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Azour said the IMF was projecting flat growth this year
for Saudi Arabia, the largest economy in the MENA
region, but the non-oil sector was growing faster than
expected. This was an indication “that the Saudi economy
is bottoming up and it shows that the gradual implementa-
tion of the fiscal adjustment now is going to allow the
Saudi economy to grow faster,” Azour said. 

In a move aimed in part at boosting women’s participa-
tion in the economy, Saudi Arabia lifted a longstanding
ban on women driving that was seen as a damper on
potential economic growth. 

Azour said that for the Saudi economy to see a real
boost, the decision to allow women to drive has to go
hand-in-hand with creating more opportunities for
women in the workplace. “I think the real important ele-
ment here is more on gradual recognition and taking
gradual measures to allow women to participate more into
the economy,” he said. “Allowing women to have better
access to (the) market, to participate into the economy
and create jobs.”

Azour estimated that Saudi Arabia and UAE could
achieve a fiscal balance by between 2020 and 2022. He said
the introduction of the five percent value-added tax (VAT)
was one of the reform measures that would allow the GCC
countries to diversify their revenues away from oil. “Its low
rate will have a limited impact on price rise and inflation,”
said Azour, adding that VAT is estimated to generate
between 1.5 and two percent of gross domestic product
annually. So far, Saudi Arabia and UAE have said they would
apply the tax at the start of next year while the remaining
four nations have the whole of 2018 to implement it.

Meanwhile, the economic impact of the diplomatic rift
between Qatar and its Gulf neighbors has so far been lim-
ited but a prolonged crisis could weaken the region’s mid-
term growth, Azour said. Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain
and Egypt on June 5 severed diplomatic ties with Qatar
and imposed an economic blockade, accusing Doha of
promoting extremist groups. Qatar has denied the
charges. The four nations froze all economic deals with
gas-rich Qatar, and Riyadh closed the only land exit for
the Gulf peninsula. 

“The diplomatic rift between Qatar and the neighbor-
ing countries had a limited impact on the Qatari economy
and its impact on the region is muted in the short-term,”

Azour said. “So far, there are no signs that the diplomatic
rift had an impact on growth in the GCC.” It had a “very
limited impact on trade and almost no impact on oil price”.

The IMF, however, warned in its new report that if the
crisis drags on, it will negatively impact mid-term growth
prospects for the GCC. “A protracted rift could weaken
medium-term growth prospects, not only for Qatar but
also for other GCC countries,” the report said. If the rift
continues, it will “slow progress toward greater GCC inte-
gration and cause a broader erosion of confidence, reduc-
ing investment and growth, and increasing funding costs in
Qatar and possibly the rest of the GCC.”

It said the crisis had resulted in some financial pres-
sures on Qatar as its sovereign credit rating and outlook
had been downgraded, raising interbank interest rates and
leading to a decline in private sector deposits. The initial
impact on Qatari banks has largely been mitigated by liq-
uidity injections by the central bank and increased public
sector deposits, the IMF said. Last month, Moody’s
Investors Service estimated that around $30 billion was
withdrawn from Qatar’s banking system in June and July.
Moody’s estimated that Qatar used $38.5 billion - equiva-
lent to 23 percent of its GDP - to support the economy in
the first two months of sanctions.

The IMF also endorsed an ambitious Saudi Arabian
plan to build a $500-billion business and industrial zone
extending into Jordan and Egypt, saying the project could
benefit the whole region. Azour said Riyadh would need to
balance the huge cost of the zone and other economic
projects with its drive to cut a big state budget deficit
caused by low oil prices. But the plan to develop the zone,
known as NEOM, could stimulate trade and allow the
Middle East to capitalize on its location as a bridge
between Asia and Europe, he said.

“It is a signal that greater regional cooperation is back
on the table,” he said. “We see value and necessity in
regional cooperation.” The NEOM scheme, unveiled by
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman at an interna-
tional conference in Riyadh last week, would develop
industries such as energy and water, biotechnology, food,
advanced manufacturing and entertainment in a 26,500-
sq-km zone with its own laws and judicial system.

Azour said major private sector participation would
be important for NEOM’s success, with the Saudi gov-
ernment providing land and regulation rather than trying
to be closely involved in most investment decisions.
NEOM could fit in with two other international econom-
ic schemes, Azour said: the Belt and Road Initiative,
Beijing’s drive to win trade and investment deals along
routes linking China to Europe, and the G20 Compact
with Africa that aims to promote private investment
across the continent. — Agencies 
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The shelling comes as Eastern Ghouta, where an
estimated 400,000 people live, faces a mounting
humanitarian crisis. Shocking AFP images from the
region this month showed severely underweight children,

and doctors reported two infants had died of malnutri-
tion and related complications.

