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KUWAIT/ABU DHABI: Arab economies are poised to
expand this year and the next as they continue to
recover from the COVID-19 pandemic, record lower
inflation rates and benefit from improved fiscal posi-
tions, the UN said in its latest survey.

The gross domestic product of 22 Arab countries is
forecast to grow an average 4.5 per cent in 2023 and
3.4 per cent in 2024, albeit at a slower pace from 5.2 per
cent last year, with some discrepancies as the Ukraine
war affects economies differently, the UN Economic
and Social Commission for Western Asia (Escwa) said in
a report. “While some Arab countries benefited from
spikes in energy prices, others suffered from rising
energy costs, food supply shortages, and drops in both
tourism and international aid inflows,” Escwa said in its
Survey of Economic and Social Developments in the
Arab Region.

“This outlook faces many risks and uncertainties,
including fears of a new COVID-19 wave, a protracted
war in Ukraine and expanding sanctions on the Russian
Federation, economic collapse in some Arab countries
suffering from dire socio-economic conditions and per-
sistence of conflict and political instability.” The regional
outlook comes after some Arab countries benefited from
a surge in energy prices, while non-oil importing states
faced rising energy costs, food supply shortages, drops
in tourism and lower international aid inflows in the wake
of the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war. GCC countries will
grow at their fastest pace since 2014, expanding 4.6 per
cent and 3.3 per cent in 2023 and 2024 respectively,
from 6.3 per cent in 2022, as they benefit from a recov-
ery in oil markets that started in 2021.

“The current situation presents an opportunity for
oil-exporting Arab countries to diversify their
economies away from the energy sector by accumulat-
ing reserves and investing in projects that generate
inclusive growth and sustainable development,” Ahmed
Moummi, head of the Escwa survey, said.

Arab middle-income countries (MICs) are expected
to grow by around 3.6 per cent this year and next,
respectively, from 4.3 per cent last year, as most face
higher energy and commodity prices and depreciation

of their national currencies. Egypt, the Arab world’s
third largest economy, will outpace these rates with
growth of 5.4 per cent in 2022 and 4.3 per cent over
2023-2024, driven by an increase in demand for and
prices of Egyptian gas.

Conflict-affected countries or CACs’s collective GDP
is expected to grow 6.8 per cent this year and 3.6 per
cent the next, up from 2.8 per cent last in 2022, led by
Iraq which has benefited from higher oil prices. Arab
least-developed countries (LDCs) are forecast to grow
by 3.3 per cent and 4.6 per cent in 2023 and 2024
respectively, up from only 0.9 per cent in 2022, the UN
said. They face an increase in energy and essential com-
modities prices, while risking a drop in official develop-
ment assistance as more aid is redirected to support
Ukraine and countries hosting Ukrainian refugees.

Inflation to ease in 2023-2024
While inflation rates in Arab countries jumped

this year to an aggregate 14 per cent, they are pro-
jected to drop to 8 per cent and 4.5 per cent
respectively in 2023 and 2024, according to the UN
survey. Inflation in MICs is expected to reach as
high as 17.7 per cent in 2022 before dropping to
10.9 per cent in 2023, driven mainly by high infla-
tion rates in crisis-hit Lebanon. The country will
register an inflation rate of about 86.9 per cent in
2022 and about 13.7 per cent in 2023, as grapples
with an economic and financial meltdown and sharp
currency depreciation.

The fiscal position of Arab countries is expected
to have improved in 2022 as a result of higher energy
prices, though this will be partially offset by an

increase in metal and food prices, the UN survey
said. GCC countries are expected to record a fiscal
surplus of 5.6 per cent of GDP in 2022, allowing the
bloc to decrease its debt-to-GDP ratio to about 30
per cent in 2022 from 36.4 per cent in 2021.

The fiscal deficit in Arab MICs is expected to
reach 8 per cent of their collective GDP, as non-oil
importing states face higher oil prices. Debt-to-GDP
ratio is expected to decline in MICs to 76.3 per cent
in 2024 from 79.1 per cent in 2022, as a result of the
drop in the value of Lebanese debt following the
massive depreciation of its currency.

CACs will record a 4.7 per cent fiscal surplus as
percentage of GDP, driven by a significant improve-
ment in the fiscal position of Iraq. Arab LDCs are also
projected to record a significant reduction of their
debt-to-GDP level to 47.3 this year from 78.1 per
cent in 2022, driven mainly by a significant reduction
of the debt level in Sudan.

Gender inequalities
In terms of gender parity, Arab countries are still

“characterized by structural barriers” that hinder
women’s economic participation, with only 5 per cent
of businesses in the region having top female man-
agers, the survey showed. The female labor force par-
ticipation rate in Arab countries continues to be the
lowest worldwide, estimated at 19.9 per cent in 2022
and below the global average of 46.6 per cent.

Arab female unemployment rate is the highest
worldwide, estimated at 22.1 per cent compared with
a global average of 6 per cent. For both men and
women, joblessness remained a problem. The Arab
world registered a 12 per cent unemployment rate in
2022, the highest in the world, the survey showed.
Poverty also surged, affecting 130 million people in
Arab countries, the UN said.

