
RIYADH: Saudi Aramco said it has signed a $15.5
billion lease and leaseback agreement for its gas
pipel ine network with a consortium led by
BlackRock Real Assets and Hassana Investment
Company in its second major infrastructure deal
this year.

The deal signed on Monday underscores how
Aramco-the kingdom’s cash cow-is seeking to
monetize its once-untouchable assets to generate
revenue for the Saudi government as it accelerates
efforts to diversify the oil-reliant economy.

In June, Aramco sold a 49 percent stake in its oil
pipeline business to a consortium led by US-based
EIG Global Energy Partners for $12.4 billion. Under
the new deal, a newly-formed subsidiary, Aramco
Gas Pipelines Company, will lease usage rights in
Aramco’s gas pipeline network and lease them back
to Aramco for a 20-year period, the Saudi oil firm
said in a statement. In return, Aramco Gas Pipelines
Company will receive a tariff payable by Aramco for
the gas products that flow through the network,
backed by minimum commitments on throughput.

Aramco will hold a 51 percent stake in Aramco
Gas Pipeline Company and sell a 49 percent stake
to investors led by BlackRock and Hassana, a Saudi
state-backed investment management firm.

“With gas expected to play a key role in the
global transition to a more sustainable energy
future, our partners will benefit from a deal tied to a
world-class gas infrastructure asset,” Aramco presi-
dent and CEO Amin Nasser said in a statement.
“BlackRock is pleased to work with Saudi Aramco

and Hassana on this landmark transaction for Saudi
Arabia’s infrastructure,” BlackRock chairman and
CEO Larry Fink said.

“Aramco and Saudi Arabia are taking meaningful,
forward-looking steps to transition the Saudi econ-
omy toward renewables, clean hydrogen and a net
zero future.” Aramco, the world’s biggest oil pro-
ducer, has pledged to achieve net zero carbon emis-
sions in its operations by 2050.

Maintaining the ‘status quo’ 
Saudi Arabia, one of the world’s biggest polluters

as well as the top oil exporter, has also pledged to
achieve net zero carbon emissions by 2060. “Saudi
Arabia is restructuring Aramco by exiting sectors
and focusing on and investing in others, such as
hydrogen production,” Cairo-based independent
analyst Mahmoud Negm told AFP.

“The shift is happening in a non-abrupt manner,
with Aramco maintaining 51 percent stake and clear
agreements that no restrictions can be placed on it.”
According to Ibrahim Al-Ghitani, from the Abu
Dhabi-based Future for Advanced Research and
Studies, the kingdom is restructuring to generate
liquidity and attract foreign investments.

“Saudi Arabia is not completely abandoning
these assets... but continues to maintain the status
quo of control,” Ghitani said. “It is trying to change
the local economy’s image... with messages and
signs that it continues to open the economy for the
private sector and foreign investors.”

Long seen as the kingdom’s “crown jewel”,

Aramco and its assets were once under tight gov-
ernment control and considered off-limits to out-
side investment. But with the rise of de facto ruler
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, who is
pushing to implement his “Vision 2030” reform

program, the kingdom has shown readiness to
cede some control. Aramco sold a sliver of its
shares on the Saudi bourse in December 2019,
generating $29.4 billion in the world’s biggest ini-
tial public offering. —AFP
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JUBAIL, Saudi Arabia: Saudi Aramco’s Fadhili Gas Plant Project, located 30 km west of the city of Jubail in
the eastern province of Saudi Arabia. —AFP

Afghan currency 
slides on bank 
collapse fears
KABUL: Afghanistan’s currency hit
100 to the US dollar yesterday, losing
five percent of its value in one day in
a panic triggered by fears that one of
the country’s biggest banks could
collapse, traders said. Afghanistan has
been hit by an enormous shortage of
dollars since the Taleban marched
into Kabul and seized power on
August 15, as international donors
suspended billions in aid provided
annually to the previous regime.

Since the Taleban takeover, the US
has frozen around $10 bil l ion in
reserves that Afghanistan’s central
bank had parked in the US Federal
Reserve.

The crisis looked set to deepen
overnight and this morning when
news circulated that Maiwand Bank
— among the country’s five biggest
lenders — had collapsed. “That was
false,” said Haji Sher Shah Ahmadzai,
who heads the dispute resolution
committee at Kabul’s Money

Exchange Commission.
But “trust has been eroded,” he

said, as Maiwand has in recent weeks
failed to return funds owed to the
commission, which has some eight
million dollars deposited in the bank,
Ahmadzai said. One financially insol-
vent trader among the hundreds at
Kabul’s open air exchange held his

head in his hands, repeatedly crying
out: “I have drowned!”

The Afghani stood at 104.5 to the
greenback in late Tuesday trade,
compared to around 80 in early
August. One trader said that the mar-
ket is being hit by fears of a much
wider collapse of the country’s finan-
cial system.

“There are rumors about the col-
lapse of all Afghanistan’s banks,” said
Bilal Khan as he counted batches of
Afghanis. “There is no money in the
banks. The banks are refusing to pay
your own money to you.”

Khan also cited a dawning realiza-
tion in the market that the Taleban
will not be recognized by the inter-
national community any time soon.

Traders had initially expected
that “the new government would be
recognized,” he said. But conse-
quent disappointment “is causing
heavy devaluation of the Afghani
against the dollar, Pakistani rupee
and the Euro”.

The Taleban last week announced
a ban on using foreign currencies in
Afghanistan. But the rules are not
being enforced, according to traders.