On Monday, dozens of trucks carrying aid for 40,000
people entered Eastern Ghouta. The region was once a
prime agricultural region famed for its orchards. But the
rebel stronghold has been under a tight government
siege since 2013, causing shortages of food and medi-
cine, as well as price hikes for the local and smuggled
supplies available. Basic services are virtually non-exis-
tent, with electricity produced only by generators and
water often dirty and a vector for disease. —AFP 
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SHARHABIL, Jordan: From a hillside in northern Jordan,
the Yarmouk River is barely visible in the steep valley below,
reduced from a once important water source to a sluggish
trickle overgrown with vegetation. Jordan’s reservoirs are
only one-fifth full, a record low, and vital winter rains are
becoming more erratic. Jordanians don’t need scientists to
tell them that they live in one of the world’s driest countries
in the center of the planet’s most water-poor region.

But recent studies suggest the kingdom, a Western ally
and refugee host nation with a growing population, is being
hit particularly hard by climate change, getting hotter and
drier than previously anticipated. One forecast predicts as
much as 30 percent less rain by 2100. “We are really in
trouble if we don’t take action in time,” said Ali Subah, a
senior Water Ministry official.

But addressing the problem would require cross-border
cooperation, a commodity as scarce as water in the Jordan
River basin shared by Jordan, Israel, the Palestinians, Syria
and Lebanon. Jordan’s flagship Red Sea desalination proj-
ect, which includes a water trade with Israel, has faced
repeated delays, most recently because of a diplomatic cri-
sis that led to a scaling back of cross-border contacts since
the summer.

A master plan by the regional advocacy group EcoPeace
that seeks to transform the Jordan River valley into an eco-
nomically vibrant green oasis by 2050 is based, in part, on a

state of Palestine being established on Israeli-occupied
lands. Palestinian independence remains distant, and Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently asserted that
Israel will never leave the stretch of the Jordan Valley in the
occupied West Bank.

Warning signs abound of what a failure to act looks like.
The Dead Sea and Jordan River, global treasures with reli-
gious significance as the cradle of Christianity, have been
devastated by dropping water levels due to decades of water
diversion to urban areas. Some experts suggest civil war in
neighboring Syria, which led to a large influx of refugees to
Jordan and other neighboring countries, may have been trig-
gered in part and indirectly by a mismanaged drought.

Munqeth Mehyar, the president of EcoPeace, said the
growing water scarcity urgently requires cooperation.
“People need to be aware of their water situation, and try to
compromise between their water reality and their national-
istic politics,” he said at his group’s lush, formerly arid 270-
hectare reserve in the Jordan Valley, a witness to nature’s
power to bounce back. Stanford University researchers say
that in the absence of international climate policy action, the
kingdom would have 30 percent less rainfall by 2100.
Annual average temperatures would increase by 4.5
degrees Celsius and the number and duration of droughts
would double, compared to the 1981-2010 period.

Water flows to Jordan from the Yarmouk River, which

originates in Syria, would remain low due to droughts and
diversion, regardless of when the civil war ends. The results,
published in the journal Science Advances and based on
improved data analysis tools, suggest the impact of climate
change is likely to be more severe than anticipated, said
Steven Gorelick, head of the university’s internationally sup-
ported Jordan Water Project.

Another study found that man-made climate change was
a major force behind an extreme drought in the area in early
2014, said co-author Rachael McDonnell of the
International Center for Biosaline Agriculture in Dubai. “The
findings are more severe than anticipated and more immi-
nent,” she said. The World Bank named Jordan, Iraq,
Lebanon, Morocco and Syria as the countries in the Middle
East and North Africa that will experience significantly
increased water stress driven by climate change.  The bank’s
report in August described the region as the “global hotspot
of unsustainable water use.”

Israel is on the road to resolving its water scarcity, pro-
ducing close to 75 percent of water for domestic use in
desalination plants and recycling more than half of its waste
water for agricultural use, said Yacov Tsur, a professor of
environmental economics at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem. Israel is being aided by technological advances,
easy access to sea water and a strong economy that can
afford large-scale projects, he said.