Excluding Libya and GCC countries, more than
one-third of the region’s population is hit by poverty.
Poverty levels are expected to rise over the next two
years, reaching 36 per cent of the population in 2024,
the UN said. — Agencies

Arab economies will continue to
expand in 2023, 2024: UN report

GCC countries will grow at 4.6% rate in 2023 as inflation eases

RABAT: Moroccans shop at a vegetable market. 

FTX’s Japanese users
can start withdrawing
funds from February
TOKYO: Japanese FTX users will be able to start
moving their funds out of the collapsed cryptocur-
rency exchange starting in February, according to a
statement from the company’s Japan subsidiary.

FTX Japan said Thursday it was developing a sys-
tem to resume withdrawals through the website of
Liquid Japan, a crypto exchange it acquired earlier
this year. Customers will be able to view their balance
on Liquid Japan, and then take out their funds. “We
deeply apologize for causing great concern and
inconvenience to our customers due to the long-term
suspension of the service,” the company said in a
Japanese language blogpost on its website, which
was translated via Google.

FTX Japan laid out a timeline for the restoration of
customer funds, starting with opening of a Liquid
Japan account in mid-January, and then transferring
assets from FTX Japan to Liquid Japan and reopen-
ing withdrawals by mid-February. It comes after FTX
Japan said on Dec. 1 that it had confirmed with
lawyers for the FTX Group that “Japanese customer
cash and crypto currency should not be part of FTX
Japan’s estate given how these assets are held and
property interests under Japanese law.”

The news offers some relief for FTX customers.
Clients of FTX worldwide have been unable to get
access to their money since the company entered
bankruptcy last month and placed a block on with-
drawals. —AFP

Indian tycoon 
Adani finalizes 
NDTV takeover 
NEW DELHI: Indian tycoon Gautam Adani on Friday
secured a majority stake in leading news broadcaster
NDTV, finalizing a hostile takeover that has sparked
press freedom fears in the world’s biggest democracy.
Adani, 60, is the world’s third-richest person, with an
estimated net worth of $130 billion and interests rang-
ing from Australian coal mines to India’s busiest ports.

He is also seen as a close acolyte of Hindu national-
ist Prime Minister Narendra Modi, often publicly sup-
porting his policies. His business empire first began
buying up NDTV shares in August, a move its
founders Prannoy and Radhika Roy said had come
without their involvement or consent.

But after months of negotiations, the Roy family
agreed to sell most of their remaining equity, and the
Adani Group said in a Friday stock market disclosure
that its subsidiary RRPR had bought a 27.26 percent
stake in the company. The latest purchase gives
Adani’s conglomerate a 64.71 percent stake in NDTV,
renowned for inviting government critics and its hard-
hitting reporting in a TV news landscape dominated
by pro-Modi coverage. Adani has pledged to guaran-
tee the channel’s editorial independence but also told
the Financial Times last month that journalists should
acknowledge when the government was performing
well.

“Independence means if government has done
something wrong, you say it’s wrong,” Adani told the
British broadsheet. “But at the same time, you should
have courage when the government is doing the right
thing every day. You have to also say that.”

Under Modi, India has slipped 10 places in the
Reporters Without Borders global press freedom
ranking and is now 150 out of 180 surveyed countries.
Critical reporters often find themselves behind bars
and hounded on social media by supporters of Modi’s
ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).—AFP

Debt spiral engulfs 
Turkish voters 
months before polls
ISTANBUL: The growing pile of debt notices cover-
ing the Ankara district mayor’s desk hint at the scale of
the economic crisis facing Turkish voters months
before crucial presidential polls. The warnings and
court summonses end up being forwarded to Ali
Golpinar-the “muhtar” of one of the Turkish capital’s
working-class suburbs-when they cannot be delivered
to the debtor’s stated address. Golpinar says the num-
ber of them he gets daily has doubled to about 40 in
the past two years.

That generally reflects what has happened to
Turkey’s consumer prices over the same span. The
official inflation rate hit 85 percent in the past year
alone. “And these are only the undelivered letters,”
Golpinar said from behind his messy desk.

“Imagine how many there are in all. People can no
longer pay their debts.” Turkish media say the total
number of debt recovery cases rose by about 1.5 mil-
lion in a year and exceeded 24 million at the height of
the crisis in August. The main banking regulator says
the value of unpaid individual loans in the nation of 85
million people rose from 17 billion to 29 billion liras
($1.6 billion) between March and September. 

Friendly grocers 
Turkey’s most recent economic problems started

when President Recep Tayyip Erdogan-a lifelong foe
of high interest rates-pushed the central bank to start

fighting persistent inflation by lowering borrowing
costs in September 2021. The policy contradicted con-
ventional economics and turned Turkey into a no-go
zone for foreign investors.

A resulting currency crisis wiped out savings and
forced Erdogan to launch an expensive social support
system that tried to preserve living standards-and his
own ratings before elections due by June.