The country’s cash crunch has fed
into an economic collapse that has
left it facing a deepening humanitari-
an crisis. More than half of
Afghanistan’s 38 million people face
“acute” food shortages, according to
the United Nations, with the impend-
ing winter forcing millions to choose
between migration and starvation.
The new government is pressing for
the US to release the frozen central
bank reserves. — AFP

KABUL: Afghan money changers in Sarayee Shahzada market in Kabul. — AFP World stocks 
fizz as Omicron 
fears fizzle 
NEW YORK: Global stock markets rallied yester-
day on fading fears over dangers arising from the
new Omicron COVID variant. London stocks won
1.2 percent in late morning deals, while Frankfurt
and Paris fizzed more than two percent higher at
midday in the eurozone.

The dollar trod higher, while oil extended gains
on dimming energy demand concerns. Asian equi-
ties climbed despite renewed worries over potential
debt defaults in China’s troubled property sector.

‘Less damaging than feared’ 
“Markets flushed out at the first sign of Omicron,

but now are more confident it won’t be as bad as
first feared,” said Markets.com analyst Neil Wilson.
“Risk appetite is improving as evidence incremen-
tally supports the case that the Omicron variant will
be less damaging to the economy than was sup-
posed at the end of November.”

World stocks and oil had tanked on November
26 when news of the new variant first flashed across
traders’ screens. After a rollercoaster ride since
then, investors are now optimistic over the outlook
in the run-up to Christmas. “European markets are
continuing their upward trajectory, with traders
feeling increasingly confidence that the Omicron
variant will not ruin Christmas,” added IG analyst
Joshua Mahony.

Omicron has been detected across the globe but
no deaths have yet been reported. Authorities
worldwide are racing to determine how contagious
it is and how effective existing vaccines are. Top US
pandemic adviser Anthony Fauci said over the
weekend that, while more information was needed,
preliminary data on the variant’s severity was “a bit
encouraging”.

Sentiment was also buoyed yesterday by moves
from China’s central bank to limit the economic fall-
out from debt crises in its troubled property sector.
Hong Kong stocks jumped 2.7 percent and Tokyo
won 1.9 percent, but Shanghai was only marginally
higher. Reports meanwhile surfaced yesterday that
Evergrande was planning what could become
China’s biggest debt restructuring, wrapping in all
its offshore obligations as it faced default on a key
payment. — AFP

NEW YORK: Traders work on the floor of the New
York Stock Exchange. Global stock markets rallied
yesterday on fading fears over dangers arising
from the new Omicron COVID variant. — AFP

S Africa economy 
shrinks after riots, 
COVID measures
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s economy shrank
for the first time in a year in the third quarter as the
country was hit by riots and tighter COVID restric-
tions, official statistics showed yesterday.

After four consecutive quarters of growth, the
economy of Africa’s most industrialized country con-
tracted by 1.5 percent between July and September
compared to the previous three-month period, the
Stats SA agency said. The contraction eroded “some
of the economic gains the country has made since
the severe impact of COVID-19 in the second quar-
ter of 2020,” Stats SA said in a statement.

The economy underperformed “under the twin
pressures of tighter COVID-19 lockdown restric-
tions and a spate of civil disorder in July, as well as
several other headwinds”, the agency said. A spree
of arson and looting rocked parts of South Africa in
July following the jailing of ex-president Jacob Zuma
for contempt after he refused to appear before graft
investigators.

The unrest in the two most populous provinces of
Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal killed more than 300
people and caused damage worth more than $1.7
billion (1.5 billion euros). The country worst-hit by
COVID in Africa also tightened coronavirus restric-
tions in July to tackle a third wave of infections.

South Africa is also entering a fourth wave of
infections fuelled by a highly-mutated virus variant
known as Omicron. Dozens of countries have black-
listed South Africa, the first country to officially
announce the detection of the variant, dealing

another blow to its struggling tourist industry ahead
of the summer high season.

GDP in the third quarter of 2021 was on par with
the first quarter of 2016, it added. Six of South
Africa’s 10 main industries recorded a decline in
production during third quarter. Trade, catering and
accommodation industries fell by 5.5 percent.

Manufacturing shrank by 4.2 percent, while agri-
cultural activity plunged by 13.6 percent, its biggest
drop in five years. Household expenditure also
decreased by 2.4 percent, with less spending report-
ed on both durable and non-durable goods. “The
looting and closure of retailers in KwaZulu-Natal
during the civil disorder resulted in food shortages.
Many consumers struggled to buy basic supplies,”
said the data collector. South Africa was in recession
when the pandemic hit. A hard lockdown imposed in
March last year brought many industries to a stand-
still, and rolling restrictions have continued to stifle
business. —AFP

A queue of cars is seen at the Maseru Bridge bor-
der post between Lesotho and South Africa. — AFP

NGO awards
triple-A climate
rating to 14 firms
PARIS: Only 14 companies are making top-
grade efforts on the climate, the organization
that scores environmental efforts by companies
for investors said yesterday. The NGO Carbon
Disclosure Project (CDP) said only 14 out of
nearly 12,000 firms that it scores received A
marks in all the three areas of climate change,
forests and water security in 2021. 

Among those were consumer goods firm
Unilever, food group Danone, cosmetics maker
L’Oreal and tobacco giant Philip Morris
International. A total of 272 companies out of
nearly 12,000 firms with $12 trillion in market
capitalization-or just 2 percent-received at
least one A rating.

The CDP ranks firms after sending them a
questionnaire, and the results are used by asset
managers seeking to make their portfolios more
green. A majority of the ranked firms received
scores between C and D-, which means they
are only beginning to recognize their environ-
mental impact. “It is also concerning that
16,870 companies worth $21 trillion in market
cap-including Chevron, Exxon Mobil, Glencore
and Berkshire Hathaway-failed to respond to
the request for information from their investors
and clients, or provide sufficient information in
their response,” said CDP.  — AFP