Jordan, which pulls 160 percent more water from the
ground than nature puts in, views desalination as the main
answer. A Jordan-only option would be costly. Jordan’s main
population center is about 300 km from the only coastline,
making it prohibitively expensive to deliver desalinated Red
Sea water to the capital, Amman. In recent years, a water
trade plan was developed to get around high transport costs.

Jordan would desalinate Red Sea water, sell some to
nearby southern Israel and pump the brine into the Dead
Sea to raise water levels there. Separately, water from
northern Israel would be sold to nearby northern Jordan
and to Palestinian communities. Israel has a strategic inter-
est in the stability of security ally Jordan, a land buffer
against the region’s turmoil. But the Red Sea-Dead Sea
project has hit snags, in part over funding, and Jordan still
hasn’t approached five short-listed consortiums to submit
their bids.

The ongoing diplomatic crisis, triggered by the fatal
shooting of two Jordanians by an Israeli Embassy guard in
Amman in July, also contributed to delays by reducing
cross-border contacts, said Subah, the Water Ministry
official. He said Jordan remains committed to the regional
project but will also look at fallback options. “The
Jordanian solution for water in the future is desalination,”
he said. “If it’s regional, if it’s on our own, we will go in this
direction.”— AP 
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ZAMA, Japan: Japanese police have found nine mutilated
bodies hidden in containers with their heads cut off and
flesh stripped in a suburban Tokyo flat, media reported
yesterday. Tokyo police have arrested 27-year-old
Takahiro Shiraishi who reportedly confessed to hacking the
flesh off the bodies and throwing it out with the trash, then
sprinkling cat litter over the remains in an effort to cover up
the evidence. According to local media, Shiraishi told police
he had chopped up the bodies in a bathroom, while a saw
was found in his room.

The suspect reportedly told investigators he had
“dumped cut flesh and organs in the trash”, prompting
fears he was a serial killer as police believe he killed all nine
victims, according to NHK. Police and journalists swarmed
around the nondescript apartment in the quiet residential
neighborhood of Zama, as locals struggled to comprehend
how an act of such violence could have occurred so near
them. “It’s really cruel. He used a saw to dismember the
bodies or something. He must be abnormal to have done
such things,” said neighbor Hideaki Hosogaya, 83.

The Sankei Shimbun newspaper quoted another neigh-
bor as saying he had smelled an odor he had “never smelled
before”. “I thought it was the smell of sewage,” he said.
Police used blue tarps to block views inside the two-storey
building, and covered windows of the second-floor room
where the bodies were discovered. Japanese social media
users were quick to draw parallels with Halloween. One
Twitter user wrote: “Nine dismembered bodies found on
the day of Halloween. Humans are definitely scarier than
ghosts.” Another said: “What a psychotic event on

Halloween. I don’t think I could bear 10 minutes with nine
dead bodies around.”

Authorities had been investigating the disappearance of
a 23-year-old woman and discovered a connection
between her and Shiraishi. This woman had earlier tweeted
“I’m looking for someone to die with me”, according to the
Sankei Shimbun daily. Other media said Shiraishi and the
woman had connected via a website featuring information
about suicides.

A CCTV image showed Shiraishi and the 23-year-old
woman walking together last Monday, NHK reported. She
had been missing since Sept 21 and her older brother
reported her disappearance to police, according to the
Asahi Shimbun. When police visited the apartment, they
originally found two heads inside a cool box at the entrance
before making the grisly discovery of the other body parts,
according to Jiji Press. “During the course of the investiga-
tion, the heads of nine bodies have been discovered” inside
various coolers and containers in the apartment, private TV
network TBS said.

For the time being, police arrested Shiraishi on a charge
that he dismembered one body and placed it inside a cool-
er, a charge that he was not contesting, according to a
spokesman at Tokyo Metropolitan Police. “He has said ‘I
dismembered a body and placed it inside a cooler and
poured cat litter over it. It was meant to hide the body that
I killed and to hide evidence’,” the spokesman told AFP,
declining to elaborate.

Japan prides itself on a low crime rate but is no stranger
to high-profile violent crimes. Earlier in October, a 32-
year-old father was arrested on suspicion of stabbing his
daughter to death. He also admitted torching the house in
which his wife and four other children were found dead. In
Japan’s bloodiest crime for decades, Satoshi Uematsu faces
charges of killing 19 people and attempting to kill or injure
24 others at a disability center near Tokyo in July 2016. In
1997 a 14-year-old schoolboy decapitated an 11-year-old
acquaintance and placed the head at the gates of his
school.  — AFP 
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