His government has tripled the minimum wage in
the past year and raised state salaries and pensions.
But soaring rents-up 163 percent in the past year in
Ankara-and household expenses have forced many to
revive the ancient tradition of buying on credit at
friendly neighborhood shops.

“Asking for a bank loan is risky, but the local grocer
knows you,” Golpinar said. “He will not refuse you.”
The system operates entirely on trust and involves no
interest payments or signed papers. “More and more
customers are asking to buy on credit,” grocer Yuksel
Kurt agreed. Kurt writes down all the money he is
owed in a worn notebook that he keeps next to his
cash register. The grocer said he ends up refusing
some people “because I know they will never pay it
back. If a debt hasn’t been paid back after six month,
we know we have to write it off.”

Debt dilemma 
Economist Erinc Yeldan said Turkey was experienc-

ing fallout from a years-long policy that encouraged
cheap lending to achieve rapid rates of economic
growth. Turkey’s growth continued throughout the
coronavirus pandemic and reached 11 percent of gross
domestic product in 2021 — the highest rate among
the Group of 20 major economies. Erdogan cites these
figures while promoting a “new economic model” built
on domestic production and exports.

“Turkey has voluntarily increased its foreign and
domestic debt,” Yeldan said.

The main opposition CHP party’s anti-poverty cam-
paigner Hacer Foggo said this policy allowed people
without fixed incomes to obtain cheap loans. These
same people “are facing the dilemma of choosing
between paying their rent, taking their child to the
doctor or repaying their loans,” she said.

City governments run by the opposition-including
Ankara and Istanbul-have set up websites that take
donations to help the needy pay their utility bills.

Erdogan’s government is also announcing a steady
stream of populist measures entering the election
campaign. One of the latest involves pushing creditors
to cancel debts of less than 2,000 liras ($105).

These announcements have helped prop up
Erdogan’s sagging numbers as he tries to extend his
rule into a third decade in what promises to be a tight
vote. But Golpinar said he is yet to hear of anyone who
has filled out all the paperwork needed to get a debt
writeoff. “I don’t know of a single person who has ben-
efited from it,” the district mayor said. — AFP

Manufacturing 
activity in
China drops 
BEIJING: China’s manufacturing activity contracted
sharply in December for the third month in a row,
according to official figures released Saturday, despite
Beijing’s loosening of COVID restrictions at the begin-
ning of the month. The Purchasing Managers’ Index
(PMI) — a key gauge of manufacturing in the world’s
second-biggest economy-came in at 47 points, down
from November’s 48 and well below the 50-point mark
separating growth from contraction, according to data
from the National Bureau of Statistics. For more than

two years, China had insisted on a zero-COVID strate-
gy of stamping out outbreaks with strict quarantines,
lockdowns and mass testing-a hardline policy that
reverberated across the global economy.

On December 7, Beijing abruptly loosened pan-
demic restrictions, but despite that, the country is still
struggling to recover due to a surge in COVID cases.
“In December, due to the impact of the epidemic and
other factors... China’s economic prosperity has gener-
ally declined,” NBS senior statistician Zhao Qinghe
said in a statement.

“The epidemic has had a significant impact on busi-
ness production and demand, staff presence, logistics
and distribution.” The index has not been in positive
territory since September, and December’s figure was
lower than the 47.8 reading predicted by Bloomberg
analysts.

Zhao, however, struck a note of optimism in his

statement. “As the epidemic situation gradually
improves, the market trend is expected to pick up lat-
er,” he wrote. China’s zero-COVID strategy was based
on widespread testing, strict monitoring of movement,
and quarantine for those testing positive. Those meas-
ures, which led to unannounced plant closures, dis-
rupted supply chains and forced some companies to
close permanently.

For its part, the non-manufacturing PMI-which
includes the services and construction sectors-also
contracted further this month, to 41.6 points from 46.7
in November.

The government has set a growth target of about
5.5 percent this year, after reaching its goal of over 8
percent in 2021. But many economists now consider
the 2022 target unrealistic. China will unveil its gross
domestic product (GDP) performance for the year in
January. — AFP

Peru to invest 
$1.6 billion to 
boost economy
LIMA: Peru’s economy minister pledged on Thursday
to launch an investment program of $1.6 billion to
ramp up growth hampered by constant political crises.
Alex Contreras said his plan has 19 component parts
and will generate 130,000 jobs and add an additional
1.2 percent to the nation’s economic growth in the first
half of 2023.  Contreras said his goal is for Peru’s econ-
omy to grow 3.9 percent next year.

“We are prioritizing the region’s most affected by
conflict... It is a package of measures to strengthen
household economies,” he said. Political upheaval has
roiled Peru in the last three weeks. Then-president
Pedro Castillo on December 7 sought to dissolve
Congress and rule by decree, only to be ousted and
thrown in jail. Castillo was replaced by his vice presi-
dent, Dina Boluarte. But Boluarte has faced a wave of
often violent demonstrations calling for Castillo to be
returned to power. The unrest has caused 22 deaths
and more than 600 injuries.—AFP

Gautam Adani

ANKARA: Cemal Aygun works in his bakery in the Kecioren
district, northern suburbs of Ankara in this file photo. — AFP


