1.2 mb/d estimate. Countries outside the
OECD club of highly-developed nations will
provide the bulk of fresh demand, with India
the world’s growth leader, the IEA said.—AFP

‘Enormous’ inventories to keep lid on oil price: IEA

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia has approved rules
opening its retail sector to greater for-
eign investment, official media said yes-
terday, as part of wide-ranging economic
reforms. The cabinet approved rules “for
foreign companies to invest in (the)
wholesale and retail trade sector with
100 percent ownership,” the Saudi Press
Agency said. It added that the decision is
in line with the Vision 2030 plan to wean
the kingdom off oil. The previous foreign
investment limit was up to 75 percent.

Crude oil has dropped in price by
about half since 2014 but is still Saudi
Arabia’s biggest revenue source. Vision
2030 and the National Transformation
Program (NTP), which sets targets for
implementing it, seek to boost non-oil
revenues and employ more Saudis. As
part of the effort, Vision 2030 talks of

“attracting both regional and interna-
tional retail investors and... easing restric-
tions on ownership and foreign invest-
ment.” The plan calls for an additional
one million Saudi jobs by 2020 in a grow-
ing retail sector, while increasing the rela-
tively low proportion of e-commerce.

Cabinet also approved rules for imple-
menting a 2.5 percent tax on undevel-
oped urban land.  Revenue will go to the
ministry of housing which, under the
NTP, wants 52 percent of Saudis to own
their own homes by 2020.

The current home ownership level is 47
percent. At an NTP press conference last
week in Jeddah, Housing Minister Majed
Al-Hogail said he wants both local and for-
eign investors to develop the housing sec-
tor, which has traditionally depended on
government spending. —AFP

Saudi opens retail sector to 
more foreign investment


